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Аннотация
Return to the Golden Age of Adventure!

Dodge Dalton’s discovery of an ancient outpost at the bottom of the world made him a hero, but now a new evil has arisen, intent on seizing the power of the outpost to literally unleash Hell.
Guided by a deadly prophecy, a faceless villain will stop at nothing to transform the world into a place of skulls.It’s a race to save the world from the terrible secret that lies hidden…
…at the Outpost of Fate!


Sean Ellis
At the Outpost of Fate
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…IN THE GOLDEN AGE OF ADVENTURE…

PROLOGUE — AN UNEXPECTED DELAY

It was hard to believe, judging from the perfect blue of the sky and the gentle ripple that stirred the waters of the Great Sound, that one of the deadliest storms in a decade was gathering energy just a few hundred miles to the south. Forecasters had been watching the storm for five days now and the latest reports showed it turning north, skirting the islands of the Caribbean. Puerto Rico would get a drenching, but the remote islands in the Atlantic would escape the full fury of the hurricane force winds. The mainland of the United States was not expected to be so lucky.
The hurricane posed no danger whatsoever to the residents of the British Territory of Bermuda; the tiny island group situated nearly seven hundred miles off the coast of North America was well out of the projected path of destruction. Nevertheless, Captain Elliot Berlitz, pilot of the Pan American Airways Sikorsky S-42, nicknamed "The Tradewinds Clipper", remained wary.
His ship had taken a beating as it skimmed the backside of the storm two days previously on the run up from Sao Paolo, which had led to an extended layover here, at the Darrell's Island Seaplane Port. Now that the mechanics had judged the Clipper fit to fly, he was eager to get her aloft and onto her homeport of New York City ahead of the hurricane, which it now seemed was going to head up the Eastern Seaboard and right across his flight path.
There had been some grumbles from the passengers on learning of the layover, though most were secretly pleased to enjoy the hospitality afforded to guests on the sun-drenched island. But a delay was a delay, even if it was in paradise and everyone was eager to get to their destination. Berlitz and the rest of the flight crew assured each passenger as they made their way into the plane that they would all be in New York very soon; the unexpected delay was over.
"Not to worry, ladies and gentlemen. We'll have you home before sunset."
"Home? And spoil my lovely American holiday? That simply won't do."
Berlitz froze in place; an embarrassed flush tinting his cheeks like a schoolboy. Oh, yes. That one.
"That one" was Jocasta Palmer and she was a knockout. A leggy blond with curves in all the right places, the British bombshell had not yet missed an opportunity to play coy in response to his flirtatious advances. Usually, his snappy blue uniform with gold captain's piping was enough to break down a lady's defenses and when that didn't work he would bring out the big gun: the mostly true tale of the day he almost shot down von Richthofen over the Somme. Thus far, Miss Palmer was proving a tough nut to crack, yet her unpredictably playful banter convinced him that he was making headway. He was pretty sure that, once they reached New York, the lovely socialite would accept his invitation for a night on the town.
"My apologies, Miss Palmer. I must remember that sometimes His Majesty's subjects also find refuge under my wing, so to speak."
She peered from beneath the brim of her broad, floppy sun hat, rolling her eyes up and down his handsome physique, but her only reply before stepping onto the ramp was a terse "Quite."
Jocasta was not the only passenger aboard that hailed from the United Kingdom, but Berlitz would have been hard pressed to pick the others out. There were twenty-four passengers altogether and while he was always courteous to a fault, most of them simply didn't linger in his memory. He had more important things to worry about.
As the last name was checked off the manifest, Berlitz moved to the cockpit and launched into the pre-flight inspection. After battening the hatches, the flight engineer's white-visored cap became visible as he leaned out of the bow hatch and made ready to cast off the mooring line. Satisfied, Berlitz started the number one engine — left outboard — and let her run up, watching the magnetos and oil pressure to make sure that everything was running smooth. He followed this procedure with each engine in turn and only when all four Pratt & Whitney R-1690 Hornet engines were roaring happily, did he give the signal to drop the bow line.
With the four 660 horsepower engines pulling it through the water, the Clipper was never more like her namesake, the China Clippers of old. More a speedboat than an airplane, the Sikorsky plowed through a mile and a quarter of sea water before lining up head-on into the breeze. Even with a boost from Mother Nature pushing across her wings, it could take as much as a mile of full-throttle acceleration to bring the hull up high enough to expose the step — a jog in the hull designed to break the suction caused by surface tension. Only then could it truly reach take-off speed and loft skyward.
It was difficult for the passengers to tell the difference, but the Tradewinds Clipper crew knew every inch of their ship and could detect the subtle change in the vibrations rumbling through the fuselage as the boat became an airplane. Berlitz eased back on the stick and the bird climbed gradually to her cruising altitude of 8,000 feet.
Despite a well-deserved reputation as a bit of a rake, Berlitz never messed around in the cockpit. He was rigidly professional and his idea of a good flight was one that was so mind-numbingly boring that the greatest challenge was staying awake, so when the steward made an unscheduled visit to the cockpit, two hours into the trip, he was understandably dismayed.
"Sir, one of the passengers is requesting to speak with you." Steward Tom Baskins was visibly chagrined at being the bearer of the message.
"For goodness sake, Tom. Tell him I'm not…" He broke off suddenly. One of the passengers…? Miss Palmer perhaps?
"Sir, the man says he's a police inspector. He showed me his badge."
He? Damn. "What on earth could a policeman want, that can't wait until we set down?"
"He says it's most urgent."
Berlitz frowned. "Show him up."
He recognized the man that was escorted forward as one of the passengers that had been added to the manifest in Bermuda, but couldn't attach a name to the face. The fellow quickly addressed that matter.
"How do you do, sir? Inspector Ian Winston at your service."
Berlitz reluctantly took the proffered hand. "Scotland Yard?"
Winston gave a nervous smile. "Hah. It seems you are also a detective, sir. But I'm actually attached to Interpol…er, the International Criminal Police Commission. We're sort of an international police—"
"I'm familiar with it, Inspector. What's this about?"
"Right to the point. Good." Winston glanced around as if expecting to find an eavesdropper. "Captain, I don't know how to tell you this, but I fear that we may all be in grave danger."
Berlitz felt a chill shoot down his spine, but he maintained a stern expression. "Danger? You'll have to do better than that."
"I wish I could. The nature of the threat is very… unspecific. All I know is that one of your passengers is a fiend bent on the most evil sort of adventure."
"Which passenger? You must know who it is, surely."
"I do not. The villain is a master of disguise."
Berlitz wiped a hand across his forehead. "So what do you want me to do? Turn back to Bermuda?"
"I'm not certain. I don't know if his aim is sabotage or some other criminal enterprise. I came to tell you so that you and your crew — rather, the crewmen you know to be above reproach — can be on guard against any sort of… mishap."
The implication that one of his flight crew might be a saboteur stung, but there were indeed two Pan Am employees aboard that he had never worked with — the radio man Robert Charest and the Brazilian second steward Emilio Guzman.
"On guard," he murmured, mulling over just how to follow through on that admonition.
"Christ Almighty; where did that come from?"
Berlitz started involuntarily at the exclamation from the cockpit. The voice belonged to his co-pilot, Lieutenant Stephen Everett, but the tone of incredulity was something the captain had never heard from his long-time second in command. For a split-second, he wondered if the unknown saboteur had struck a blow, but then a violent tremor rocked the entire fuselage and he knew the explanation was far less mysterious.
As soon as he looked through the forward windscreen, Berlitz saw the source of his co-pilot's consternation. The horizon ahead was dark — a shade of gray that devoured the noonday sun…
"Wait a minute." He craned his head to look out the side porthole and located the sun, low in the Eastern sky. "What the devil? Are we off course? And where did this storm come from? We were supposed to be a day ahead of it."
The radio operator, Charest, was already busy transmitting a wireless message for general broadcast. The radio operator's job was arguably the most important on the plane; his constant contact with ground stations and subsequent mathematic computations were essential to navigating the plane to its destination.
"Bermuda Station, this is Pan American Flight 19, we are encountering storm conditions. Please advise."
Berlitz took the column, banking the plane northeast to avoid running headlong into the front. "Where did this come from? We had clear skies a minute ago."
"Bermuda, say again your last." Charest's voice was now quavering with disbelief. He listened to the voice in his headphones, then gazed at Berlitz. "Sir, I think you'd better hear this."
* * *
According to radio operator's flight logs and the record kept by the ground station in Bermuda, Flight 19 made a scheduled radio contact at 11:30 a.m. Bermuda local time. The transmission was also picked up by a non-directional control station in Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. When the Pan American Clipper failed to make its next call-in and all subsequent attempts to raise her ended in failure, ground station feared the worst. Search aircraft were dispatched within the hour and proceeded directly to the plane’s last known location, but no trace of wreckage was found. The close proximity of the approaching hurricane curtailed further efforts and prevented surface ships from joining the hunt. In their Key West headquarters, Pan American executives were faced with the grim task of contacting the passengers' next of kin, but communication with Bermuda and New York was spotty at best due to the hurricane parked on their doorstep. The decision was made to hold off on releasing any news until a more comprehensive search could be organized.
Then, to the utter amazement of ground control, Flight 19 called in.
* * *
"Where have you guys been?" was the first question asked by the radio operator in Bermuda, momentarily forgetting procedures. The crew of the Clipper didn't understand the question; they were only concerned with the fact that they seemed to be miles off course with hurricane breathing down their necks.
In fact, the Sikorsky S-42 was exactly where she ought to have been; her position was confirmed by measuring the length of the radio navigation signals from Bermuda and the mainland. Yet more than nineteen hours had passed.
No one on the plane was aware of the interval. The ship's chronometer agreed with every wristwatch on the flight, give or take five minutes. The fuel in the Clipper's tanks was consistent with a plane that had only been aloft for two hours and the food stores in the galley were not significantly depleted. The male passengers were clean-shaven, as if they had only just awakened at their hotel and boarded the aircraft a few hours earlier. Nevertheless, between the flight's 11:30 check-in and Charest's request for course verification, nineteen hours and forty-seven minutes had elapsed.
It was as if the Tradewinds Clipper had slipped sideways into the future.
The plane continued on to New York where the passengers and crew were quarantined for two days and interrogated for hours on end, while investigators went over every inch of the aircraft looking for physical clues to explain the discrepancy. No official finding was made, but it was widely believed that the whole affair had been an elaborate hoax. The inquisition might have continued indefinitely, but for the hurricane that had dogged Flight 19 every step of her journey. It arrived in New York City two days after the Clipper and unleashed its full fury on Long Island. The authorities had more important things to worry about, so they cut the detainees loose and wrote the matter off altogether.
However, for the thirty souls that made that bizarre passage from Bermuda to New York, being released from police custody did not signal the end of the ordeal. Their nightmare was just beginning.
From the files of the Trevayne Society
Child of Skulls

In the course of my many investigations with Jerusalem Nightjar, I had occasion to encounter many gypsies, mediums, fortunetellers and magicians, all of whom proved unable to demonstrate that their unique abilities amounted to anything more than charlatanism. So you might well imagine my skepticism when I received the summons to meet Nightjar at 358 Harrow Street in Wapping on the night of June 21, 1883. Bracing myself for another night of parlor tricks and chicanery, I hailed a hansom cab and hastened to the assignation.
We rolled down Wapping High Street shortly after Big Ben struck the midnight hour. The streets were wreathed in fog — a vile mist rolling up from the marsh — that I knew too well might conceal dacoits and highwaymen, as well as other horrors such as ought not to be mentioned. I took comfort in the heft of my old service revolver, tucked in the right pocket of my greatcoat. The cabby seemed unusually anxious as he pulled up in front of 358 Harrow Street and helped me exit. I unwisely passed over a shilling for payment before thinking to request that he remain until I concluded my business, but he gave me no further opportunity to make that arrangement. The hansom vanished into the fog as quickly as the bob had gone into his pocket. Gripping my coat tight and the butt of my revolver tighter, I moved up the walk.
The house at 358 Harrow Street was more elegant than its neighbors; run down, but nevertheless as out of place in the squalid slum as a nun in a brothel. The contrast was enough to raise my hackles; I had learned the hard way that such an incongruity often concealed unimaginable evils. So focused was I that I completely missed the figure lurking in the shadows until I was practically on top of it.
"Took your sweet time, Posh Boy."
I nearly jumped out of my skin at the first syllable, though the rest of the message, despite its confrontational tone, prevented me from wildly firing my revolver. "Good heavens, Hawkins." I paused, waiting for my hammering heart to become subdued. "Where is Nightjar?"
Emma Hawkins, the slight young girl whom I had once mistaken for a Chinaman, not because of her build and stature, but rather her extraordinary hand fighting skills, was Jerusalem Nightjar's driver and domestic servant. She regarded me with what I hoped was insincere contempt. "Go inside, Posh Boy. He's waiting for you."
"Are you…? Will you be all right out here? By yourself?" I should have known better than to ask. The lithe young girl concealed more blades within the folds of her loose fitting garments than a cutlery shop. Excusing myself without further inquiry, I made my way up to the front door.
There was no one to greet me, but I surmised a tacit invitation to enter had been given. I pushed the door open and called out. "Nightjar!"
"Winterbourne! We're in the parlour! Be quick, man."
I followed the sound of his voice and the flicker of a lamp to the sitting room where Jerusalem Nightjar waited in the company of a sleeping woman. "Ah, there you are—"
Nightjar raised a powerful finger to his lips, warning me to lower my voice.
I nodded and gazed down at the elderly woman reclining on the divan. "I take it this is the redoubtable Madame Adair?"
"Indeed. I've placed her in a mesmeric trance."
Though I did not tell him, I believed this to be a good thing. Madame Adair was notorious both for her dubious claim of access to the spirit realm and her loquacious manner. Silencing her with hypnosis seemed a workable remedy for her shenanigans. "What do you require of me?"
He held me with his dark, earnest eyes — the left one marred by the scar that ran down his cheek. "You must be my lifeline, dear Edward. The vision that haunts her cannot be exorcised from without. I must join her in this trance and you must draw me out again when the battle has been won."
I would have been heartened by his prediction of victory were I inclined to blithely accept his stated intention. "Join her in a trance? Good heavens, Nightjar. I've seen a great many things in our adventures, but what you propose…"
He dismissed my disbelief with a wave of his hand. "Your incredulity, thankfully, will not influence the process. You need only keep watch and wake me when the time is right." He positioned a chair directly before the supine woman.
"And how, pray tell, will I know when the time is right?"
He did not answer, but merely took a seat facing Madame Adair and placed his palms on his thighs. Just that quickly, I was left alone, though bodily in the presence of two other people. I fetched a chair for myself and set to watching the strange communion.
My expectations of a tedious night keeping watch over the sleepers were quickly dispelled. No sooner had I taken a seat when Madame Adair began to stir. At first it was mere restlessness, as though she could not find a comfortable position in which to sleep, but her movements quickly intensified to violent thrashing.
"The sky is red," intoned Nightjar. "This is the night that was promised; the Nativity."
I started at the sound of his preternaturally calm voice. This was not at all what I had anticipated. "Where are you, Jerusalem?"
His brow creased in a frown. "I am unsure. The village is nearby…There are mountains in the distance…"
He abruptly gripped his legs. In the same instant, a wail like the howl of a banshee issued from the woman's lips. "The hour is upon us! The child is born!"
"The child is born this very night," Nightjar stated. "The prophecy…"
The woman suddenly stood erect and for a moment I believed she had awakened herself from the trance. I was mistaken.
My friend continued speaking. "I see a world, filled with death. Skulls of the dead, everywhere… Death…such a time of dying as the world has never known…"
Madame Adair stood before Nightjar, thrusting out with her hands as if attempting to defend herself against an unseen attacker.
"They are coming for him!"
"Coming for whom, Jerusalem?"
"The child! The child of prophecy. They have been waiting."
"No!" shrieked Madame Adair, her voice strangely accented. Her thrashing intensified to a fever pitch. "You will not have my son!"
"Demons!" Nightjar rasped. He shifted, tensing imperceptibly and I intuited that, in the landscape of his dream, he was preparing to meet the charge. "I must not allow this to happen."
The woman suddenly gripped her abdomen and fell back across the divan with blood streaming from her mouth and nose. She continued striking at the air, but for every spectral blow she parried, her spasms told of a dozen that found their mark. Droplets of crimson exploded from her nose, spattering the wall as her unseen assailant battered her mercilessly.
"Nightjar, help her!" I turned to him, thinking to implore him to come to her defense, but saw in the twitching of his muscles that the battle was already joined.
Madame Adair sat upright once more, her skin fiery red and every extremity rigid in an apoplectic fit and then she collapsed as a marionette after its strings are cut. A smell I knew all too well, the odor of death, filled the room.
"Dear God!" I ejaculated, gripping Nightjar's shoulder. "Wake up man! It's killed her. Jerusalem, wake up!"
His hand came up suddenly and batted me away. To my complete surprise, the offhanded blow sent me staggering. I fell back across my chair and crashed painfully to the floor.
I will confess now to being quite terrified at what I was beholding. While my rational mind dismissed the possibility of such a manifestation of supernatural energy, my trust in Nightjar was absolute. Moreover, I could not deny the evidence of my own senses; Madame Adair was dead, expiring before my very eyes after an assault by some unseen entity. Disentangling myself from the chair, I took a position directly in front of Nightjar, gripped his shoulders and shouted into his face. "For the love of God! Wake up!"
His eyes flew open, darting wildly about and his hands came up in a pugilist’s stance. He checked the corners of the room behind me, as if trying to ascertain his location, then fixed me with the most awful expression I can remember. "Winterbourne! Damn you. The battle was not over."
"It was killing you, Jerusalem. It killed her."
His rage struck me with the intensity of the earlier blow. "You understand nothing. She was weak; of course they killed her. I alone remained to protect the child. You have abandoned him to his fate, Winterbourne!"
I was dumbfounded. Nightjar collapsed back into his chair holding his head in his hands, but said nothing more. Humiliated, I turned to Madame Adair and commenced posing her more respectfully on the divan and laid a coverlet over her frail body.
"Forgive me, Winterbourne. You could not have known."
"Known what, Jerusalem? You told me nothing."
"An ancient prophecy," he murmured, almost drowsily. "A child was born tonight; a child who will make the world a place of skulls."


CHAPTER 1 — ANY PORT IN A STORM

The story about the miraculous reappearance of the plane ran in the evening edition of the Clarion, but because the airline spokesperson had kept the more salacious facts of the case out of public circulation, the item was relegated to a few column inches half way down page four. The article stated only that the plane, which initially had been feared lost in the storm, had arrived safely after a brief delay.
David Dalton — known to friends, co-workers and thousands of American readers of the syndicated weekly feature "The Adventures of Captain Falcon" as "Dodge" — had not yet read that item or any other headlines in the evening edition as he stepped from the Clarion Building and into the storm-swept streets, but he was certainly making good use of the tabloid; he held it open, over his head, to deflect some of the torrential rains that had already soaked through his shoes. He wasn't terribly worried about getting wet; the urge to shelter himself was mostly automatic. If he'd stopped to think about it, he would have realized how foolish it looked and simply endured Mother Nature's assault, but his mind was a million miles — or more accurately, eight thousand miles — away.
The telegram was crumpled in his pocket, but its message had been burned into his memory: URGENT I SEE YOU…AMNH TONIGHT…CONCERNS OUTPOST…A. PENDLETON.
He knew Augustus Pendleton — Professor Augustus Pendleton — by reputation only, but that was enough to pique his interest. Pendleton, an expert on pre-Columbian archaeology, was one of a select group of scientists that had been made privy to the discoveries Dodge and his associates had made at the bottom of the world — a remote ice cavern in the permanent winter wilderness of Antarctica. They had taken to calling the place "the Outpost," but that name said little about its true function; in fact, the purpose intended for the cavern by its designers, like the identity of those architects, was one of the mysteries being pursued by Pendleton and other members of the U.S. government's brain trust. The actual location of the Outpost was known only to Dodge and three other souls, but they had provided the scientists with detailed descriptions of the cavern and some of its artifacts. Dodge could not imagine what news Pendleton might have that could be so urgent as to require a late audience at the Museum of Natural History, but he was eager to find out.
As he reached the sidewalk, he caught a glimpse of a Checker Cab sidling along with its flag up. Dodge thrust out a hand to hail the taxi and hurriedly opened the door, but as he started to get in, someone called his name. He drew back and peered in every direction through the watery veil. There wasn't another living soul for blocks.
Shrugging, he got inside. Must be hearing things.
The rain was drumming a staccato pattern on the metal roof, making it difficult to hear his own voice, much less the sound of someone calling for him. "Museum of Natural History," he shouted over the back of the driver's seat. The fellow in the front of the cab nodded and pulled back into the deserted streets.
The headline on the sodden newspaper — HURRICANE BEARS DOWN ON CITY — was still visible, but the interior of the cab was too dark to read the smaller print below. Dodge tossed the tabloid aside and gazed out the window, thinking more about Prof. Pendleton and the Outpost than the imminent storm.
Dodge, along with Brian "Hurricane" Hurley, Father Nathan Hobbs and Miss Molly Rose Shannon were together the de facto owners of the Outpost, though it was situated in a place where land deeds had little value. Those among the scientific and military communities respectively who knew of its existence had demanded that such a prize must be shared, but the four people who actually knew where it was had demurred. There were things in the Outpost that humans were not meant to see; technologies that might be used for evil purposes by nefarious men or even by well-intentioned souls who could not see past their immediate concerns to the future peril that possession of such awesome power might awaken. Dodge, as spokesman for the group, had offered to share some of the knowledge with the scientists in exchange for custodianship of the Outpost. The deal had received unexpected support from the highest authority in the land; the President had been the victim of a plot by the first discoverer of the Outpost and had been rescued from certain death by Dodge’s last-second heroics. Not only did he owe Dodge and his companions an enormous debt, but he also knew firsthand how the ancient science locked away in the Outpost might be perverted.
The taxi stopped at a traffic signal and Dodge glanced up to see where they were. He noticed that the meter on driver’s side fender was silent. He leaned over the seat. "Hey pal. I don’t mind if the ride’s free tonight, but I’m only paying for what’s on the meter."
The driver grunted as he fumbled for the lever that would activate the device for tallying mileage. Something about the scene struck Dodge as odd, but his musings about the Outpost and Pendleton’s summons quickly drew him back.
A lot had happened in the weeks since they had rescued the President from the diabolical schemes of a madman who had, in discovering the secrets of the Outpost, believed himself a god. Dodge and Hurley, already public figures because of Dodge’s weekly feature — an adventure serial based loosely on the real exploits of Hurley’s Army unit — had received the lion’s share of the acclaim. Father Hobbs and his adopted daughter Molly had also been briefly thrust into the spotlight, until the fickle attention of newspaper readers was distracted by something newer and shinier. None of them missed being a celebrity one bit. Dodge and Hurley went back to work on the Falcon stories, newly inspired by recent events, while Father Hobbs contemplated his next move. Prior to the crisis, he had supervised a Congo River mission for the better part of a decade, but all that was gone now, destroyed by a fiendish river pirate. Now that his daughter had grown into a lovely young woman, the idea of returning to a life of austerity on the Dark Continent was not quite so appealing. For her sake alone or so he claimed, he had elected to take a teaching position at the St. Joseph’s Seminary in Dunwoodie, exchanging the rough life of a missionary for the cerebral challenges of academia. Dodge however wondered if the man they called "the Padre" didn’t have a different motive.
Hobbs had also been one of Captain Falcon’s soldiers; a member of a special unit nicknamed ‘the Fighting Falcons’ whose mission had been to stem the rise of criminal empires in the aftermath of the Great War. Hobbs had walked a fine line between soldier and priest during those years. Though he had eschewed the use of weapons, his actions had nonetheless contributed to loss of life, both of the enemy and his own comrades. When the Great Depression ended the mission of the Fighting Falcons, Hobbs had immersed himself in helping the oppressed natives of the Congo Basin, a desperate attempt to atone for his perceived sins. But Dodge had shown him that there were other ways to find solace and better ways to make use of the superior intellectual gifts which God had granted him, for Nathan Hobbs knew more about ancient religions and the occult world than anyone. In the tapestry of myths and superstitions, Hobbs had glimpsed a more credible origin for the Outpost than anything proposed by the President’s brain trust. Given the choice, Dodge would rather have the Padre at his side than any of those eggheads.
And then of course there was Molly.
Dodge glanced at the street again, but the signposts were obscured by the film of rain on the glass. He lowered his window, taking the full fury of the storm on his face as he stuck his head out and squinted at the street marker they had just passed. He didn’t recognize the name on the cross street, but before he could ask the driver about it, the headlights of the vehicle directly behind the taxi abruptly receded as if the driver of that car had been spooked to find Dodge leaning out into the night.
He drew back inside, but continued to gaze through the small rear window at the trailing vehicle. There were hardly any cars on the streets tonight; sane people had returned to their homes hours before to batten down the hatches and ride out the storm. While there was nothing inherently strange about two cars sharing the same destination, Dodge had an uneasy feeling about the car that had dropped back half a block.
"Hey," he said without turning. "Can you take the next right and circle the block?"
"Are you serious?" answered the driver.
"Do it," Dodge affirmed. "I just want to test a theory."
"It’s your money." The cabbie whipped the car down a side street and accelerated toward the next intersection.
Dodge held his breath as the other car reached the corner behind them and then made the same turn. Once is coincidence, he thought, but what had been a nagging suspicion now reached the level of a claxon ringing in his head. The taxi made another right hand turn and a few seconds later, the headlights were back.
"That car is following us," observed the driver, peering into his side mirror, stating what Dodge now believed to be the absolute truth. The man’s comment was strange, almost emotionless, but Dodge’s attention was fixed on what he perceived to be the more immediate concern.
Okay, he’s following us. And I thought I heard someone call my name back at the Clarion Building. But why did he pull back when he saw me?
He thought about Pendleton’s telegram: "Urgent I see you." What if the urgency of the situation owed, not to some breakthrough discovery, but a threat to the Outpost’s security? Dodge contemplated trying to find a policeman, but quickly discarded that idea; they would have their hands full with the hurricane. The headlights continued to illuminate the taxi from behind.
He leaned over the back of the driver's seat. "Just take me to the museum. I'll handle it from there."
"I'll take care of him," the driver grunted and punched the accelerator.
The sudden burst of speed threw Dodge back into his seat momentarily. "Hold your horses!" he shouted. "I don't need any heroics from you. Just take me to the museum…"
His voice trailed off as he realized the taxi was now moving south — downtown, away from their destination. Over the driver's shoulder he could see the speedometer needle quivering at fifty miles an hour. With virtually no traffic to evade, the taxi raced away like a meteor into the unknown. A chill crept up Dodge's back that had nothing to do with the storm raging outside.
He didn't waste breath inquiring about the driver's intentions; it was clear enough that this was no ordinary taxi ride. That this abduction should occur on the heels of an urgent summons from Prof. Pendleton could not be a coincidence.
So what about the car following us? Friend or foe?
He considered trying to assault the driver or wrestle control of the car, but discarded both courses of action as too dangerous given their present speed. Nevertheless, he had to do something to take control of the situation and quickly; the taxi driver would certainly have confederates waiting at the end of the line. Dodge gripped the door handle waiting for circumstance to force the driver to reduce speed enough that a desperate leap from the moving vehicle might be survivable. A traffic signal loomed ahead flashing a red stoplight, but the taxi did not slow. The Checker cab blew through the intersection heedless of cross traffic. The pursuing vehicle was matching their speed and likewise ignoring the signals.
"Okay, time for plan B," Dodge muttered. "Whatever that is."
The taxi whipped hard to the left, making a sharp turn without slowing and Dodge was thrown against the passenger side door. The vehicle fishtailed and nearly spun around, but the driver calmly regained control and steered and accelerated out of the skid. When Dodge lifted his head, he saw that the cab was now charging onto the Brooklyn Bridge.
In desperation, he snatched up the discarded newspaper. He made a tight roll with the damp pulp — tight enough to simulate the barrel of a gun, he hoped — and jabbed it forcefully into the back of the driver's head. "Pull it over friend or I'll blow your head off."
The driver seemed completely oblivious to the threat; he did not flinch or start, did not even glance in the mirror to see if the object pressed against his skull was indeed a weapon. Dodge pushed the rolled newspaper forward again, hoping to elicit some kind of reaction.
The driver abruptly stomped on the brake pedal and Dodge was hurled forward. His shoulder struck the back of the cabby's head, but the man was as rigid and unyielding as a tree trunk. Dodge's momentum pitched him over the seat and headlong into the windshield.
His next memory was one of pain; half his body slammed into the dashboard, delivering what felt like a head-to-toe bruise, while the rest smashed through the thin windshield, stabbing splinters of glass through his suit pants and jacket. He clutched ineffectively for a handhold as he bounced up and onto the hood of the cab. Before he could shoot forward onto the rain swept bridge deck, however, a powerful hand closed around his biceps.
The cab lurched forward again and Dodge was hauled unceremoniously back inside to lie in a heap in the floor well beside the driver. After a few seconds of pure agony, Dodge managed to raise his head and gaze up at the other man. The driver's expression was as impassive as a dead man's, but there was something familiar about the face that stared unblinkingly forward as the vehicle accelerated into the driving rain.
"Hey! You're—"
Dodge didn't get a chance to put his revelation into words. The cab driver, almost without looking, drove a fist into Dodge's upturned face. Dodge twisted his head at the last instant, taking only a glancing strike on the cheek that nonetheless rang through his head like a bell. This time however, he was ready.
He didn't attempt to fight the driver. Recognizing the man had been indication enough that such a course of action would be a waste of effort. His only priority was getting out of the car and to do that, he had to slow it down. Even as he recoiled from the man's punch, Dodge jammed his right hand against the gearshift stick. There was a shriek of metal grinding at high speed and then the engine revved loudly.
A perplexed look crossed the ersatz cabby's face as he tried to comprehend what had happened. In the two seconds it took for him to realize that the car was no longer in gear, Dodge scrambled away from any further retaliation and gripped the door handle. When the driver dropped his free hand to the stick shift, Dodge bought both feet up and stomped his heels into the man's face.
To his credit, the driver did not even flinch. One of Dodge's shoes gouged a bloody weal along his cheek, but the assault was equivalent to scraping the bark off an oak tree. Nevertheless, it did have an effect; the driver's attention was distracted for one moment more, long enough for the speedometer needle to creep down to thirty-five miles an hour. Dodge knew he wouldn't get a better chance. He turned the lever.
The driver saw it and reacted immediately, but not as Dodge expected. Instead of trying to get the vehicle in gear and resume accelerating, the man suddenly cranked the steering wheel and the cab swerved to the right. Still coasting at more than thirty miles an hour, the Checker plowed through the river of water streaming down the gutter, then jolted into the curb.
The door latch clicked, but even as Dodge started to push it open, something slammed against the exterior of the vehicle, crushing the metal back into its frame. The car crashed through the guardrail, sacrificing the last of its momentum, then the front end dropped with a lurch as the cab bottomed out on the edge and ground to a complete halt.
For just a moment, Dodge thought the peril was past. The impact had tossed him alternately into the dash then up against the headliner and back again, but he had fared better than the driver. The man groggily raised his head, blood streaming from his brow, unable to move his lower extremities. The steering wheel had snapped off in his hands and a piece of it had driven through his abdomen, pinning him to the seat. Yet, despite what surely had to be a mortal injury, the man remained inhumanly focused on keeping his passenger from escaping. A beefy hand stabbed out for Dodge's throat.
Wincing, Dodge pulled back and the fingers closed only on the fabric of his jacket, still much too close for comfort. Dodge tried to wrestle free of the grip but there was nowhere to go; the door was jammed shut. Unable to get out of the front of the car, he shifted his weight, planted a foot against the floor and tried to propel himself over the back of the seat.
In the instant that he thrust down with his legs, Dodge got a glimpse of what lay beyond the front of the taxi — or rather, the nothingness beyond the shattered windshield. The Checker protruded from the breach in the guardrail of the Brooklyn Bridge more than a hundred feet above the turbulent, storm-tossed surface of the East River. Then, with a noise that sounded more like a rusty hinge than a harbinger of doom, the cab began to tilt forward.

CHAPTER 2 — A SUMMONS TO DANGER

The East River splashed over its banks like water in a bucket carried by a running man, generating enormous waves that washed across the surface of the Chrystie-Forsyth Parkway. The incessant storm surge had left more than a foot of water on the road, making travel on the scenic highway overlooking the river a precarious prospect for the low slung Auburn Speedster as it crept south toward the New York University and Bellevue Medical College Hospital building. The red sports car finally steered away from the river, turning onto Thirtieth Street to seek the relative shelter between the college buildings lining First Avenue. Its pace quickened as it approached the hospital and then swung into the drive designated "For Ambulance Only." Although the driver’s actions did not seem especially frantic, his reasons for making the perilous journey out into the storm seemed to qualify as an emergency.
The man that emerged from the cocoon-like interior of the boat-tailed Speedster seemed too massive to have been ensconced within. Indeed, at more than six and a half feet tall, he seemed like nothing less than a mountain in motion as he braved the driving rain to approach the hospital entrance. He paused in the foyer to shake the rain from his hat and trench coat, then hastened inside where he was greeted with shocked stares and silence. One woman, wearing the white uniform and cap of a nurse, pointed at him. "You’re…him!"
Brian "Hurricane" Hurley gave a tight smile. He always tried to be accommodating whenever a fan recognized him as one of the heroes of the syndicated Adventures of Captain Falcon, but tonight would have to be an exception. "I need to speak with Miss Molly Rose Shannon, please."
Before the receptionist could pick up the house phone to make the call, a younger woman, copper-red curls cascading onto the shoulders of her short white lab coat, burst into the lobby waving a yellow scrap of paper. "Hurricane! Did you get one?"
Hurley nodded. "I haven’t been able to reach Dodge, but your Dad got one too. He sent me to fetch you."
She pulled off the white coat and stuffed it under the reception counter. "Let’s go."
Although only a student, Molly was well on her way to becoming a board certified physician. What that would mean in practical terms was that the young woman would have a fancy piece of paper authorizing her to do what she had been doing since before she was a teenager: caring for the sick.
From the time that Molly was a very young girl, she had served as both nurse and doctor for the native African parishioners of her adopted father’s Congo River mission. For many of those impoverished and abused laborers, Molly’s ministrations were the only medical care available. The Belgian government gave little thought to the well-being of their indentured slaves who worked on the far-flung rubber plantations; indeed, the harsh treatment at the hands of the nominal law enforcement agency was more often than not the cause of the injuries Molly had treated.
All that had changed with the arrival of Dodge Dalton and Hurricane Hurley. Her father had elected to return to the United States and Molly, now a beautiful if quick-tempered young woman, had been thrust into a completely different culture. To cope with the shock of being transplanted into the modern world, she had naturally gravitated toward something she knew well — medicine — only to learn that her hard-won years of experience mattered little in the eyes of her peers. Fortunately, she had made some influential friends during the course of her adventures with Dodge and an extraordinary exception was made on her behalf; she had been granted admission to enter the University medical program, with the proviso that she continue her studies to satisfy all academic requirements. It made for a busy schedule, but in her work she found sanctuary from the unfamiliar pace of urban life. There was of course one other matter which occasionally occupied her time. Along with her father, Hurley and Dodge, she was one of a very few people who knew of the existence of the Outpost. The telegram from Prof. Pendleton, hinting that some matter of urgency required immediate attention, was not something that could be ignored or put off.
Molly pulled a bright yellow rain slicker, as might be favored by a Grand Banks dory fisherman, over her simple floral dress and followed Hurricane back out into the storm. She spied his sports car from the doorway. "You drove the Speedster?"
Hurley glanced back at her. "Why would I drive anything else?"
"It’s raining cats and dogs," she answered, eyes wide in disbelief. "Why didn’t you just hire a taxi?"
The big man shook his head sadly, as if frustrated by his inability to explain something so complex to someone of the fairer sex and then opened the car door to admit her. A copious amount of water had found its way through or around the heavy cloth convertible top, soaking the seats and accumulating to a depth of more than an inch in the foot well. The chassis tilted a little to one side as the massive Hurley slid behind the steering wheel. A few moments later, the straight-eight under the hood roared to life and the pin-tailed coupe was on the move again.
"So what do you think this is about?" She had to shout to be heard over the lash of rain on the fenders.
Hurricane shrugged. "Prof. Pendleton is an expert on Pre-Columbian art, mostly early South American civilizations. I don’t see any connection between the things we’ve seen at the Outpost and his area of study."
"Perhaps he’s found some reference in his other studies that explains the origin of the Outpost." Molly glanced at the now sodden telegram. "It says, ‘Urgent,’ though. I don’t see how anything could be so urgent that it can’t wait until the storm blows over. "
"Frankly, it's got me worried." Hurley steered the Speedster onto a cross street and accelerated toward mid-town.
"Worried?"
"I've never met the good doctor, but all of this seems a bit melodramatic. Either Pendleton is an alarmist and this is all a lot of hullabaloo about nothing or…"
"Or something really is wrong?" Molly frowned and gazed out the side window.
Hurricane wheeled the sports car onto Fifth Avenue and floored the accelerator. The 150 horsepower engine leaped off the mark like a rabbit. The sleek auto looked more like a rocket streaking through the night than any kind of wheeled vehicle.
In the stormy darkness, the artificial wilderness of Central Park was like something from the Brothers Grimm; an army of living trees waving their limbs angrily at anyone foolish enough to attempt its borders on this foulest of nights. Similarly, the imposing stone edifice that housed the American Museum of Natural History directly opposite the park looked like an abandoned castle fallen under the enchantment of an evil sorcerer.
"No lights," Molly observed.
"Streetlights are out too. There’s probably a line down somewhere." He steered the Speedster to the curb and braked to a halt.
"I can't imagine the Museum is even open at this hour." She got out, circled around the front of the car, and discovered Hurley rooting around for something behind the driver’s seat. Curious in spite of the inclement conditions, she hastened to see what he was doing. "You’re not getting an umbrella, are you?"
"You might say that." Hurley grinned, then held up a pair of gleaming, oversized pistols. The unique customized semi-automatic pistols had been designed by legendary gunsmith and inventor John Moses Browning specifically for Hurley. Each gun held a magazine with six hand-loaded .50 caliber cartridges. Molly blanched as he slid the hand cannons into holsters underneath his heavy coat; only now did she equate the tone of urgency in the telegram with the possibility of violence. "They’re just for insurance, Miss Molly."
She nodded dumbly and fell into line behind her mountainous companion as he crossed the street and ascended the steps to the main entrance at the recently christened Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Rotunda. A figure was visible just beyond the revolving glass doors — a man in an ill-fitting blue uniform illuminated in the beam of his flashlight — who gestured for them to enter the museum. Molly let Hurricane enter the pie-shaped wedge first and then slipped into the next door segment as it rotated to admit her.
The change of environments was as dramatic as being sealed in a tomb. Even in the relative shelter of the hospital, Molly had not felt so cut off from the outside world; the massive stone blocks that formed the walls of the Natural History museum effectively muffled the noise of the storm raging outside. The sudden silence only added to her apprehension, as did the demeanor of the security guard.
"We’re here to meet Prof. Pendleton," Hurricane ventured.
"You’re expected. Follow me."
"Are we the first to arrive?" Molly’s voice was pitched louder than she realized and she started at the echo of her own voice in the spacious lobby.
"No ma’am. The professor is already here. He’s waiting." The guard’s flashlight beam leaped ahead of them to show the way. Although Molly had previously visited the sprawling campus, the darkness and ominous atmosphere made it seem entirely foreign to her experience. It didn’t help that their guide led them immediately through a door marked "Museum Staff Only."
"How long have you been without power?" Hurley asked conversationally, but the watchman only grunted in reply, as if making small talk fell outside the scope of his duties.
Hurley abruptly skipped a step, causing Molly to crash into him. As she recoiled from the collision, she heard him whisper in her ear. "Something’s not right. Stay close to me, but be ready to run if I give the word."
The part of the museum into which they were led was reserved for offices and storerooms for items no longer on display. None of these proved to be their destination. Instead, the guard led them to a stairwell at the end of the corridor and then descended. Molly’s grip on the banister rail was white-knuckle tight as she brought up the rear of the group. Hurricane’s warning still echoed in her head.
The door on the landing of the lower level, what Molly took to be the basement, seemed ominously cold and as the watchman opened it, the howl of distant wind became once more audible. Beyond was an austere concrete walled room that appeared in the beam of the flashlight to be some kind of warehouse or loading dock. The uniformed man stood to one side and waved them on. "He’s right down there."
Hurley stopped in his tracks once more, this time drawing Molly close. "There’s no light. You’ll need to walk with us and show us the way."
Molly peered into the shadows wreathing the watchman’s face, looking for some hint of duplicity. She saw nothing to indicate malice or even anxiety. Instead, the man’s face was as bland and expressionless as if he were sleepwalking. Without another word, he turned and began walking in the direction he had indicated. Hurley held back a few paces, warily looking into the surrounding blackness for any signs of an ambush, but there was just enough light from the guard’s handheld beam to prevent his eyes from adapting to the dark conditions.
Their escort traveled only a dozen paces before stopping in front of an opened garage door. Rainwater was dripping down from the edges of the frame, but directly beyond the opening was an enclosed area which Molly correctly assumed to be the bed of a delivery truck. The cone of illumination from the guard’s light flashed into the mostly vacant space to reveal not cargo, but a lone passenger — a man with bushy gray hair and a mustache seated on the floor with his back to one wall. He started at the unexpected arrival and jumped to his feet.
"What the devil…?" Despite his own admonition, this unexpected revelation caught Hurley off guard. He whirled to face the watchman and his inquiry fell silent as he found himself staring into the barrel of a .38 caliber police service revolver.
The watchman’s face remained completely expressionless as he jabbed the gun forward meaningfully. "Get in."
Molly's gaze was transfixed on the pistol, but in the corner of her eye, she saw Hurley seeming to cower from the firearm as he gripped her protectively. However, his uncharacteristic timidity was merely a ploy. Molly abruptly found herself prone on the damp floor and, when she looked up, Hurricane had both of his enormous pistols drawn and aimed at the man's head.
"Don't," he warned. "I'm faster and you're not cocked."
The guard's dull gaze flickered toward the pistol in his hand and a quizzical look flashed over his countenance betraying unfamiliarity with the operation of the pistol. Then his thumb came up to draw down the hammer.
"Don't…"
Three guns fired simultaneously, but the pop of the little police special was lost in the thunder of Hurley's custom made fifty-caliber semi-automatics. The guard was knocked backward into the darkness and did not fire again. Hurricane, however, remained standing, both pistols poised for action. Molly's ears were ringing from the deafening concussion, but she felt something warm dripping on her hand and gave a little yelp. "You're hit!"
"I've had worse," the big man replied, holstering the guns and lifting her off the floor. He turned back to the figure huddled inside the truck. "Are you Prof. Pendleton?"
The gray-haired man raised his head. "They made me send for you."
"You're safe now. We'll get you out of…Wait a minute. They?"
Molly turned back to the loading dock. In the semi-circle of light cast by the fallen watchman's discarded flashlight, she saw several more figures emerging from places of concealment along the perimeter of the room. "Hurricane!"
"I see 'em." Hurley hoisted Pendleton to his feet. "Let's go, Doc!"
He brandished one of his pistols at the approaching horde, but none of the men and women appeared to be armed. It did not escape Molly's notice that each one of them wore the same emotionless expression as the guard; it was like they weren't really there.
Half-dragging the professor, Hurricane skirted the wall, guiding them back toward the stairwell. The others followed, but made no move to close the gap, almost as if attempting to herd them.
Hurley thrust Pendleton and Molly into the stairwell and then snapped off a single warning shot into the gloom before following them. "Care to give me a quick summary of what's going on, Professor? Who are those folks and what do they want?"
Pendleton, wheezing from the exertion of climbing the stairs only shook his head, evincing ignorance.
"They wanted us here," Molly intoned. "You, me, Dad, Dodge… And did you see their faces?"
"They didn't look like killers," Hurricane replied. "They looked almost like they were…"
"On vacation?"
"You saw it, too?" He stopped them from exiting the stairwell long enough to check the corridor for signs of an ambush. Below, the slap of footsteps on the stair treads was audible.
"Professor, what does any of this have to do with the Outpost?"
"I…Outpost…" Pendleton shook his head again, unable to catch his breath.
"So what now?" Molly asked.
"Let's keep moving." Hurley gestured to the hallway. "Professor, has anyone else been here tonight? Mr. Dalton or Father Hobbs?"
"No…see…any…"
"They might be coming here. We have to warn them!"
The big man nodded. "We will, little lady. We'll get to the bottom of…shhh!"
Molly froze in her tracks. Directly ahead, at the far end of the corridor, a faint light was visible. Hurley pulled them back and stopped in front of a locked office. He gave the door what looked like a gentle kick and it burst open. "Inside. Quickly!"
Molly fumbled through the dark space, barking her shins on a low table, but ultimately found the back wall. She continued probing the flat surface until her fingers found a familiar bulbous shape. "There's another door here."
Beyond the office was another corridor, which, like a secret passage in a gothic manor, permitted museum personnel to quickly get around the labyrinth of exhibition halls without going the long way. Neither she nor Hurley had any idea which direction to follow and the professor who probably knew the museum like the back of his hand wasn't much help. They chose to follow the passage to the left, hoping that it would bring them back around to the Central Park West entrance. A few moments later, the hall ended at a door, which opened into a cavernous room in which strange silhouettes seemed to hover in mid-air. One of these loomed overhead like an airplane coming in for a landing.
"I've been here before," Molly whispered, recognizing the enormous replica of a whale suspended from the ceilings. High overhead, the storm pounded the expansive crown of skylight windows, a unique feature of the grand exhibition area that had once been an open courtyard. "This is the Ocean Hall."
Hurley peered into the dark corners of the room. He pointed to a niche behind a tall display case. "Let's hide over there until some of the heat dies down. Besides, the Prof here needs a breather."
Despite his massive size, Hurricane seemed to slide effortlessly into the narrow recess. Molly and Pendleton followed suit, the latter collapsing to the floor and resting his head on his knees as he gasped for air. Molly on the other hand discovered that she had been unconsciously holding her breath.
It seemed that no time at all had passed when a dance of light on the wall signaled the approach of an unknown party. Molly’s heart was pounding in her chest and, as irrational as it was, she feared their pursuers would hear the thumping and the rush of blood that now filled her ears. Hurley’s low whisper cut through the panic. "Nice and easy. Not a sound."
The flashlight was visible now; the person holding it had entered the hall and was sweeping the corners of the exhibit with the beam. When the light played over the display case where they were concealed, Molly tried to compress herself further into the concealing darkness, but when it moved away, her curiosity got the better of her and she edged around the corner for a look at the searcher.
The man was an indistinguishable shape in the darkness. All she could see was the flashlight as it roamed back and forth, scanning the floor tiles. Molly felt a new surge of panic as she realized what the man was looking for — a trail of blood leaking from Hurley’s gunshot wound. She bit back the impulse to whisper a warning; the wily old warhorse had probably already realized the same thing and was no doubt hefting his prodigious pistols in anticipation of another shootout. But then, as swiftly as the man with the flashlight had arrived, he turned to leave the Hall of Oceans, evidently satisfied that this quarry had moved on.
Molly sagged back against the wall, drawing in a deep relieved breath. The moment was short-lived, for as the man approached the exit, a strident voice from right beside her screamed, "Here! They’re right here!"

CHAPTER 3 — A THIEF IN THE NIGHT

As bad as conditions on the ground were, they could not compare with the weather that lashed the upper reaches of the city — the top floors of Manhattan’s gigantic skyscrapers. Not only did the rain pummel the exposed observation decks, but the strength of the hurricane force winds was enough to cause the buildings to sway violently, as though the solid steel and concrete walls were as supple as rubber. On the 86th floor of the city’s tallest structure, the Empire State Building, night watchman Sammy Barnes felt a little like a sailor at sea. He stared through the streaked glass windows, not daring to venture out onto the exposed observatory even though his duties required him to do so.
"Let ‘em can me," he murmured, still damp from the soaking he’d got on the short walk from the bus to his workplace.
He didn’t really think that would happen. Even though the key-clock he carried would show that he had skipped a station on his route, the head watchman would no doubt take the circumstances into consideration. Nevertheless, he made a good faith effort to check the observation deck from the safety of the elevator lobby before returning to the stairwell to continue his patrol.
Although his innocent omission would later become the subject of intense scrutiny, it was very unlikely that, even if Barnes had braved the tempest to insert the numbered key in his clock or had made a more thorough search of the area, he would have noticed the figure hiding outside and just below the cage-like barrier that surrounded the outermost parapet of the observatory. The lithe shape dressed all in black had been there for hours, completely motionless, awaiting the perfect moment to emerge from concealment. With the departure of the unlucky Mr. Barnes, that time had finally arrived.
The black-clad shape smoothly reached up and gripped the bars with gloved fingers. Spider-like, the wraith ascended the barrier and then rolled over the inwardly curving spikes that had been put in place to discourage daredevils and suicide jumpers from getting too close to the edge. The intruder lingered there, verifying that the area was completely abandoned before approaching the doors to the elevator foyer. A probing hand tested the latch. Locked.
The dark figure knelt before the door and produced a small roll of black cloth, which opened to reveal a variety of metal tools. The intruder selected two hardened steel lock-picks and went to work. A few minutes later the bolt slid back permitting entry to the lobby and the burglar hastened inside.
Most visitors to the Empire State Building came with a single purpose in mind: to see the city from the Observatory. To facilitate, the builders had installed fifty-eight passenger elevators, each one capable of traveling twelve hundred feet per minute. Upon close of business, however, those lift cars were all returned to the main level lobby to await their operators' arrival in the morning. The only other means of moving about the interior of the immense edifice seemed to be the fire stairs, which the watchmen walked on their nightly route, but the burglar made no move toward the stairwell. Instead, using tools from the small roll, the black-clad figure forced open one of the elevator doors to expose the dark, oily smelling shaft beyond.
With an alacrity that could only be the result of years of practice and experience, the shadowy form stepped out into the void and appeared to grasp one of the metal cables from which the car was suspended. The handgrip was more than it seemed. A unique mechanical device attached by a length of rope to the burglar’s waist had been secured to the cable, locked in place by a spring-loaded cam. Dangling from this belaying device, the intruder commenced a slow but steady descent. The only sound in the well of darkness was a mechanical ticking and after exactly six hundred and seventy-two clicks, one for every inch traveled, both the noise and the downward journey ceased. In almost total darkness, the burglar stepped away from the cable and got a toehold on the narrow ledge that marked the location of the door. The portal opened just a sliver and a small dental mirror was extended a few inches into the hallway. Barnes wasn’t due to arrive on the floor for ten more minutes, but the burglar hadn’t survived and prospered in such a dangerous line of work for so long by taking such things for granted. Satisfied that there were no unexpected eyes watching, the intruder emerged from the elevator shaft and into the dimly lit corridor of the seventy-eighth floor.
The burglar clung to the walls, checking every corner with the mirror before gliding effortlessly down the halls. Again, the caution was perhaps unwarranted. The floor was largely vacant of tenants, a problem that in fact plagued the entire enterprise to the extent that locals had taken to calling it the "Empty State Building." The burglar navigated through the hallways to a particular unmarked door.
With a swiftness born of practice, the intruder took an oblong metal rod from a sewn-in pocket and, with a few deft motions, unfolded it into a short single-peg ladder. Balancing the telescoping device directly in front of the door, the burglar stepped up the rungs and peered at the lintel. Probing gloved fingers revealed a wire that ran from the frame, up the wall and disappeared into the plaster ceiling. Using a small knife with an insulated handle, the burglar stripped the insulation from the wires and then closed a circuit between the two with a short length of twisted copper. The entire process took less than a minute. The dark clad figure dropped back to the floor and picked the lock to gain entry to the office.
There were no lights burning in the room beyond, but the darkness was partially alleviated by illumination from the distinctive fan-shaped panels of the Chrysler Building, visible through the enormous picture window dominating the far end of the office. The décor of the enclosure was Spartan; an uncluttered desk stood at the center of the room along with a few nondescript chairs. The arrangement suggested that the space’s tenants had not yet moved in.
The burglar paid no attention to the furniture, but instead moved directly to the right. The wall like everything else in the room was featureless, painted a flat white but lacking any portraits or bookshelves to break up the austere monotony. The intruder however wasn’t fooled for a second. A single gloved fingertip touched a cleverly concealed button and a section of the wall abruptly swung away to reveal a hidden room on the other side.
It had taken a small fortune in bribes to learn the name of the construction contractor that had done the finish work in this particular office and almost as much again to secure a glimpse of the blueprints for the secret enclosure and the ingenious device that limited access to it. In the grand scheme of things, however, it was a small price to pay, for the value of the item protected by these elaborate security measures was almost beyond estimation.
The secret door was not the end of the matter by any means, but here at least, no effort was made to hide the snares and pitfalls guarding the burglar’s goal. The room looked exactly like what it was: a scientific laboratory dedicated to the study of a single item that was kept in plain view behind the thick glass of a display case.
The burglar’s eyes lit on the artifact, a simple rod of silvery metal perhaps three feet in length. Only a few steps now separated the intruder from a successful night’s work, but instead of hastening to seize the relic, the dark-clothed thief took a moment to study a schematic of the countermeasures. There were pressure plates under the floor, a series of invisible ultra-violet photocells crisscrossing the air around the case like a spider web and lastly an electronic combination lock on the glass box housing the object, which would trigger an immediate response if the wrong sequence of numbers was entered. Not only would a claxon alert building security, but a heavy steel gate would seal the room, trapping anyone foolish enough to attempt such a heist.
A smile dawned behind the dark swatch of fabric that concealed the burglar’s face. Sometimes the challenge of outwitting the designers of such an elaborate security system was more rewarding than the sale of the goods.
The ultra-violet light beams were the most expensive and technologically advanced piece of protection in place and ironically, the easiest to defeat provided one knew of their presence. The burglar produced a small handheld flashlight equipped with a special bulb that emitted only a soft purple glow. Although providing no visible illumination, the lamp nonetheless cast its beam upon the photoelectric cells implanted in the floor, substituting its rays for those issuing from the emitters in the ceiling.
The pressure plates were an altogether different matter, but once again, prior knowledge of the obstacle had forearmed the burglar with the correct tool for the job. A single hardened steel dart propelled by a small gunpowder charge pierced through the ceiling plaster and deployed spring-loaded barbs to lock it in place directly above the glass case. The intruder fired a second dart, linked to the first by a thin but sturdy metal cable, directly overhead and then utilized the telescoping stepladder once more in order to hook into a pulley rig descending from the line. With seeming effortlessness, the thief began traversing the room high above the sensitive floor tiles.
The sealed display case remained the greatest impediment to success. Without advanced warning, the thief might have foolishly attempted to dial the combination by listening to the click of the tumblers within the lock or simply smashed the glass and snatched the prize, but to do so would have spelled certain failure, for the relatively fragile-looking transparent receptacle was in fact a vacuum chamber. If the internal barometer detected even the slightest rise in air pressure, it would trigger the fail-safe and seal the room. The burglar had never faced a device quite so advanced; that made the challenge all the more interesting and the eventual triumph that much sweeter.
The case itself did not rest on a pressure sensitive plate, allowing the intruder to unhook from the pulley and crouch on the glass surface. A device like this could not be defeated with on-the-spot ingenuity alone; special equipment was required, equipment that had not been thoroughly tested. This was the burglar's defining moment, the ultimate test of skill and luck.
The tool that the thief now brought out looked like something a surgeon might use in the operating room: a large rubber bladder with a circular wax seal at the open end. The burglar rolled the bladder back over one gloved hand, as though turning a sock inside out and then grasped a short metal tool through the rubber. With the seal placed firmly against the case, the thief began repeatedly scoring the glass with the diamond stylus that tipped the strange tool. After a few minutes of weakening a small area of the case covered by the seal, the intruder reversed the tool and pressed it against the scratched area. A spring-loaded bolt slammed into the damaged surface and smashed out a perfectly circular hole.
The thief sucked in a breath and held it, waiting for the clangor of alarms and the thunderous crash of the steel security gate, but nothing happened. The seal held as the vacuum inside the display sucked in the miniscule amount of atmosphere trapped in the rubber bladder.
The burglar exhaled and went to work. A black-gloved hand reached down through the inverted rubber sheath to grasp the object within. The metal staff was drawn up through the hole, carefully so as not to cut the airtight barrier on the sharp glass edge. With the relic finally removed from the vacuum chamber, all that remained was to get it out of the bladder. This feat was accomplished with yet another tool, this time a surgical clamp that pinched the sheath off like the end of a balloon. There was another tense moment as the thief sliced through the rubber with a small scalpel, but once more the elaborate preparations had paid off; the alarms remained silent.
The thief held the relic up for inspection. It was surprisingly lightweight but otherwise featureless; a rod of metal three feet long and an inch in diameter. The burglar did not speculate concerning its intrinsic value; that was for the man that had commissioned the theft to worry about. The thief's only concern was finishing the job.
A quick Tyrolean-traverse on the hanging wire brought the intruder back to the starting point, outside the perimeter of the pressure plates. The opening back to the bleak office space loomed ahead and beyond that, escape. It was all but accomplished; nothing could stop…
"I'm afraid I can't let you leave with that."
The intruder froze as a thin silhouette materialized in the doorway. The newcomer's posture was surprisingly relaxed, as was his voice; he might simply have been commenting on the weather for all the intensity in his tone. In the backlighting from the Chrysler Building, it was plainly evident that the man held no weapon, but the thief was nevertheless warier than if this man were a security guard gripping a service revolver with trembling hands.
"You can't stop me," the thief answered in a low voice.
"I'll have to try and that could lead to pain for both of us." The man advanced into the room, his white hair looking like blue ice in the ambient glow of outside light. "Put the Staff down and you can walk right out of here."
The thief drew out the telescoping stepladder, now merely a sturdy aluminum rod with the perfect heft to serve as a truncheon and struck a fighting stance. The silver-haired man continued to approach undaunted, but underlying the almost lackadaisical stride was a subtle shift of his center mass — he was gathering strength in his abdomen, coiling himself like a serpent about to strike.
The thief's eyes narrowed defensively; the man's posture was that of one trained in the Oriental fighting arts. This accurate assessment brought with it a faint glimmer of recognition. Their paths had crossed before, but the memory was strangely clouded.
The thief slashed diagonally with the rod directly across the path of the newcomer, who deftly retreated a step, but the first strike was merely a setup for the follow through. The thief darted forward, redirecting the club's energy into a sweeping curve that circled into a vicious two-handed overhead strike. The man seemed frozen in place, awaiting the attack like a sacrifice on the altar, but in the instant that the blow fell, he vanished. The bludgeon sliced the air and slammed into the floor with such force that it was jolted from the hands of its stunned wielder. A storm of rapid punches buffeted the dark-clad intruder, culminating in a sweeping claw-hand attack. The silver-haired man's fingers curled around the thief's mask, ripping it loose to expose the latter's true face.
There was an explosion of golden hair and in the midst of it, the face of an angel; the thief was a woman. The man gripped her shoulders and spun her around so that they were face to face. "You!" he rasped, genuinely surprised for the first time. "I might have known."
The woman shared no such sense of amazement. She used her foe's distraction to good advantage; she rammed a knee into the man's groin and twisted free of his hold. The man doubled over in pain, but recovered his composure with unnatural swiftness to dash after the fleeing villain.
She fled the laboratory and got as far as the exit from the office before he caught her. He snared her bulky backpack with one outstretched hand, deflecting her off her escape route by only a few degrees, enough to send her crashing into the wall a few steps to the left of the door. She rebounded and tried to correct her course, but her opponent was now steadfastly planted in front of the closed door.
"There's no way out," he declared. "My offer stands."
The blonde woman retreated a step, testing to see if the man would attack again — he did not — then glanced about to see if his statement was true. Indeed, the lone door appeared to be the only means of egress. The woman, however, had the means to alter that situation.
The man sucked in a breath as his eyes lit on the object she held up. It had been more than twenty years since he'd seen one — a wooden stick with what looked like a tin food can attached to one end. They had called them "Potato Mashers" back in the War, not only because of the physical resemblance to its namesake, but also because anyone unlucky enough to be caught in the blast radius would get squashed like an Idaho spud. The woman gripped the igniter cord in one hand and brandished the German made Model 24 Stielhandgranate— hand grenade — threateningly.
"Use that in here and you'll kill us both," the man warned. "There's no profit in that."
The woman's only answer was a smile that, in a different setting, would have been weapon enough against any man and then she pulled the cord. Although there was no outward change, the friction igniter inside the steel can sparked the fuse alight, commencing an inexorable countdown. Mirth trilled from the woman's shapely lips as if she believed the grenade to be nothing more than a New Year's Eve party favor.
"You have about three seconds to get out of my way," she said, still laughing.
A nerve twitched in the silver-haired man's cheek, but he did not relent. "No."
The woman's expression did not change; she had not anticipated any other answer. Abruptly, she spun on her heel and hurled the explosive device toward the window, diving for cover behind the desk in the same motion. Her foe moved almost as quickly, turning and throwing open the door, but he was too slow by a fraction of a second. The grenade detonated almost exactly at the same moment it made contact with the plate glass window.
Had the miniature bomb been equipped with a fragmentation sleeve, there would have been no surviving the blast at such close proximity; shrapnel would have sliced both of them to ribbons. Even without that augmentation, the high-explosive charge turned the air itself into a weapon, pushing outward in a sphere of force that crushed everything it touched. The window shattered and erupted out into the night, where thousands of glass splinters no larger than snowflakes were snatched away by the hurricane. The rush of wind mitigated some of the concussive force of the grenade, but the difference was marginal; the shockwave slammed into the wooden desk, blasting it back into the woman and throwing both in the opposite direction. The man in the doorway, though further away from the center of the explosion, had nothing to serve as a buffer; the force of the detonation slapped him across the threshold like an automobile windshield impacting a flying insect. He flew across the hallway and crashed into the far wall.
The explosive climax was followed by a brief lull as both combatants struggled to regain their feet. Perhaps because she was following a carefully devised script, the woman recovered more quickly, emerging from the broken remnants of the desk to stride purposefully toward the gaping wound in the side of the building. She slowed her pace as she neared the precipice. A few shards of glass remained fixed in place, giving the square window the look of a monstrous mouthful of teeth. Completing the illusion, the constant rush of air across the opening was like a dragon drawing breath; the wind sucked at the woman's straw-colored hair, whipping it into a frenzy around her face as she approached. She pulled her locks together in a loose ponytail held together only by a thumb and forefinger and gazed back at her foe. The man locked his gaze with hers, perhaps sensing in that moment what she was about to do and he broke into a mad dash to stop her.
She mouthed something—"au revoir" perhaps — but her whisper was caught away in the tempest as she leaped out into the night. And because he knew the import of what had been taken… because he knew what was at stake… Father Nathan Hobbs did not hesitate to follow.

CHAPTER 4 — AGENT PROVOCATEUR

Time lost all proportion, as though Father Chronos was mired in molasses. Dodge felt an ominous shudder as the cab scraped over the precipice and began to tilt toward the frothy river surface hundreds of feet below.
As his center of gravity changed involuntarily, the interior of the passenger compartment seemed like a funhouse tunnel, where ordinary sights no longer held the correct orientation. He tried the door handle, but couldn’t seem to figure out the correct direction to twist it to release the latch. He abandoned the effort and directed his energy instead toward the window on the opposite side. He rolled onto his back and thrust both feet at the glass, shattering it with his first attempt.
In the precious seconds lost while he fumbled for a means of egress, the weight of the engine block pulled the car almost vertical. The chassis squealed against the concrete edge and then the taxi lurched as the wheels caught for a moment on the lip. Dodge used that moment to orient himself and sprang through the narrow window frame.
His head and shoulders emerged first, to be immediately baptized in the full fury of the storm. The broken guardrail of the bridge loomed tantalizingly close, but his searching fingers could not quite make contact. He could feel the cab moving against his body, tilting and sliding, well beyond the point of no return. With a desperate heave, he thrust himself at the guard rail.
The taxi cleared the bridge with agonizing slowness, but just as Dodge’s fingers grazed the molded concrete, it cleared the last obstacle and was suddenly free. After the torturous ordeal of surmounting that obstruction, the final plunge seemed almost graceful.
Dodge’s fingertips burned across the wet masonry as an unseen but irresistible force pulled him down. He felt a sharp pain in his leg and in that bloated instant of time knew with amazing clarity that a shard of glass from the broken window had snagged his pant leg. His best efforts to escape the doomed taxi had been for naught.
The pain suddenly intensified, but in that same moment, Dodge felt a hand clamp around his wrist to arrest his fall. The glass tooth biting into his leg wasn’t strong enough to endure the grip that held him back from the abyss and it snapped in two. An inch long sliver remained with Dodge, the tip of it firmly lodged in the flesh of his calf, while the rest of the glass, along with the taxi itself, plunged into the tempest.
In the panic induced distortion of that single moment in time, Dodge got past the absurdity of his salvation and quickly turned his efforts to escaping the still immediate threat of a deadly fall into the river. The grip that had snared his wrist had most certainly stayed the Reaper’s hand, but he wasn’t clear of the old man’s scythe by a long shot. With his free hand, he clawed for a handhold on the concrete and in an extraordinary burst of strength, pulled himself up to chest level on the bridge deck.
Through eyes streaked with rain, he could only distinguish the barest outline of his benefactor; a man, but he had surmised as much, of about the same age and build as himself, wearing a sodden trench coat and a battered fedora that concealed most of his face in shadow. Only the fellow’s mouth was visible beneath the curve of the hat brim, teeth clenched in a snarl of exertion. Yet, as victory in the war with gravity became gradually more apparent, that grimace softened into a triumphant smile.
Dodge collapsed in relief as soon as his knees cleared the brink. He rolled onto his back, exposing his face to the downpour and relished the sensation of solidity beneath him, only peripherally aware of his savior kneeling beside him.
"That was a close one, Mr. Dalton."
"Call me Dodge…" His eyes flew open and he sat up, gripping the lapels of the man’s coat and pulling him close. "How the devil did you know my name?"
The man did not resist. "Easy there, Mr. Dalton. I’m one of the good guys." He held up what appeared to be a wallet that opened to reveal a glinting object shaped like a shield. "I’ve been following you from the newspaper office."
"You called my name," Dodge said, recalling the voice he had heard just before embarking on the ill-fated taxi ride.
"That’s right, but I was just a few seconds too late to stop this from happening." He gestured to an idling Studebaker Model II sedan parked a few paces away. "Let’s get out of the rain and I’ll explain everything."
Dodge searched the other man’s face for any hint of deception. Given the preceding events, he wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice, but the other man’s expression was earnest and his badge had indeed read Department of Justice. "I didn’t catch your name."
"Special Agent Fuller — Tom Fuller, Mr. Dalton. I appreciate your hesitance, but think about it; if I wanted to hurt you, I would have simply let you fall into the river."
Dodge nodded slowly and got to his feet. "All right Agent Fuller, it’s your show."
"Good. It’s going to be a long night. I wish I could tell you it’s over, but I’m afraid this is only the beginning. "
* * *
Using a rudimentary first aid kit, Dodge stanched the flow of blood from the gash in his leg as Fuller pulled away from the damaged guardrail and continued toward Brooklyn. "I’ll call in the wreck as soon as we can get to a phone," the agent explained. "But right now we’ve got more urgent concerns."
"So you keep saying." Dodge winced as he probed the now bandaged wound. The copious flow of blood was manageable, but would require sutures to heal properly; fortunately, he was on good terms with a certain red-haired doctor.
"It’s no exaggeration. I would have thought you’d have realized that when they tried to kill you."
"You haven’t told me exactly who ‘they’ are."
It was Special Agent Fuller’s turn for a suspicious glance and he regarded Dodge silently for an uncomfortable interval that ended only when Dodge averted his stare, looking through the windshield to remind the G-man that they were in a moving automobile. Fuller gave a heavy sigh. "I had hoped you would be able to shed some light on that, actually."
"Sorry to disappoint you, but until about fifteen minutes ago, everything was dandy." Even as he said it, Dodge realized the falsity of his statement. He thought about the yellow telegram in his pocket, now likely a wad of indistinguishable pulp, from Prof. Pendleton. Urgent I see you… "But I can tell you this; the guy driving that taxi was no taxi driver. It was King Donnelly, but something tells me that you already knew that. Care to tell me why the next Babe Ruth just tried to drive me off the Brooklyn Bridge?"
"Roger ‘King’ Donnelly." Fuller sighed, evincing no surprise. "You recognized him?"
"Among other things, I’m a sportswriter. I’ve interviewed him three times."
"Mr. Dalton, I can only tell you what I know, which is precious little. I’d start at the beginning, but I’m not even sure if I know what that is. You’re right about one thing. It’s no surprise to me that Donnelly was driving that taxi. He’s one of them; the passengers from Flight 19."
"The plane that had to put down in mid-ocean? What does that have to do with anything?"
Fuller steered the car onto a side street, the first of a series of turns that put them back on the bridge bound for Manhattan. When he finally spoke, it was with the reluctance of one who was loath to reveal a secret. "The official version of those events isn’t quite the whole story.
"Flight 19 missed its arrival time in New York by almost a full day, but as near as anyone can tell, it never put down. Everything from the fuel gauges to the onboard chronometers reads exactly like the plane was right on schedule."
"Right on schedule? I don’t follow."
"The plane seems to have…" Fuller faltered as if recognizing that there was no way to explain the situation without sounding like a madman. "The plane and everyone on it lost twenty hours. According to the flight crew, it was as sudden as someone throwing a switch."
"That’s ridiculous." The words were out of his mouth before Dodge could think about them; he knew too well that there were mysteries at work in the world that could not be easily explained. Denial was the natural human response to anything that challenged the foundation of one’s reality.
"That’s not all. During the…lapse…one of the passengers vanished. In fact, he disappeared even from the memories of those aboard the plane. The travel agents in Bermuda confirm that he boarded, but he never made it New York."
Dodge bit back another denial. "Who?"
"Inspector Ian Winston, an Interpol agent. As I said, it’s difficult to know where to begin. Interpol received a tip that someone aboard that aircraft was an international criminal, some kind of agent provocateur, bent upon a mission of sabotage. The identity of the miscreant remains unknown, but certain details about his scheme have emerged, specifically the target, which is why I happened to be looking for you tonight."
Dodge was momentarily dumbfounded. "I’m the target?"
"Not you specifically, but your name is attached to the plot. The villain is after something known only as ‘the Outpost.’ Does that mean anything to you?"
Dodge knew the federal agent would be watching for a reaction and knew also that there would be no fooling the other man. Oddly enough, the news didn’t really surprise him; it was the central piece that connected all the crazy jigsaw puzzle. "The Outpost is a secret of the highest order, Agent Fuller. I wish I could tell you more, but I’m sworn to secrecy."
Fuller regarded him with curious admiration. "Sworn by whom?"
"I can’t tell you that either and that should give you an idea of how important this is."
The G-man returned his attention to the roadway ahead. "Well Mr. Dalton, somebody spilled the beans because a foreign spy is looking for this Outpost and thinks you’re the key."
"Which explains the attempt on my life, but what does any of this have to do with the passengers of Flight 19? And why was King Donnelly working for these spies?"
"That’s something that I can’t tell you and not because of any promise of secrecy. However, given the mysterious nature of the flight’s reappearance and Inspector Winston’s evident demise, we’ve been keeping tabs on the passengers since releasing them from quarantine. It would be an understatement to say that they are all exhibiting strange behavior."
Dodge was about to ask for more information, but the sudden realization that there might be a veritable army of saboteurs running around New York awakened him to a new peril. "If they know about me, then they might know about the others."
"Others?"
"There are four of us who know the whole story. My friends Hurricane Hurley, Nathan Hobbs and Molly Rose Shannon. They might be in danger too!"
"They’re in the city?" Fuller looked over and caught Dodge’s nod. "Tell me where to go."
Dodge drummed his fingers nervously on the dashboard. "I got a telegram tonight, urging me to come to a meeting at the Natural History Museum. The arrangement among us has always been that anything concerning the Outpost should be discussed only with all of us present. I can only imagine they got the same invitation."
The sedan rolled down the incline and into downtown Manhattan. Fuller steered onto the main thoroughfare and expertly navigated toward uptown. "That seems like an odd place for a late rendezvous."
"Not really. Prof. Pendleton has an office there—"
Fuller abruptly stood on the brake, stopping the Studebaker in the middle of Broadway and turned to Dodge with a near frantic expression. "Augustus Pendleton?"
A surge of adrenaline left Dodge’s extremities numb. "Don’t tell me…"
"Pendleton just returned from an archaeological conference in Rio de Janeiro. He’s one of the passengers from Flight 19."
"I told you not to tell me."
Fuller nodded, then put the sedan in gear and resumed driving. "That telegram was a setup."
"Then why the bogus taxi ride? Why not just wait until I’m at the museum and take me there?"
"God only knows."
Dodge shook his head. "No, we’ve missed something here. Pendleton would have summoned all four of us — he would have brought us all together at the museum. If this was a plot to abduct us, that would have been the place to do it."
"Perhaps none of you were meant to arrive at the museum."
He pondered this for a moment, but then the awful truth flashed like a lightning bolt. "It’s a diversion."
"A diversion from what?"
"The one thing anyone wanting to find the Outpost would have to have." He leaned forward, holding Fuller’s gaze with the intensity of his stare so that there would be no question of his certainty. "We need to go to the Empire State Building."
* * *
They reached the world’s tallest building only a few minutes ahead of the police. The night desk operator was still fumbling with the lock to the main door to admit them when three patrol cars, casting a crimson light show into the fury of the downpour, screeched to a halt near Fuller’s parked sedan. To Dodge’s consternation, the blue-suited peace officers scrutinized Fuller’s credentials, evincing disdain at the presence of the G-man on their beat. He eventually drifted over to the man at the desk.
The young man’s shell-shocked expression spoke volumes, but Dodge wanted detail. "What happened?"
"Sammy…uh, the watchman heard something he said sounded like a bomb. Sure enough, one of the offices on the 78th floor blew up."
Dodge knew with sickening certainty which unit on that floor had been hit. "I’ve got to get up there."
"The elevators are turned off—"
"Then turn them on. This is urgent. I’m one of the administrators of that office."
The desk man’s jaw dropped. "Good heavens, I had completely forgotten."
Dodge fought the urge to grip the man’s shirtfront and demand a coherent comment. "Forgotten?"
"A priest… he was visiting that office just before the blast."
Hobbs! "Is he still up there?"
"I don’t…"
Dodge had heard enough. "Turn on the elevators. Now!"
The young man hesitated a moment longer, just long enough to get an approving nod from Fuller who had evidently resolved the jurisdictional quibbling and was now approaching with a trio of city cops in his wake.
"Do it! This is a matter vital to national security." He glanced at Dodge. "It is, right?"
"More than you can imagine." He waited for the receptionist to switch on the elevator system and then entered the express car. The flywheel speed control was fairly simple to use and he had become familiar with its operation over the course of several visits to the secret lab, but now he just couldn't make it go fast enough. An eternity seemed to pass as the floors ticked by.
The night watchman was waiting for them at the entrance to the office. "It's a mess in there, fellas."
Dodge pushed past him and threw open the door. "A mess" didn't begin to describe what he found; although the decorations had been spare to begin with, nothing recognizable remained. To make matters worse, a gale force wind was blasting through the office. Squinting, he braved the tempest and moved to the center of the room.
Despite the storm, a faint odor of gunpowder tickled his nostrils. "High explosives," shouted Fuller beside him. "Someone blasted out that window!"
Dodge nodded, but the destruction of the window was not his primary concern. He turned to the right-hand wall and saw the shattered wallboard that had once served to conceal the secret door. The explosion had completely removed the facade, but the passage through to the laboratory was nonetheless sealed; the steel security gate had dropped, probably jarred loose by the shockwave. Dodge groped for the crank handle mechanism — part of an elaborate system of gears and pulleys that was the only means of raising the guillotine-style barrier — and began the laborious task of winding in the cables. The door crept up by miniscule increments and after raising it slightly more than one foot above the threshold, he locked the crank in place and crawled underneath.
In the sparse light, it was difficult to discern the details of the room, but everything seemed to be in place. The laboratory had been spared the full force of the explosion, but a quick survey revealed that a much greater catastrophe had occurred; the artifact was gone. Dodge was still staring in disbelief when Fuller played the beam of his handheld flashlight on the display case.
"That's the work of a professional," observed the G-man, pointing at the strange contraption affixed to the glass container.
"Anyone you know?"
Fuller gave a terse nod. "Another one of the passengers on Flight 19 has long been suspected of being one of the world's leading cat burglars."
Dodge sighed. "There's no sign of Hobbs. Do you think he…?"
"If they fell out the window in this storm, there's no telling where the wind would blow them. They might have landed several blocks from here… if they fell out."
Dodge felt numb. The white-haired Hobbs had been a regular fixture in his weekly syndicated feature for more than three years. Though he had only known the taciturn priest for a few months, he felt as though he had lost a brother.
"He might still be alive," Fuller continued. "The bomb would have knocked him back, away from the window. Perhaps he continued the pursuit. Believe me when I say this thief would have planned out every detail of the operation, including the escape plan."
"Then they might still be in the building?"
"Possibly, but I would hazard to guess that the reason that window was blown in the first place was to create an alternative exit. I think we have to face the possibility that our enemy, whoever he is, has won this round."
"So what now?"
Fuller angled the beam of his light so that Dodge could see his expression and vice versa. "That depends on whether or not you're going to trust me. I still don't even know what exactly was stolen here."
"It was the key to the Outpost."
"The key? Then they'll be going there next?"
"I don't think it will be quite that simple. God, I wish the Padre was here; he'd know what to do." Dodge swiped a hand through his hair in an unconscious gesture of frustration, then abruptly snapped his fingers. "Hurricane must have gotten the summons as well. He'll be walking into a trap at the museum."
Fuller nodded. "Let's go."
* * *
The elevator descent took longer than the car ride from the Empire State Building to the American Museum of Natural History. Fuller drove like a madman, but there was little danger to himself and Dodge or to any innocent bystanders; the city seemed deserted. The G-man only touched the brakes once during the trip and that was as he screeched to a stop directly behind parked car on Central Park West — a familiar red sports car. Fuller did not fail to notice Dodge's look of chagrinned recognition. "That's Hurley's car? I wouldn't be too worried, Mr. Dalton. I've read your stories often enough to know that Hurricane Hurley is a match for anything."
Dodge nodded, but the sentiment brought little comfort. This night was turning into a disaster of epic proportions and the avalanche of woe had yet to complete its dire cascade. Steeling himself for a grisly discovery, he disembarked once more and hastened toward the museum entrance.
The fortress-like structure was dark and seemingly abandoned, but both men were wary as they pushed through the revolving glass entrance. Dodge noted that Fuller’s hand was resting on the butt of a holstered sidearm. "I don’t like this one bit," the G-man confessed after scanning the empty foyer.
"Well, if Hurricane was here and there was trouble, I have a feeling we’d see some pretty obvious signs. He doesn’t exactly tread softly."
"Speaking of treading, look…" Fuller pointed to a track of wet spots leading from the entry and straight ahead into the maze-like exhibition area and directed the beam of his flashlight along the path delineated by the trail of moist footprints.
Dodge seized on the discovery and hastened into the depths of the museum, ignoring Fuller’s hoarse whispered warning, for he had seen something in the tell-tale puddles that had escaped even the FBI agent’s notice. There were two distinct tread patterns, moving side by side, but at decidedly different gaits; the quick, short steps of the person with small feet could only belong to Molly Rose Shannon and that realization had awakened Dodge to a whole new spectrum of anxiety.
In a corridor leading away from the common area, Dodge found unmistakable evidence of Hurley’s deft touch. An office door swung open on its hinges, innocent enough, but the doorjamb has splintered away from the latch bolt. Directly on the threshold of the room, Dodge also spied a dark circle the size of a half-dollar coin. In the glow of Fuller’s flashlight, its crimson hue confirmed his worst suspicions.
"The trail splits here," Fuller pointed out. "Which way?"
"The footprints leading into the office are almost dry, but the blood is still…" The statement caught inexplicably in Dodge’s throat. He gestured weakly into the office and then continued along that path, following the spattered trail. More than a few of the droplets had been smeared by the passage of another set of footprints; Hurricane and Molly had been running and their pursuers had not been far behind. Yet, for all his dire premonitions, he was still ill-prepared for the discovery of the body lying prone on the floor of the Hall of Ocean Life. The unnatural cant of his head confirmed what Dodge somehow already knew.
"It’s Pendleton," Fuller observed, kneeling beside Dodge.
Something about the tone seemed faintly accusatory and Dodge knew why; it would have taken extraordinary physical strength to break the Professor’s neck this way — the sort of strength he had attributed to Captain Falcon’s number one sidekick. "None of us have ever met him," he answered. "If Hurricane did this—"
But Fuller wasn’t listening. He sprang erect and in a fluid motion drew his pistol and stabbed its muzzle into a shadowy corner of the room. "Hold it right there!"
Dodge recoiled instinctively as a figure emerged from the dark, wielding a pistol almost identical to Fuller’s police special. Not surprisingly, Dodge barely saw the gunman; his eyes were fixed on the revolver. The weapon was held indifferently, as if the man was barely aware of the lethal power in his hands.
"I said ‘Stop!’ Drop it."
Dodge’s heart thumped once in his chest as the man took another step forward, then a thunderclap exploded beside him. Fire spurted from Fuller’s hands, then repeated twice more. The gunman staggered back with the first impact, but otherwise seemed unaffected. Only the third shot, which struck dead center in the man’s forehead, halted the relentless advance. Fuller, breathing rapidly, kept his gun trained on the fallen foe as he moved closer. He gave a sigh of recognition as his flashlight beam illuminated the man’s face.
"Another one of the passengers from the Bermuda flight?"
The G-man nodded. "What happened to them, Dalton? What in God’s name happened to them?"
Something moved in the same spot from which the gunman had emerged and Fuller quickly shifted the flashlight to expose another stranger, this time a woman in a simple sundress and floppy hat; but for her vacant stare, she might simply have been a tourist on her way to the beach. There was no menace evident in her demeanor; in fact, she seemed completely unaware of her environment. Nevertheless, she ambled forward like an automaton bent on destruction.
"Stop or I’ll shoot," Fuller warned, but once more his threat was ineffectual.
"Fuller, she’s unarmed!" Without thinking, Dodge knocked the lawman’s arm aside and interposed between them. His forbearance did not go unpunished. Without even breaking stride, the woman grasped his shoulders and lifted him bodily over her head. He had only a moment to ponder the impossibility of the situation before the marble floor rushed up at him and the breath was driven from his lungs.
Fuller did not hesitate. His pistol discharged twice at point blank range and the woman in the sundress was punched backward as two .38 caliber rounds blasted into her torso.
Dodge pushed up to his hands and knees, gasping for air. In the corner of his eye, he saw Fuller make a quarter-turn and then the gun sounded once more. The G-man deftly flipped out the cylinder and dropped his spent brass onto the floor, but before he could reload, yet another assailant had emerged and tackled him to the floor.
Dodge felt a breath enter his semi-paralyzed lungs, just enough to get him up and moving again. He dove onto Fuller’s attacker and began raining down punches at the base of the man’s neck. The first few blows seemed to bounce off impotently, but then a lucky strike caught a nerve cluster and the man collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Dodge rolled the motionless form off the FBI agent and helped Fuller get to his feet. In the darkened recesses of the room however, the shadows continued to stir and resolved into a host of expressionless faces.
Dodge retreated a step, then half turned to locate the exit. "How many people were on that flight?"
"Passengers and crew?" Fuller knelt and groped for his pistol. "Thirty altogether. Why?"
"Looks like we’re missing a couple."
The FBI agent looked over his shoulder and saw what had prompted Dodge's comment. In addition to the crowd materializing from the recesses of the exhibition hall, more than a dozen dull-eyed vacationers stood between them and freedom. And then, as if driven by a single mind, they began advancing.

CHAPTER 5 — LEAP OF FAITH

As a man of faith, Father Nathan Hobbs did not require even a split second to question the wisdom of leaping out the window in pursuit of the straw-haired burglar. Yet, it was not his trust in God or the power of miracles that emboldened him to jump from more than seventy floors up, but rather his implicit faith in the perpetrator; in his previous dealings with this woman, he had come to appreciate that she left nothing to chance. He did not know exactly what means of escape she had waiting beyond the shattered window, but he knew it was there and knew with equal certainty that this would be his only chance to capture both the woman and her prize.
The only thing he could clearly see through the rush of air against his eyes was a smear of gold — the woman’s hair — only a few yards away and falling at an angle. He focused on this whipping streamer, pulling his extremities in against his body to reduce resistance and shot forward like an arrow. As the gap between them closed, he fell into a pocket of null air created by her passage through the atmosphere that sucked him in like a vacuum. The pressure against his eyeballs diminished and he opened his eyes wide just in time to see the woman pull something from her bulky backpack. The object immediately swelled into a small white balloon that was caught in the wind and pulled both up and ahead of her.
A pilot chute, thought Hobbs and he knew what would happen next. He tucked his chin down to eke out a little bit more speed and in the split second that it took for the drogue to yank the main parachute from the pack, Hobbs reached his target. He had braced himself for the impact, but the actual force of the collision was lessened by their freefall. Nevertheless, the woman’s head snapped back violently as he hit and for a moment he feared that he had killed her. The notion prompted no particular reaction; horrible though the thought was, Hobbs imagined the world would be no poorer without her. It was a fleeting thought, overridden by the imperative of survival. Like an octopus pouncing on its prey, Hobbs wrapped his arms and legs around the woman. One hand snaked over her shoulder and the other threaded under her armpit, tight against her ribcage and the two came together in a ferocious handclasp over her bosom. It was all he had time for.
The main parachute blossomed overhead with a loud pop and Hobbs felt the woman’s inert form jerk violently in his grasp. Had his hold been any less fierce, he would have been shaken loose and left to plummet to his death. Yet the parachute alone in no way guaranteed his survival.
The hurricane winds instantly caught the canopy; an eighty-knot blast that tore into the chute, pulling the lines taut against its human anchors and stretching the silk at its seams. For just a moment, Hobbs wondered if his trust in the burglar's foresight was not wholly misplaced. Parachute jumping was inherently dangerous, but from the relatively low altitude of a man-made structure — even the tallest one ever built — that risk was amplified almost out of all proportion. Add to that virtually suicidal combination the violent unpredictability of a hurricane and it was a recipe for certain doom. The thief must surely have known this; she was bold, but not suicidal. How then, Hobbs wondered in some faintly lit corner of his adrenaline-charged brain, had she planned to pull this one out of the fire? He reckoned he had only a few seconds to find the answer to that question before all hope was lost.
The parachute canopy was unlike anything he had ever seen; instead of the typical, capacious round dome, the chute was a small square of silk anchored at the corners. He followed the lines to their source, not the small pack attached to the small of the thief’s back, but rather to the suspender-like harness straps that ran over her shoulders. That was when he saw the handles and knew intuitively what their function was. But before he could even think about how to make use of the complicated control system, everything changed.
The chute abruptly folded in half, snagged on something protruding from one of the Empire State Building’s shorter siblings and its function altered from aerial braking device to something more akin to a grappling hook. Hobbs and his senseless captive suddenly became a pendulum weight at the end of a fixed line and were whipped around at breakneck speed into the side of the skyscraper.
Hobbs had one desperate thought in the instant before impact: The Staff!
His hand dropped to the burglar’s leg, to the deep pocket where he had seen her stow the relic after liberating it from the secure display case. There was no time to extract it from the folds of her garment, barely even time to grip it through the fabric and form a single, mental image….
The crash was equivalent to being hit by a speeding bus. There was a crunch, barely audible over the howling wind, of glass and concrete crumbling beneath the force of the collision and then the two figures at the end of the line bounced away only to be slammed back again and again. It was an impact that no living creature could have survived.
Hobbs opened his eyes warily, wondering if his first glimpse would be the kingdom of Heaven. The noise of the wind had abated and he could no longer feel the driving rain on his face, but the tactile sensations — the damp, rough feel of his clothes against his skin and the ache in his extremities from the battle with the thief — were still traveling between his nerves and brain. His eyes verified the reality.
Still alive, he thought. I guess it worked.
Although research on the artifact had only just begun, Hobbs and his companions had learned a few of the Staff’s remarkable properties, one of which was a unique and as yet incomprehensible ability to tap into the Earth’s electromagnetic field and transform it into a bubble of protective energy — what the science fiction pulp writers liked to call a ‘force field.’ The shield was normally nothing more dramatic that a faint crackle of static electricity around a body, but when exposed to the energy of another object, in this case the kinetic energy of their impact with the building, it became all but impervious, absorbing the bone-breaking impact and cushioning the figures within. The Staff and the technology that empowered it were subject to only one minor weakness: water.
Because it was essentially an electrical phenomenon, the force field generated by the relic shorted out in the presence of water. A mere splash of water could cause the shield to fail and deliver a nasty jolt to anyone inside; total immersion would almost certainly prove fatal.
Hobbs' euphoria at having survived the initial crash evaporated as quickly as the droplets of rain that now sizzled against the thin corona of energy mere inches from his body. Thus far, he had not felt the sting of electrical shocks on his skin, but how long that would last was anyone’s guess. As long as he was exposed to the elements, Hobbs was in constant peril; he had to get out of the storm and fast.
From this vantage, the building on which they had become ensnared was indistinguishable from all the others. Hobbs could see the spires of the Empire State and Chrysler buildings above neighboring rooftops, but everything else was generic glass and stone. One thing was certain, however. They were still more than thirty stories above the ground. While their impact had left a distinct outline of spider web fractures in the exterior of the building, it had not been sufficient to afford entry into the edifice. Hobbs enumerated his options; there weren’t many, but he still had one enormous advantage.
In addition to providing its wielder with a nearly invincible envelope of energy, the Staff could also levitate those within its protective bubble, but only if so directed. Hobbs had not thought to use it for that purpose, but now, as he and the burglar dangled at the end the parachute line, he imagined himself floating and immediately began to rise. A flick of a thought caused a tiny violet arc of electricity to slice through the entangled cords, freeing them from the chute and allowing them to fly unencumbered in the night.
With altitude, the storm’s fury increased exponentially, but strangely the assault of precipitation on the force field diminished. High above the ground, the fat drops of rain were either suspended as vapor or congealed into ice crystals, neither of which were quite as reactive as liquid water. Savoring the momentary respite from danger, Hobbs spared a thought for the bigger picture.
The instincts which had prompted him to regard Professor Pendleton’s strange summons as a possible diversion and threat to the Staff were now tingling once more. He had come to the secret laboratory in the Empire State Building thinking only to secure the relic and bring it along to that rendezvous. That he had caught the burglar red-handed seemed serendipitous on the surface, but he sensed that he had only exposed the tip of the iceberg. He was now certain that the theft of the Staff had only been one prong of a multi-faceted attack. The meeting with Pendleton then, was almost certainly a trap.
A trap that Molly, Hurricane, and Dodge are all rushing headlong into.
His decision was made. He fixed his attention on the dark void of Central Park and immediately began moving toward it. The trip took only a few minutes and, following a bracing passage through the downpour that culminated in a spectacular and mildly painful dance of sparks against the force field, he settled onto the roof the American Museum of Natural History. Relieved to be on relatively solid ground, he let the unconscious form of the blond burglar slump onto the slick gravel. The energy bubble dispersed as soon as he let go.
For the first time since intercepting her in midair, Hobbs checked to see if she was still alive. Her skin, though damp and clammy, did not have the gray pallor of the recently dead and when he put his face close to her mouth, he could feel her breath. With a slightly disappointed frown, he hefted her onto his shoulder, as one might a sack of potatoes and headed for the access door.
As the door clicked shut behind him, shutting out the howl of the hurricane, Hobbs felt as though a tombstone had been moved into place, sealing him in a crypt of darkness. He took a deep breath and willed himself into a state of preternatural calm. To an uninitiated observer, he might simply have been praying, but Father Nathan Hobbs’ knowledge and skills extended far beyond what was taught in seminary.
For a moment, all he could hear in the darkness was his own heart thumping in his chest, but soon other sounds began to emerge from the aural tableau. He heard the burglar’s slow breath sounds, but that was only the beginning. His vision too began to penetrate the shadows cloaking the stairwell and with cat-like stealth Hobbs began descending into the heart of the museum.
With each successive floor, the flow of barely audible noise grew into a cascade. By the time he reached the main floor, he had drawn a mental map of the museum, marked with all the places where he was able to distinguish the sounds of movement, breathing and heartbeats — strangely, there was very little whispering. He could only make out… Molly!
He quickened his pace, rushing through the exhibits and connecting hallways as if he knew every inch of the place by heart. He paused at one information desk long enough to obtain a flashlight. He didn’t need the additional illumination, but reckoned it would serve as a beacon to guide his friends to him; if as he feared the other bodies moving through the museum were hostile, then Molly and the others would certainly be operating from a defensive posture.
He kept his eyes closed as he switched on the lamp, mindful of not blinding himself with the sudden glare. Squinting through barely opened eyelids, he pushed onward into a large hall filled with taxidermies and sculpted likenesses of fish and other sea creatures. He swept the beam to and fro, but the whispering had ceased, making it difficult to pinpoint their exact location. Cautiously, he advanced a step, but a sound of footsteps from behind caught his attention. Their unknown enemy was closing in.
He did a swift about face and was heading back toward the entrance to the exhibit when a shriek erupted from the darkness. "Here! They’re right here!"
* * *
Hurley twisted in the awkward space, hastily clapping a hand over Pendleton’s mouth, but the damage was already done. Molly gasped as the flashlight beam swung around and stabbed into the crevice where they were hiding.
"Oww," snarled Hurley, abruptly wrenching his hand away from the professor’s mouth. Pendleton’s teeth were bloody, but the stain was not his own; he had bitten Hurricane, tearing a chunk of flesh from the big man’s palm.
"Here!" screamed the archaeologist, fighting his captor’s embrace. "They’re here. Help me!"
Despite his earlier fatigue, Pendleton now seemed like a berserker. With a strength that seemed impossible for such a bookish man, he broke from Hurricane’s grasp and squirmed past Molly.
Hurley’s response was unequivocal. Launching himself from the place of concealment, he pounced on Pendleton, wrestling him to the floor and with what seemed like an act of pure savagery, twisted his head violently around. There was a sickening crack as the man’s vertebrae separated and then silence. Hurricane sprang to his feet, ready to meet the newly arrived enemy with similar prejudice, but a familiar voice cut through the blinding extremes of light and darkness. "Hurricane! It’s me!"
Molly recognized the voice instantly and rushed from the recess behind the display case. "Dad!"
Hurley’s fury was instantly sublimated into horror and guilt as he stared down at Pendleton’s lifeless corpse. "My God. I’ve killed him."
"He was one of them." The priest gripped his friend’s shoulder and it was only then that the big man realized Hobbs was carrying another body over his shoulder.
"Who, Padre? Who the Hell are they?"
"I don’t know yet, but they hit the lab."
Molly, likewise confused, noticed the one detail about the form slumped over her father’s shoulder that had escaped Hurricane’s notice. "Who’s your date, Dad?"
Her half-hearted quip failed to lighten the mood. "Long story," answered the priest, tersely. "I’ll tell you all about it, but by now, every one of them in the museum knows where we are. We’ve got to get moving?"
"What about Dodge?"
Hobbs and Hurley both stopped short. It was the big man that finally answered. "If they didn’t already get him, then the best thing we can do for him is to get moving. Draw them off."
"I agree," concurred Hobbs. "Something tells me they are going to be a lot more interested in getting the Staff back than in chasing after Dodge."
"The Staff?" Hurley shook his head. "Never mind. You’re right. There are a bunch of them, but it’s like they’re…"
"Zombies," Molly whispered. "Like in that movie."
Since setting foot in urban America, Molly had developed a love for the cinema, often taking in an afternoon matinee with Dodge in tow. One of the first films they had seen was "White Zombie" with Bela Lugosi.
Hurricane nodded. "That’s exactly it. The lights are on, but no one’s home."
Hobbs considered this. "If they are zombies, then someone will be guiding their hand, a houngan or momba giving them orders."
Hurley didn’t ask his old friend for an explanation of the strange terms. "What’s our plan? How do we get past these guys? They’ll be watching the exits and I don’t think we can all crowd into my car."
"I didn’t drive," confessed Hobbs.
"What about the truck?" Molly exclaimed. "It's the last place they'd expect us to go."
Hobbs threw a questioning glance at Hurley who gave a nod. "They tried to shanghai us onto a truck down on the loading dock. I doubt they left anyone to guard it and even if they did—" He held up one of his enormous pistols.
"And I can drive," piped Molly.
"Like there was ever any question," the priest murmured. "Lead on."
No longer encumbered by the duplicitous Professor Pendleton, the trio moved quickly and stealthily back into the maze of hallways, retracing their steps. Eschewing the flashlight, the two former soldiers used their remarkable night vision and hearing to avoid contact with the roaming mob. The only exception came when they encountered a lone sentry left behind to guard the stairway descending to the storage area, but Hurricane stealthily crept up on the man, rendering him unconscious before he could sound the alarm.
The truck was exactly where they remembered it, as was the body of the guard Hurley had been forced to shoot. Hobbs seemed not to notice, sparing his old friend any questions or recriminations and instead carried his still unmoving captive into the cargo area of the vehicle where he at last laid her down. "I'll stay with her. You two drive."
"Where should we…" Hurricane's inquiry died with a strangled noise as he got his first good look at the burglar. "That's—"
"Yes, it is. There's a lot more going on here than we know. Whoever is behind this knows all about us; knows our habits and haunts and all the other intimate details of our lives. We need to go somewhere they won't think to look." Hobbs steepled his fingers under his chin and closed his eyes meditatively. "There are some secret rooms under the Hibernian Hall at Old Saint Pat's."
"Good enough. We can hole up there until we make contact with Dodge." Hurley steered Molly toward the steps leading down to the street level. It took her only a few minutes to familiarize herself with the truck's controls, after which she turned the engine over and roared off into the night, leaving the museum and all of its madness behind.
* * *
Molly had never been to Saint Patrick's Old Cathedral, the seat of the New York archdiocese from 1815 to 1879, but her father gave them all a quick thumbnail sketch of its rather colorful history as they cleared the cobwebs from an old forgotten monk's cell under an adjoining meeting hall.
Situated in Little Italy on the edge of the Bowery, Saint Pat's as the locals called it, was New York's first cathedral and burial ground for several of the city’s noteworthy Catholics. One of the buildings in the compound had served as a hospital during the Revolutionary War and another — the Hibernian Hall under which their current refuge was located — had served as a base of operations for the Ancient Order of Hibernians, a group of laymen who had taken up arms in defense of the cathedral during anti-Papist riots in 1835. Although its glory had been somewhat overshadowed by the construction of the new cathedral bearing the same name, Old Saint Pat’s remained a historic treasure for the city. For the tired trio, plus one prisoner, that covertly entered the property under cover of storm and darkness however, it was not the splendor of the cathedral building that drew them in, but rather its dark forgotten recesses.
The blonde burglar, who had stirred at some point during their cross-town journey, now sat bound and gagged in a chair in a corner of the room. Molly had immediately observed that beneath the stringy mop of flaxen hair and mask of bruises, the woman was exceptionally beautiful and she instantly felt defensive. Curiously, the woman’s sapphire eyes were devoid of any anger toward her captives.
"So who is she?" Molly asked after Hobbs concluded his historical narrative.
The priest stared at the bound woman as if considering how best to answer, but the Hurley chimed in. "That is the infamous ‘Fallen Angel’ cat burglar, also known as Jocasta Palmer."
Hobbs sighed. "Well, they’ve never proved that, but after tonight I’ve little doubt." He quickly outlined the events that had led to his arrival at the museum.
"Okay, so she’s a professional thief, but how is that you two seem to know her so well?" Molly’s tone was unusually confrontational and even she wasn’t quite sure why.
Hurricane chuckled mirthlessly. "Funny thing. It’s been almost fifteen years, but I still remember our last tussle with Miss Palmer like it was yesterday. It left a rather bad taste in my mouth."
It was Hobbs turn to laugh, a crack in his usually dour façade. "Yes, the taste of fish eggs."
"We ran afoul of one of her schemes in Paris. She was trying to snatch a Faberge egg from an exiled Russian nobleman. One thing led to another and we wound up buried in caviar."
Molly gave the blonde woman another long hard look and did some quick arithmetic. "Fifteen years, you said? She must have been a kid at the time. Or does she bathe in the blood of newborns to maintain her youthful appearance?"
Hurley’s laughter was more heartfelt this time. "I think you’ve hit on her secret, girl."
"It doesn’t look as though she remembers it quite as well as you do."
"I wondered about that," Hobbs confessed. "And I think you’ve hit on it, Mol. She’s under the same influence as those poor souls at the museum."
"She’s a zombie?"
"Well, not in the traditional sense, but I think that she and all the others are definitely not in control of their actions. Which begs the question- Who is in control?"
"An operation this sophisticated… Do you think there’s a foreign power behind it all?"
"When you consider the layers of secrecy we’ve built up around our discovery, I’d say it would almost have to be the work of an enemy nation. Still, to have so completely taken control of so many people suggests something…uncanny." Hobbs continued to stare at Jocasta, regarding her as one might an enigmatic sculpture. "I’ll wager she can tell us, if I can find a way to break through."
"We’ll leave you to it then." Hurley abruptly stood. "Come along, Molly girl."
"What?" The priest’s fiery-haired daughter stood also, but she placed her hands on her hips in a defiant posture. "I’m not moving until someone tells me what’s going on."
"Molly, it’s not something I can explain."
"Trust me," Hurricane added, gently offering his hand. "You don’t want to be in here when he does his little trick. It’s not something I care to ever see again."
Molly held her ground a moment longer, but the big man’s admission reached through her bravado. Anything that could rattle Hurley’s cage was something to be avoided at all costs by mere ordinary mortals. "Well, okay. But you better tell me all about it."
Hobbs watched as they exited the cramped room, idly wondering what sort of outrageous tale his old friend would foist on the girl and then took a seat to gather his thoughts. Hurley’s statement had been an outright falsehood; he had never witnessed what Hobbs was about to do. No one had. It was a process that required complete isolation; the presence of another individual in close proximity would have completely thwarted his efforts. That being said, there was very little about the ritual that could be considered theatric — at least outwardly. What happened on the battlefield of the unconscious mind was another story entirely.
He placed his chair directly in front of Jocasta and loosened her gag. He sat down and peered into her sparkling blue eyes. She returned the gaze, but there was no willfulness behind the stare; she seemed merely to be waiting. "Well, Miss Palmer, I must say I’m pleased to see you like this. I don’t suppose you’d care to save us both some trouble and confess your sins."
No reply.
"I thought not." He fixed his attention on her eyes and as he did, the rest of the room seemed to dissolve into a gray fog. The matched orbs seemed to move together, forming a single eye in the center of her forehead; a swirling vortex into which Hobbs, disembodied, was drawn.
Only then did Jocasta seem to realize that she was under attack. She began thrashing against her bonds, even struggling to break free of his hypnotic gaze, but she was too late. Hobbs was no longer looking at her physical eyes, but rather into what Eastern mystics called the ajna, the "Third Eye." If as some claimed, the eyes were the window to the soul, then the ajna chakra was the front door and Hobbs had just walked in and taken off his coat.
He was instantly deluged by waves of light and color, a chaotic mosaic that represented the sum total of everything Jocasta Palmer saw, heard, felt and thought. The experience was not altogether pleasant. Although he did not realize it, a low wail escaped his lips as her stimulus flooded into his own mind.
Just as each person’s appearance was distinctive in spite of a basic commonality of physical anatomy, so too every person on the planet experienced thought and sensation according to a specific pattern, much the same way that a radio broadcast could only be understood if the receiving unit was tuned to the correct frequency. Hobbs did not attempt to find Jocasta’s unique "frequency;" most of it was just background noise. He was looking for something specific — something that did not belong. Through no effort on his part, it found him.
It began as a dark spot, like the pupil of an eye, unaffected by the swirling lights and colors of the gyre, but soon grew to planetary proportions, eclipsing everything else. Hobbs steered his consciousness toward it, but then was overcome with a trepidation he had never before experienced. He tried to turn, to flee before the swelling darkness, but it was too late. The shadow swallowed him whole….
* * *
"My goodness," exclaimed a man seated across the aisle. "We’re descending."
Hobbs struggled to comprehend where he was and the significance of the comment. His surroundings were familiar; the orderly rows of seats and small porthole windows were all things he had seen before. I’m on an airplane, he thought.
"Are you quite certain?" The voice, also quite familiar but this time from his almost forgotten past, had issued from his own lips.
The man that had initially spoken continued peering through the window. "Absolutely. I can see the ocean. I hope nothing is wrong with the plane."
For several minutes, the passenger compartment was abuzz with similar speculations, but Hobbs tuned them out as his grasp of the situation resolved. He comprehended that he was experiencing Jocasta’s last memory; the last thing that had happened to her before her mind was enslaved. Though limited by the prison of her flesh, he caught a few glimpses of his fellow passengers and was not surprised to see among them Professor Augustus Pendleton.
Jocasta paid close attention to the report given by some of the men who had elected to go forward and inquire of the captain, but Hobbs discounted their explanation. They had been assured that the stop was routine, but Hobbs knew better. This was where it had all started.
The plane splashed down with deceptive grace and cruised along in the gently rolling sea for a few more minutes. Jocasta, along with her shipmates, peered intently through the portholes, curious to see if they were going to put in on some waypoint island or rendezvous with an oceangoing vessel; it turned out to be the latter.
"That’s a U-boat!" exclaimed the man that had first noticed the change in course.
His observation was met with typical skepticism by most of the passengers, but if Jocasta had a response, she did not verbalize it. For his part, Hobbs had no trouble verifying the statement; the dark conning tower and deck of a submarine loomed about a hundred yards off the plane’s starboard wingtip. It was different than the unterseeboots which had roamed the Atlantic like a pack of hungry wolves during the Great War — more refined and with less superstructure — but certainly the offspring of that first generation of stealthy warships. The boat flew no flags and the men that swarmed over her still awash decks wore generic yellow rain slickers, but Hobbs felt quite certain he was looking at the product of Teutonic engineering; the German Kriegsmarine had been experimenting with new U-boat design and something told him this was the result.
Several of the crewmen deployed a motorized skiff which bounced across the swells toward the plane, but disappeared from Hobbs’ line of sight as they closed the gap. A general air of apprehension settled over the passengers that only deepened when a figure appeared at the front of the cabin, gazing down the aisle. Hobbs did not recognize the man, but his steward’s uniform and the passengers’ unquestioning acceptance of his credentials served to identify his role.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry about this brief delay, but we’ve had to put in for a routine customs inquiry. I’m afraid I’ll need you all to bring your passports down to the lounge."
Hobbs knew better, but to his surprise, the passengers seemed relieved by the news; hungry for any explanation, this obvious deception was much more palatable than the bitter truth. They were being hijacked. One by one the passengers filed out of the cabin and went like lambs to the slaughter.
Hobbs could sense Jocasta’s anxiety as she moved along the queue, but her concerns were those of a criminal who fears the long awaited reckoning. She kept a brave face as the steward called her forward and admitted her into the plane’s small lounge. Only then did she give way to terror.
Hobbs ignored her cries, focusing instead on the garishly masked gang that waited beyond the door. They wore hooded cassocks, like monks, but each cowl was filled with the visage of a grinning skull. Two of them gripped her arms and dragged her forward to the figure who seemed to be the leader. The leering death’s head leaned close.
"Ah, Miss Palmer. I’m pleased you decided to take the job. But there’s been a slight change of plans.”
Jocasta flinched as a fourth masked man holding a large silver syringe emerged from behind the others. Hobbs caught a glimpse of the needle, a bloated crystal droplet glistening on its tip, before the pain surged through his borrowed body and darkness closed in once more…
* * *
He stood on a landscape of crushed cinders, scattered beneath a blazing crimson sun. He was no longer in Jocasta’s body and knew this only because she stood nearby, chained like a sacrifice to an upright wooden post. When she saw him, her eyes grew wide in terror and a hoarse scream escaped her lips. Despite his long-standing ire toward her, Hobbs felt a pang of sympathy; God only knows what she’s been through, he thought.
"Hush child," he whispered. "It’s over. I’m setting you free."
But his words did not comfort her and as he drew closer, her fear seemed to multiply exponentially. She shrank back against the stake, pulling at the iron shackles around her wrist until blood began to stream down her arms. Ignoring the outcry, Hobbs focused on his stated purpose. With a swipe of his hand, he broke the chains, releasing her from the bonds imposed by her skull-faced captor.
Jocasta fell back onto the ashes, but hastily scrambled to her feet and fled before him. There was no gratitude for the gift of her freedom, no understanding of his benevolence, only abject horror, but now at least Hobbs understood why. He stared in disbelief at the hand he had used to break the chains — not a thing of flesh, but a misshapen claw of bone that gleamed a deathly orange beneath the bloody sun….
* * *
Hobbs fell back in his chair as if struck by a physical blow. His eyes stung from the rivulets of sweat that had dripped down from his forehead. A few inches away, Jocasta Palmer, likewise soaked in perspiration, sagged exhausted against the ropes that held her. After a moment, she raised her head. "Father Hobbs, fancy meeting you here."
He looked up, his earlier sympathy gone. "Miss Palmer."
She regarded him with practiced coolness. "Care to explain why you have me tied up here? And for that matter where ‘here’ is?"
"Don’t you remember?"
"Remember?" The sapphire eyes narrowed as she searched her mind and her unruffled expression cracked a bit. "I don’t…we were flying from Bermuda; that’s the last thing I remember."
Hobbs sighed. "I see. So you’ve no memory of what happened after that? Of the skull men from the submarine?"
"Skull men." It wasn’t a question. "They drugged me."
"I think they did a lot more to you than that. You and everyone on that flight."
A weary look replaced her confident calm. "Dare I ask how you came to be mixed up in this? Are you and Zane still fighting the good fight?"
Hobbs winced. He had almost forgotten the brief romance between Jocasta and his superior officer, Captain Zane Falcon prior to the caviar incident and wasn’t sure which stung more: the fact that Falcon had been sleeping with the enemy, so to speak or the tragic fate that had subsequently befallen the man he had so come to admire.
"After a fashion," he answered. "But right now, I’m more interested in what you’ve been up to."
"My dear Father Hobbs, a lady never tells."
"You can tell me anything; I’m a priest." He offered a patronizing smile. "Why were you on that flight, Jocasta? The villain behind all this made sure you would be there because he wanted your unique skills to steal something very important. The job that you were coming here to do was a setup. Who were you working for?"
"I don’t work for anyone," she answered haughtily, but her defiance was half-hearted. "However, I was approached by a man and offered a particularly large finder’s fee for recovering some family heirlooms that had been brought to America by mistake."
"What was his name?"
"He was a kraut fellow, about your age. Schadel was the name."
"Schadel? Are you certain?"
"Quite. Easy to remember because he seemed such a shady character. Of course, it was probably an alias. No one uses their Christian name in this business."
"I don’t wonder." Hobbs leaned back in his chair, pondering the villain’s chosen nom de guerre, but a knock at the door interrupted his musings. He opened it to find Hurley and Molly waiting eagerly on the threshold.
"Everything all right in there, Padre? We were a little worried when things got quiet."
Before Hobbs could answer, a lilting voice called from inside the room. "Brian, is that you, love?"
Hurley’s face twisted with rage, but Hobbs hastily pushed him back into the hallway and closed the door behind him. "Same old Jocasta," he explained. "Which is actually a good thing, believe it or not. This is much worse than we could have believed, Hurricane."
"That’s hard to imagine. What could be worse than what we just went through?"
"The end of the world."
Hurley blanched. "Oh, yes. Well, I can see where that would…"
"Every religion — every culture that has ever existed on this planet — has a prophecy regarding the end. For some, it’s the herald of a golden age, but for most…" He shook his head. "In the book of Revelation, it was foretold that Death would ride like a horseman, killing a fourth of the Earth with war and plague."
"Ancient superstitions," scoffed Hurley unconvincingly. "How many times have people predicted the end of the world, but it’s still here."
Hobbs drew in a sharp breath. "There was another prophecy, one not quite so ancient. Not quite fifty years ago, a psychic medium in London had a vision of the birth of the figure many believe will bring about the end of the world — a boy called the Child of Skulls. The vision was so terrifying that it killed her."
Hurley’s remained doubtful, but the priest pressed on. "That child would be a man now, in his forties. I only bring this up because of what Jocasta just told me. She and all the other zombies — if that’s what you want to call them — were on a flight from Bermuda that was intercepted by a German U-boat. The hijackers wore skull masks to hide their identities. They took control of an entire plane full of people in less than a day; that's something beyond drugs, beyond hypnosis. Moreover, the man that originally hired her gave the name Schadel, which is German for ‘skull.’"
"I don’t know, Padre. It’s a stretch."
"Is it? You know as well as I what Hitler wants. World domination. What would happen if he got his hands on the Staff and the technology at the Outpost?"
"The end of the world," breathed Molly.
"That's what's at stake."
"I'm not saying I believe any of this," Hurley intoned. "But there's no arguing that we're up against someone big and bad and that just gets my fur up. Who is this Skull guy, anyway?"
"I'm hoping Jocasta can help us figure that out."
The big man scowled. "That's not in her nature."
"Perhaps not. But if she refuses to actively help us, we can always explore other ways to get the information we need."
Molly recoiled at the thought, but said nothing. She knew too well that sometimes, desperate measures were required to solve desperate problems.
"Well, then let's give her a chance." Hurricane thrust open the door to the cell and marched inside. He stopped so abruptly that Hobbs crashed into his broad back.
"Hellfire! She's gone."
Hobbs pushed past, his heart in his throat, but no amount of wishing could alter the simple truth of Hurley's outburst. Where Jocasta Palmer had sat a few minutes earlier, there was only an empty chair and loops of rope coiled like vipers on the floor. One of the narrow windows had been forced open, allowing wind and drizzle to permeate the musty room; a small portal through which to escape, but not too small for the lithe cat burglar.
"God damn her!" Hobbs raged.
Molly was doubly stunned. Losing their captive was bad enough, but she had never seen her adopted father lose his temper like this. The priest flew into a rage to rival Hurricane's most frightening outburst, prompting the big man to ultimately grip Hobbs' shoulders. "Padre, get control of yourself."
Hobbs, beet-red with uncontrolled wrath, shook in his friend's grasp, a man possessed. "You don't understand Brian," he rasped, barely able to get the words out. "She has the Staff!”

CHAPTER 6 — THE FALLEN ANGEL

There was a single golden instant where he might have been able to break through their ranks. The athlete in him assessed the advancing line of dull-eyed but quick footed attackers and instantly spied the weak spot; it might hurt, but with sufficient resolve and momentum, he would have made it through. But Fuller’s indecisiveness was contagious and in the brief moment it would have taken him to explain, the opportunity was lost.
Dodge took a backward step, his back to Fuller’s. "So what was your brilliant escape plan?"
"Sorry," was the only answer. Fuller’s light flashed back and forth, illuminating faces that were all the more menacing for their blank expressions. Each pair of eyes winced a little as the bright beam momentarily blinded them, but the charging horde did not relent.
"That’s it! The light — shine it in their eyes!" Dodge did not wait to see if Fuller would comprehend his strategy, instead taking the initiative to grip the agent’s hand and sweep the light around the hall. Although it did nothing to slow the attack, Dodge’s guttering flame of hope began to burn with new intensity. "This just might work. Switch it off and drop."
Fuller at last understood and the room was plunged into absolute darkness. Dodge couldn’t see a thing, but he was on equal footing with his attackers, whose night vision had temporarily been blinded by the brief exposure to the high-intensity flashlight. "Get to the exit," Fuller shouted. "I’ll meet you at the car."
Dodge didn’t waste breath on a reply, but threw himself to the floor and began scrambling toward the perimeter of the exhibition. He crashed into the disoriented mob, knocking legs out from underneath bodies before any of the blinded assailants could think to take action against him. His wounded leg throbbed painfully, but the adrenaline surge evoked by the desperate flight was a powerful analgesic.
He abruptly bumped into something less yielding than the flesh and bones of the former passengers of Flight 19; it was a museum fixture, probably a display case. He had only a vague idea of the room’s layout, but followed the simple logic of the labyrinth: keep moving forward with one hand always touching a wall. He took the risk of rising from his crawl, presenting a bigger target for any of the attackers lucky enough to encounter him, but reckoned it was a worthwhile risk. He could cover a lot more ground on his feet.
He increased his pace as his vision improved knowing too well that his foes would also be able to see better, but avoided any further contact. The sounds surrounding him were indecipherable; he heard no outcry or noise of a struggle, which he took to be a good sign. Fuller was evidently having similar luck avoiding any encounters with the mob. Dodge soon found a main wall and from there made his way out of the Hall of Ocean Life.
"Mr. Dalton!" A light flashed twice off to his left. "This way."
Dodge grimaced. Fuller should have known better; his signal was going to erase whatever advantage they had gained, but without a better option, he simply adjusted course and ran pell-mell toward the now extinguished beacon. Miraculously, his luck held and a few seconds later, Fuller flagged him again, this time from further down the corridor. "I’m here!" Dodge shouted, returning the second call. "Keep going!"
The next few minutes was a period of interminable darkness periodically broken by the sporadic flashes of Fuller’s light. Dodge did not wonder at how the G-man had so quickly gained the exit, he was merely grateful for the fact. At length, he saw Fuller’s light illuminating the revolving door at the main entrance directly ahead and put on a burst of speed. The lawman saw him in the same moment.
"Hurry, Dalton. They’re on your heels." To punctuate the urgency of his warning, he raised his revolver and fired a shot into the darkness behind Dodge. The noise echoed thunderously in the cavernous environment of the museum. Dodge’s pace slowed only enough to negotiate the door, then he was running again, this time through the windswept night with Fuller right behind.
"Get to my car!"
Dodge risked a glance over his shoulder and saw a stream of bodies exiting the castle-like structure, perhaps twenty steps behind Fuller and put on a fresh burst of speed which did not end until he nearly bounced off of the parked sedan. Diving into the driver’s seat he hastily worked the starter and revved the throttle until the engine was roaring throatily. Fuller dove into the back seat behind him. "Go!"
Dodge threw the car into gear and stomped the accelerator pedal to the floor. The tires squealed on the slick pavement, but the Studebaker lurched forward plowing headlong into the unrelenting crowd of pursuers. Hands and faces slapped against the windshield, accompanied by the thump of bodies rolling from the fenders and then they were free, racing north on Central Park West.
Dodge began to shiver uncontrollably as the urgency of their flight diminished, a condition that did not escape Fuller’s notice as he climbed over the seatback and settled in beside him. "You’d better pull over. Your leg is bleeding pretty badly."
The G-man got no argument from Dodge, only a weak nod as the sedan coasted to a stop and the latter wearily shifted into the passenger seat as Fuller circled around to enter through the door. When they were underway again, Fuller spoke.
"Mr. Dalton, I don’t know where to begin asking questions about all that’s happened tonight, but something tells me this is only the beginning."
"You have no idea." The enormity of the agent’s statement was only beginning to settle in. The relic stolen, his friends’ fate unknown….
"You’re right and that’s a problem. I’ve helped you — probably saved your life — and yet you’ve barely told me anything. I’m here to help, Mr. Dalton, but I can’t do that if you don’t trust me."
Dodge felt weary, defeated. "I don’t know if there’s anything you can do. They’ve won; whoever they are, they beat us."
"You don’t strike me as the sort who gives up easily. What about this Outpost? If that’s what they’re really after, maybe we could head them off — set an ambush and hit them when they show up."
"Maybe." He rubbed his temples, willing away the headache that was beginning to blossom behind his eyeballs. "Whoever did this…? I don’t see how they could know where the Outpost is. Only the four of us know the actual location."
"Maybe that was the reason for the trap at the museum. We have to assume that our enemies have captured your friends and will compel them to talk."
"They would never tell." Dodge’s tone was unequivocal, but he knew in his heart that his certitude counted for little. Their foe had somehow gained control of an entire planeload of people; it wasn’t a stretch to believe that even the stalwart Hurley and Father Hobbs might be swayed, especially by a threat to Molly. However, what he did not tell Fuller was that knowing the exact location of the Outpost was superfluous. The technology they had recovered from the Antarctic base employed a sort of autopilot that drew anyone using it in like a homing pigeon to its roost. If the enemy learned this and grasped how to use the Staff, then all was lost. He sat up straighter. "But you’re right. We have to act. I need to get to Washington."
Fuller drew a sharp breath. "Are you sure that’s wise? We don’t know who to trust."
"I know who to trust. Believe me, we won’t be going anywhere if we don’t stop in Washington first."
Fuller nodded reluctantly. "You’re the boss."
* * *
The Fallen Angel hovered in darkness, listening…waiting.
"She has the Staff!"
Ah, yes. The bauble at the center of this charade. It still rested in the deep pocket on her thigh. She resisted the impulse to slide a hand down to explore the odd metallic artifact. Hurricane's hearing was just sharp enough that he might hear the rustle of fabric.
Her efforts to free herself had begun even before Hobbs had finished tying the knots in the rope that bound her to the chair. Feigning sleep, she had managed to expand the muscles of her arms as the bonds were pulled tight. She had in fact been awake much longer than they realized, almost from the time Hobbs arrived at the museum, biding her time for an opportunity to escape. Yet, it had not been until Hobbs cut the puppet strings holding her in thrall that she had begun rebuilding her memories — memories that were far more extensive than she had led her captors to believe. And as her grasp of what had been lost improved, she realized that escaping her captors might not be the most prudent course of action. When her interrogator left the room, affording her the long-awaited chance to flee, she had elected to hide. The opened window had been merely a bit of theatre to fool the others.
A long silence followed Hobbs’ declaration; a moment, Jocasta imagined, of stunned incomprehension. She waited, arms and legs braced against the inside of the bed frame, so that a casual inspection under the bed would not reveal her presence. From the moment Hobbs left the room, she had been free — free to escape through the window thrown open to the tempestuous night — but flight had never been her primary intention.
Her recollections from the missing time period were fractured. Like something from a dream, the memories and impressions of those events were slippery and her conscious mind wrestled to bring the pieces into place. The first step in unraveling the mystery was to gather as much information as she could and that meant lingering in the lion’s den a little longer.
"So what do we do now?" This was from the red-head—Molly, Jocasta thought. Some relation of the good Padre. Interesting; they never would have let a girl tag along in the old days.
"We have to go after her," asserted Hurley. "Put out a police dragnet and shut the city down."
Another silence, broken at last by Hobbs, now more subdued after his outburst. "You know she’s too smart for that."
Why thank you, Nathan.
"No," he continued. "We may have to accept that the Staff is lost for now. We need to focus our efforts on exposing the villain behind all of this."
"Schadel. The Child of Skulls."
"In my worst nightmares, Hurricane. We won’t be able to follow Jocasta, but if we can figure out where this Schadel is, maybe we can kill two birds with one stone."
Kill? Tsk. You have changed, dear Padre.
"What about Dodge?" asked Molly. "They’ll be after him."
Jocasta cocked her head. Dodge?
"He can take care of himself." Hurricane’s tone lacked conviction.
"You think he’s already dead."
"Molly." Hobbs’ voice was likewise brimming with defeatism. "We’ve no way to contact him and time is of the essence."
Jocasta pondered the significance of the exchange. Evidently, a new player had joined Falcon’s little team. And yet, where was their fearless leader? As she brushed the dust from the memory, she discovered a strange void in her heart. Dear me, am I still burning a candle for Zane Falcon?
The canopy of the stretched fabric mattress above her sagged as someone sat down on the bed, startling her from her reverie and nearly dislodging her from her hiding place. "He would never give up on you," pouted the girl, the nearness of her voice indicating that it was she who had collapsed down on the bed.
When Hurley spoke again, it was as if the issue of Dodge’s fate was settled. "What’s your plan, Padre?"
"The most extensive records concerning that Child of Skulls prophecy rest with the Trevayne Society in London."
"London!" gasped Molly. "The Staff is here. Dodge is here."
"Molly." Hobbs spoke the girl’s name with the finality of a death sentence. "We can be there in two days’ time with the plane. The hangar is one of the first places Dodge will think to look for us. If he’s not there by the time we depart, we can leave a message."
"We can’t leave until the storm passes," Hurricane offered. "And if our enemies know about the plane, they might be lying in wait for us."
"We can’t stay here. Jocasta could lead them back to us. We have to gamble on our foes not expecting us to leave the country."
Another silence followed, but this time the pause was brief and relatively free of tension. "Well that’s that," declared Hurley. "Let’s go."
Jocasta tensed, waiting for something unexpected to derail this bit of luck, but the only thing she heard was the creak of fabric on the frame as the seated girl got to her feet. There was a further murmur of voices exchanging little details, but a few moments later, the light was doused and the door pulled firmly shut, sealing Jocasta in the darkness. She waited a few moments longer, fearing a ruse, then dropped lightly to the floor and rolled from her place of concealment. Her eyes were already adjusted to the lightless environment and she had no difficulty navigating to the narrow window that she had earlier used to stage her mock escape. She paused and took out the object at the center of the conspiracy.
She had stolen many rare treasures in her career—career, she laughed. More of a hobby, really— objects of intrinsic value, beautiful works of art, precious metals and jewels. That this odd length of metal should be so valuable defied comprehension. She searched her memory, trying to remember if some clue had slipped out during the conversation. Something about an outpost…that bears looking into.
She shook her head. Schadel would have the answers she sought and this time she would be prepared for his treachery. And when she had determined the real worth of the strange dingus, she would make Schadel pay. The thought brought an odd smile to her lips.
There were no taxis running on the storm swept streets, forcing her to make a long trek on foot toward the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, where she had booked a suite earlier that same day. Upon arriving however, she did not proceed into the lobby, but rather skirted the structure and made her way surreptitiously through the rear door into the kitchen and from there continued up the fire stairs to the roof. Immediately upon reaching this destination, she procured a thin rope from her gear pack, tied it off to a vent pipe and free rappelled over the edge of the building. Only then did haste give way to cautious observation.
She lowered herself to a position just to the left of an illuminated top floor window — the window to her own suite. The simple fact of a light burning in a room that by all rights ought to have been empty, justified her unusual methods, but she continued to watch. Edging closer, she peeked into the room.
Two men lounged within, their attention evidently fixed on the cigarettes they smoked and the music issuing from the large console radio. From her vantage, Jocasta’s face creased in a grim smile and then she drew back, swinging over to the darkened window of a neighboring room. Detecting no activity, she used her skills and tools to force the portal open and climbed inside.
Her goal was not shelter from the storm, but rather a single object that was not quite portable enough for her needs: the telephone. She expertly cut and stripped the phone wires, then spliced in a long section of wire from her pack. Satisfied with her handiwork, she returned to the window, hooked onto her fixed rope and swung over the window of her own room where she at last lifted the telephone receiver. The switchboard operator answered immediately in a cheer, Bronx twang. "What number please?"
Jocasta told her and after a second, a metered clicking noise sounded in her ear, simultaneous with the muted jangle of the telephone inside the suite. The two men seated within exchanged a nervous glance, then one of them picked up.
"Hello?"
"I wish to speak with Mr. Schadel."
There was a long silence at the other end of the phone line. The man that had answered had covered the receiver with one hand and was talking animatedly with his companion. Finally, he spoke again and this time his German accent was unmistakable. "There is a mistake. You must have rung the wrong room."
"I think not. Tell Mr. Schadel that the Fallen Angel wishes to renegotiate the terms of our arrangement."
"I do not—"
Jocasta hung up and continued to watch the men. Any lingering doubts as to their role in the conspiracy were swept away as the pair launched into a panicked tirade of shouting. After a few moments, they quitted the room and hastily exited the hotel, unaware that Jocasta Palmer was now closely following their every move.
* * *
There is a second city, a secret city, beneath the streets of New York. Endless miles of subway tunnels and sewer lines stretch the length and breadth of the five boroughs forming a veritable labyrinth where daylight does not penetrate. It has been said that even the city engineers tasked with maintaining the network know barely a fraction of the subterranean world in their care.
On the midnight following landfall of the storm that newspapers would call the Long Island Express, this New York underworld resembled nothing less than the canals of Venice. The overwhelmed streets poured their watery burden into the stairs descending into the various stations, creating manmade waterfalls that flooded the subway lines, rendering the trains temporarily inoperable.
It was into this watery crypt that Jocasta’s minders ventured bearing their grim tidings. There were no witnesses to their descent, save their unseen shadow, but even if the streets had been bustling with pedestrians, no one would have thought anything but that they were merely going to catch a train. Braving the torrent that swirled around their ankles, they plunged into the lightless depths of the Fifth Avenue station. Once removed from the fury of the constant rain, the men struck the flint wheels of their cigarette lighters, casting a dim glow into the otherwise total darkness. The flickering flames sufficed to guide them; they knew the course to their destination from earlier visits.
The two men reached the first platform and slogged through knee-deep water, past the derelict token kiosk, to a rather plain looking metal door bearing a placard reading "DANGER — DO NOT ENTER." One of the men produced a key and unlocked the door, forcing it open against the weight of water pressing it against the frame. The torrent immediately spilled inside, flooding the passageway, which had heretofore seen only moderate seepage over the threshold.
The door existed for the sole purpose of sealing off a condemned subway station leading to a similarly abandoned rail spur. So far as the city planners were concerned, the station no longer existed, but one official had accepted a rather hefty bribe from a mysterious European fellow in exchange for the key more than six months previously. The bureaucrat did not ask for an explanation; New York’s underworld had often been a much-desired playground for wealthy dilettantes. During the years of Prohibition, more than a dozen decommissioned stations had become "lodges" — a clever euphemism for drinking hall — for various secret fraternal societies. This particular station however served a much darker purpose; for half a year now, it had been the headquarters of a German espionage cell.
Another stairwell, this one already on the verge of collapse prior to the arrival of the hurricane, descended further still into the bowels of the city. The two men carried on a bitter dialogue in their native Teutonic tongue, the gist of which was to curse their anonymous leader, the man known only as Schadel — the Skull — for demanding this midnight rendezvous in the flooded subterranean hideout.
Neither of them knew his true identity, nor had they even, to the best of their knowledge, seen his face. Speculation ran rampant among the intelligence service of the Third Reich that Schadel was a senior party official — perhaps Goebbels or Himmler — whose unorthodox missions required absolute secrecy and deniability. Whoever he was, Schadel always wore a grinning skull mask when operating in the presence of his subordinates. The diatribes ceased as they gained the platform. Given the grim nature of their report, neither man wished to make things worse by grumbling in the presence of the Skull.
Three more men — the rest of Schadel’s agents — waited, sodden and miserable, on the platform, but there was no sign of the masked spymaster. It was plainly evident from their expressions that they too had only bad news to report. It was going to be a long night.
"Report!"
The voice thundered from the stairwell, startling all of them. The two spies assigned to Jocasta went pale; Schadel must have been on their heels during their descent, yet they had not heard so much as a splash in the darkness. They turned, dumbstruck, to behold the skeletal visage of their leader standing on the last tread of the stairwell. The five spies exchanged dire glances and then the junior agent in the group cleared his throat.
"Herr Schadel, the operation at the museum did not go as planned. Three of the subjects overpowered the slaves and escaped in the truck that was to have brought them here. I was unable to follow."
The eyes behind the mask were hidden in shadow, but the young German felt Schadel’s stare burning through him and cast his gaze to the submerged floor. When he spoke however, there was no trace of ire in the Skull’s tone. "Your assignment was merely to observe. If the slaves failed in some way, then the fault lies with me. Perhaps the mental conditioning hampered their ability to follow instructions. No matter, those three are of little consequence. As long as they are removed from the playing field, our mission is not jeopardized."
He turned to the next man. "What of the fourth man? Dalton?"
The spy swallowed hard before answering. "I regret to inform you that the slave you sent to eliminate Dalton likewise failed. Dalton escaped with help from an outside party; I believe the man may have been some kind of police detective."
The Skull seemed nonplussed. "Where is Dalton now?"
"He and the detective went to the Empire State Building and then to the museum, where the slaves again failed to take him. After that, the two men retreated to a hotel where I believe they still are." Then he added, "I had to break surveillance in order to report to you, Herr Schadel."
The skeletal visage tilted in what might have been a nod. "Return to your post as soon as we have finished here. Dalton must by now have assumed that his precious Outpost is in danger. He may attempt to travel there in order to secure it, little realizing that in so doing, he will lead us to its very doorstep."
The two men bearing Jocasta’s message nodded to each other, evincing a degree of relief. Thus far, the dire tidings had failed to provoke Schadel into a rage; perhaps his reaction to the third failure would be similarly even-handed.
"Mein Herr, the woman you sent to retrieve the artifact was successful—"
"Excellent!"
The spy coughed nervously. "However, it appears that she has broken the conditioning."
"What?" Schadel’s voice was suddenly tight, like a piano wire stretched to the breaking point.
"She telephoned with this message. ‘The Fallen Angel wishes to renegotiate.’ We don’t know where she is or how she intends to—"
"You lost her?"
"Mein Herr, we waited in her room as you instructed—"
"Silence!" Later, the spy would swear that the eye sockets of the skull flashed crimson as he spoke. For several long minutes, the only sounds that could be heard were the dripping of water and the labored breathing of the man behind the mask. When he spoke again however, his tone was measured and steady. "This is an unfortunate setback, but the artifact was never the primary goal. We will focus our efforts on Dalton; if he leads us to the Outpost, naught else will matter."
"And what of the police detective that protects him?" asked the spy tasked with following Dodge. "He may interfere."
Schadel chuckled mirthlessly. "Let Dalton believe that he is safe for now. When the time comes, we will deal with that problem. Here is what we will do…"
Jocasta listened carefully from the shadows as Schadel outlined his schemes, but her thoughts were elsewhere. So he thinks he can dismiss me so easily. Well Herr Schadel, you will find that the price for this job just went up again.

CHAPTER 7 — THE ANSWER MAN

The blue Ford Tourer sedan coasted to a halt at the checkpoint gate and was greeted by a smartly dressed MP who instantly recognized the driver. "How are you doing today, Mr. Dalton?"
Behind the wheel of the hired car, Dodge flashed a smile. "Nothing but blue skies today, Corporal."
The weather was indeed balmy — the morning sun burned in a cloudless sky, promising a humid afternoon — but Dodge’s comment had nothing at all to do with a meteorological assessment. "Blue skies" was a code word, indicating to the guard that he was not under any sort of duress. Nevertheless, the guard did not neglect his duty with respect to the other person in the car.
"Who’s that with you today?"
"Agent Tom Fuller, with the FBI." Fuller passed over his credentials for inspection.
The military policeman scanned the paper carefully before handing it back. "You can pull ahead to the parking area, Mr. Dalton. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait with the vehicle, Agent Fuller."
Both men nodded. Dodge had explained the security procedures to the G-man during the drive from the train depot. Fuller’s position in the FBI was enough to get him through the main gate into Fort George G. Meade, but access to the special scientific research lab required nothing less than a letter of authorization from the President himself.
"I’ll see if I can arrange for Dr. Newcombe to join us outside," Dodge said as they pulled down the gravel drive and into a large fenced off area where several other automobiles were parked. He slotted the Tourer in with the rest, then got out and made his way to another security checkpoint.
It had been a long night for Dodge. Although his berth in a Pullman car on the express from New York to Baltimore was a dry and comfortable change from the soaking he had endured earlier, sleep proved elusive. His waking dreams were plagued with images of his friends suffering diabolical tortures, subjected to mind-control experiments like the poor souls on Flight 19 or worse, already dead. Yet that was merely the beginning of his nightmare. The Staff was in the hands of the enemy; the potential for catastrophe was limitless.
He knew what he had to do, already determining that the only logical course of action was to reach the Outpost ahead of their foes and perhaps there find the means to defeat this new, unknown enemy. But in order to do that, he was going to need help from the one man who understood the strange — some might say alien — technology that had been found in that remote base. That man was the President’s special scientific advisor, Dr. Findlay Newcombe.
Newcombe — Hurricane always called the frizzy-haired scientist "Newton" — was, practically speaking, also a member of the inner circle. Almost from the moment that a gang of high-flying sky pirates had swooped down on the White House Rose Garden and abducted the President, Newcombe had been working to unravel the secrets of the Outpost. Although he had not ventured to the Antarctic ice cave with Dodge and the others, his knowledge of Outpost technology was far superior to theirs for the simple reason that he labored to understand the physics that made it all possible. Dodge and his friends may have grasped intuitively how to operate the strange equipment, but Findlay Newcombe was well on his way to reproducing it… or so he hoped.
A driver was waiting for Dodge on the other side of the second checkpoint and drove him to the converted aircraft hangar where Dr. Newcombe had set up shop. Dodge had previously visited the facility on three different occasions and each time he was amazed at how the project had metamorphosed from something that resembled a juvenile science fair project to a full-blown and fully funded effort to solve the mysteries of the Outpost.
As much as he liked the tall scientist with the crazy hair and Coke bottle spectacles, Dodge was dreading this meeting. He and Newcombe had quarreled, albeit in a manner befitting civilized men, over the merits of Dodge’s determination to keep the Staff in New York and away from the Army. General Vaughn had likewise appealed to both Dodge and the President to have the relic kept at the Fort Meade facility where security was tighter and Dr. Newcombe would have full access to it, but Dodge had steadfastly refused. That decision, made for the best of reasons, now seemed like the worst sort of mistake and Dodge wasn’t looking forward to admitting to Newcombe that the Staff had been stolen.
He found the scientist in the central laboratory, a vast open area in the center of the oversized Quonset hut structure. The lab was a maze of pipes and conduits, branching into spidery nodes that ended in large metal spheres. One entire wall of the lab was dedicated to chalkboards, laid together like enormous tiles to form a continuous writing surface, which was presently nearly three-quarters filled with formulae and diagrams, even as high as twenty feet off the ground. A librarian’s ladder was affixed to a rail that ran the length of the wall in order to facilitate the use of the huge slate, but Dodge noticed, much to his amusement, that the frizzy-haired genius needed no ladder. He hovered more than ten feet overhead, scribbling furiously with a piece of chalk and muttering to himself.
"Heya, Doc!"
Newcombe looked around perplexed, but upon spying Dodge, broke into a broad grin. As naturally as one born with wings, he floated down to Dodge’s level, but still a few inches above the floor. Poking out from under the hem of his lab coat, Dodge saw a familiar contraption of metal rods that formed a sort of outer skeleton. It was one of the devices that the gang of raiders had used to assault the Rose Garden several months previously. It was technology taken from the Outpost and it not only imbued its wearer with the power of flight, but also afforded a virtually impervious force field and the ability to throw lightning-like bursts of energy as a weapon.
"Mr. Dalton! Always a pleasure. Just checking up on me, eh? Well, I think we’re getting close to licking this one."
Before Dodge could say a word, Newcombe zoomed over to a control box in the center of the lab. "Watch this."
"Dr. Newcombe, I’m not here to—"
The scientist threw a switch and electricity began to crackle in the air. Dodge felt invisible tendrils of energy emanating from the nearest nodule and retreated a step. After a few seconds, the lights overhead began to flicker and dim and then there was a popping noise and the entire facility was plunged into quiet and darkness.
"Don’t worry," Newcombe chirped. "Sam will have the fuse… ah, there we go."
The lights came on to reveal the scientist’s grinning visage. "Not bad, eh?"
"Ah, what exactly did you just do?"
Newcombe drifted up to a schematic on the chalkboard. "We’ve figured out the energy field. It’s just electricity. The key is these emitters." He tapped a picture that looked suspiciously like the metal globes which had moments before crackled with electrical current. "They’re like Leyden jars, static electricity generators."
"So…what exactly did you just do?"
Newcombe frowned as though Dodge had missed the point. "I created an energy field."
"So you can actually build a device just like the exoskeleton?"
"Oh… well, yes and no. We can’t generate anywhere near the same magnitude of power with our current technology, so the field isn’t very strong. Even if we could generate enough electricity, the materials we use are much too bulky and heavy to achieve flight." He dropped down once more to Dodge’s level, his enthusiasm undiminished. "But we’re cracking the code. If we can figure out how to reproduce this alloy and find a way to generate and store massive amounts of energy in a very small package and of course find a way to miniaturize the electrical circuitry…"
"That’s not actually why I’m here."
"Copper wire is much too cumbersome…Produces too much waste heat…"
"Doc!"
Newcombe’s gaze snapped up to meet Dodge’s stare. His eyes seemed enormous in the thick lenses.
"Doc, something really bad has happened and I need your help."
When he finished telling the story — every brutal detail — all the scientist could say was, "Oh."
* * *
It had also been a long night for Jocasta Palmer, constantly awake and on the move, tailing the fellows Schadel had put on the scent of Dalton, whoever he was and the police detective that was protecting him. During the long train ride however, Jocasta, now wearing the appearance of a dark-haired, frumpy spinster on holiday, managed to leapfrog Shady’s goons — though she could not help but notice their amateurish cloak and dagger games — and now followed that pair as well. She even managed to sit at the table in back of them in the dining car and followed their conversation with great interest.
It wasn’t hard for her to figure out which man was which. The older fellow with the stern manner — identified alternately as Agent Fuller and Tom — was plainly the policeman, which meant that the handsome lad….
Tsk, she thought. Where have the years gone that I now think of this strapping fellow as a youngster?
…could only be the redoubtable Mr. Dalton, also known as "Dodge;" the very same man that seemed to have supplanted Zane Falcon in the ranks of Hurley and Hobbs’ band of do-gooders. He looked nothing like Falcon of course; Dodge’s features, though somewhat tanned from outdoor pursuits, were pale and unmarked compared to the weathered visage of the Army captain that had once almost won her heart. Still, there was a determination in Dalton’s youthful eyes; she suspected that his heart was very much like that of her former paramour.
She left off reminiscing about the days she had shared with Falcon and snapped her attention back to their conversation.
Were there any lingering doubt that she had picked the right pair of gents, they were swept away as she followed their discussion. There was mention of the artifact she now carried in her luggage, they called it simply "the Staff," along with a great deal of discussion about something called "the Outpost."
Dalton then proposed visiting an Army fort in Maryland, near the nation’s capital. Army fort, Jocasta thought. That will take some doing.
She pushed her dinner plate away and noisily exited the dining car, testing her disguise by intentionally drawing attention to herself. The scene did not go unnoticed, neither by the men she surveyed nor the pair of spies that also watched them; sometimes it was better to attract notice and thereby hide in plain sight. But as soon as she was back in the Pullman car, she moved as swiftly and stealthily as a stalking panther, back to her private car. She had a lot of work to do and not much time.
Her labors paid a handsome dividend, however. A small incentive of cash expedited her, still attired in her old maid get up, to the front of the line when disembarking and her taxi cab raced away toward their declared destination while the other groups were busy trying to hire a car. By the time she reached the gates of Fort George Meade, her forged identification papers were ready and she was admitted without hesitation. Her head start gave her time to reconnoiter the base and determine the location where she would find the scientist Dodge intended to meet. The facility was remote and the security considerable, but she had faced much worse and remained undaunted. She stole into the laboratory and found a niche in which to hide.
The net result of her efforts was that Jocasta Palmer heard every word uttered between Dodge Dalton and Dr. Findlay Newcombe. What she saw and heard would have left her speechless were she not already mum to avoid detection, yet somehow it all made a sort of mad sense. She dimly recalled flying over the streets of New York, yet until she saw Newcombe floating about the room, it had not occurred to her that something…supernatural…had been at work.
"Oh," Newcombe repeated, scratching his frizzy head. "This is a setback. I had hoped to get a chance to examine the Staff more closely."
"Doc, I don’t think you understand." Dodge was growing exasperated. "In the wrong hands, the Staff could cause unimaginable harm to America, to the whole world!"
Jocasta thought about the odd length of dull gray metal, still hidden in a secret pocket under her skirt. How could something so plain, so banal, wreak havoc on the civilized world with all its aeroplanes and motorcars, science and technology? For a fleeting instant, she considered revealing herself to the compelling young man and declaring that all was not lost, but she suppressed the impulse. There would be plenty of opportunities to make such a stunning and beneficent revelation.
"Oh, yes. I suppose it could." Newcombe fidgeted for a moment. "So, ah, what are you going to do about it?"
"We," Dodge stressed the collective, "are going to get it back."
"Excellent…er, oh. We? And where exactly do we start looking for it?"
"Do you remember that I told you how the exoskeletons were attracted to the Outpost, almost like a magnet? I think that whoever has the Staff is going to try to use it the same way: to find the Outpost and capture all its technology and treasure; things that we haven’t even uncovered yet. We have to get there first and set a trap."
Newcombe nodded enthusiastically for a moment, then abruptly stiffened. "Ah, Mr. Dalton, forgive me for bringing this up, but the Outpost is somewhere in the Southern polar region, isn’t it? It’s very cold there; no, let me correct that, it’s very, very, very cold. Our summer is their winter in the Southern Hemisphere. In the polar region that means about an hour of faint daylight every day; the rest of the time it’s dark and bitterly cold and there’s something called the katabatic wind — harshest wind on the planet — that constantly blows down from the pole. Even if we had a plane specially modified to withstand those conditions to get us there, we’d freeze to death the moment we stepped outside."
The scientist had become unusually animated as he ticked off the deadly details and Dodge found it impossible to resist a grin. "That’s why I came to you, Doc. If anyone can figure out a way to get us down there, it’s you."
"I…but…" Newcombe sputtered like a small engine about to stall, then closed his mouth and settled into deep thought. "Well, there is one way."
* * *
High above the North Atlantic, a unique airplane rushed headlong into twilight. The craft was not so much unique because of any particular design feature nor because it was one of a kind. In actuality, the Consolidated Aircraft Company Catalina was a rather popular new model with the US Navy and it was the fact of its being owned by a private interest rather than the military that made it an oddity in the world of aviation. Somewhat less remarkably, it had been equipped with experimental retractable landing gear for amphibious operation.
The other curiosity about this plane was the gender of its pilot; Amelia Earhart’s ill-fated exploits notwithstanding, the world of aviation in the late 1930’s remained dominated by men. But Molly Rose Shannon had always loved flying and so when the President had made a spectacular gift of this plane to the fearless foursome that had rescued him, she had naturally assumed the role of chief pilot.
Nearly forty-eight hours had passed since the determination had been made to quit New York and look for answers in London of all places and Molly’s opinion of that decision — reached without her consent no less — had not changed. Yet, she had trusted her father’s judgment for as long as she could remember and had he ever led her astray?
When Hobbs came forward to the cockpit to check on her, she decided to extend a little trust. "Tell me about this Society we’re going to visit?"
The Padre settled into the navigator’s chair. "The Trevayne Society; do you want the full history going back to the wars of Napoleon or shall I keep it current?"
"That depends; is it a good story?"
Hobbs gave a rare smile. "That, like beauty, can only be judged by the beholder. Suffice it to say, the Trevayne Society is rather like the Secret Service, dedicated to the protection of the Crown."
"What would a bunch of bodyguards know about this Skull prophecy?"
"Ah, now that’s the part of the story that someone like myself would find interesting. You see, not all threats to the Crown are the product of revolutions and conspiracies, and usurpers.
“There is a dark and secret history of the world that the Church has rightly kept hidden from the eyes of ordinary folk because if it were known how close we once stood to descending into Hell, all social order would collapse. Of course, for nearly two thousand years, the Church has not only kept knowledge of the full extent of that evil concealed, but has also stood on the frontlines in the war against the powers of darkness."
Molly bit her lip. As much as she loved her father and loved God for that matter, she did not hold with the Church’s insistence on divine infallibility nor could she blithely excuse its bloody history of oppression, violent crusades or rabid witch hunts. Hobbs did not notice her pensive silence and continued with his story.
"As Christendom spread to the New World, new doors into Hell were opened and the subsequent Enlightenment encouraged some men to abandon the True God and look to other deities.
"Because the Royal House is the keeper of the Church of England, it fell to the royal protectors of the Trevayne Society to root out these cults of demon worshippers and to hunt down and destroy icons of evil power."
"I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk like this," Molly said at length.
Hobbs raised an eyebrow. "Well, I suppose the subject never really came up back on the Congo. However, one cannot believe in God and not accept that there are also devils. The Bible speaks plainly of these evil entities, so as a man of faith, why should I doubt?"
There was a long silence in which Molly sensed that her father wanted to say more, but she didn’t know how to prompt him. Finally, he spoke without her coaxing. "However, I also have some personal experience with the matter. I didn’t actually learn about the Trevayne Society through the Church. After the war, when Hurricane and the Cap and I were… doing things, we ran afoul of some… well, I guess there’s no other word for it; we fought some demons along with their human servants. As luck would have it, there were some of the Trevaynes hunting them as well and we struck a partnership of convenience. Naturally, I was curious about whom these fellows were and, as I was able, I pieced together the story of the Society and its dealings with otherworldly matters."
Molly looked through the windscreen out into the approaching band of blue. "Otherworldly," she murmured. "Are we really going to be fighting demons?"
"Hmmm. Perhaps. In my experience though, the men who desire to control supernatural power are much more to be feared."
* * *
Newcombe led Dodge through the laboratory to a section that appeared to have been left alone when the conversion from hangar to research facility took place. The floor was bare concrete and the sheet metal outer skin was visible through the skeleton of wood beams; no finishing carpentry had been done. The area appeared to be a general storage area and the stacked crates, pallets and other detritus formed a labyrinth through which the two men wandered until at last Newcombe pointed to what looked like an old truck with the wheels removed.
"Well, what do you think?"
Dodge looked again, but wasn’t sure what he was supposed to see. The scientist grinned conspiratorially, then climbed onto the strange chassis and stepped out of the exoskeleton he had been wearing. With the framework of rods removed, it resembled nothing so much as a tailor’s dummy or perhaps a childish imagining of a mechanical robot. Newcombe collapsed the device by folding its articulated joints, then placed the compact bundle into a chest mounted in the center of the strange vehicle. The last thing he did was to buckle the clasp of the exoskeleton, reactivating it. Dodge immediately felt the pressure of the force field spread out around the chassis and when Newcombe worked a lever beside the chest, the whole assemblage rose off the ground.
"Pretty keen, huh?" Newcombe was beaming. "This was actually one of the first applications we tried. It was a trick to come up with a lightweight metal frame to conduct the energy field, but since there are virtually no moving parts aside from the controls and since the force field actually helps sustain its structural integrity, we could get away with using hollow aluminum. These levers attach to the control mechanisms of the device so that the craft can move in any direction."
"This is ingenious." Dodge’s praise was not exaggerated. He pushed slowly through the invisible barrier and, once inside, climbed up into the vehicle. "What do you call it?"
"We called it the ‘Float Car’ when we were working on it. To tell you the truth, I had almost forgotten about it."
"It looks like you could transport about ten people. Why did you mothball it?"
Newcombe spread his hands. "The goal wasn’t to figure ways to adapt the one exoskeleton, but to figure out how to duplicate it. If we can ever get that right, well then, the age of winged aircraft will be at an end."
"Well, the Float Car is perfect for getting us to the Outpost."
Only now did Newcombe frown. "If you take the exoskeleton, my work here grinds to a halt."
Dodge looked up at the scientist. "Oh no, Doc. You’re coming with me."
Newcombe’s expression underwent a rapid transformation, spinning through a range of expressions from excitement to disbelief to denial and round again.
"You are coming," Dodge repeated. "You understand this technology better than anyone and I’m going to need every edge. Besides, this is your big chance to study it in its natural setting. You might be able to figure out how to turn the whole place back on."
The tall researcher brightened at this thought, but then his face fell. "I don’t think General Vaughn would authorize this."
Dodge grinned ruefully; he had no intention of asking General Vaughn for permission. Not only would the General, nominally in charge of the research project, certainly refuse such a request, but in all likelihood, upon learning of the break-in and theft of the Staff, he would place Dodge in custody "for his own protection" and demand that the military be given full access and immediate access to the Outpost. "Let me handle that," he said. "I’m sure it won’t be a problem."
Newcombe seemed to accept this. "Well, then when do we leave?"
"We’ll need to get outfitted first: warm clothes, food and water… I’ll take care of all that. In the meantime, you just keep working here as if nothing has changed. This has to be done with the utmost secrecy. Think you can handle that?"
Newcombe grinned like an eager child, but then affected a serious expression. "Cloak and dagger stuff, gotcha."
"Right. I’ll be back tonight to fetch you, say around seven o’clock. We’ll leave right from here, so be ready."
Dodge did not linger for a protracted good-bye. There was too much to accomplish and very little time in which to make it all happen. For his part, the scientist immediately returned to the main laboratory and sat down at a desk to start making plans. He had just begun enumerating the items he believed he would need in order to make a thorough onsite survey of the Outpost when someone entered the laboratory behind him. Newcombe hastily covered his notes with other pieces of paper and looked up guiltily. "Who are you?"
The newcomer, a petite but very attractive woman with blonde hair, flashed him a dazzling smile. "My goodness, it’s Dr. Newcombe, isn’t it? Charmed to make your acquaintance."
"You’re not supposed to be in here."
"Oh, but of course I know. Just as I know what you and Mr. Dalton are scheming." She raised a finger to her lips. "Mum’s the word. Worry not, Doctor…my goodness, that sounds so formal. Have you a proper name?"
Newcombe gaped at the woman, unaware that he was already falling under the spell of her delightful accent. "Fi-Findlay."
"Well, Findlay, I am Miss Amelia Dunham, but I insist that you call me ‘Amelia, darling’…" She tittered as if it were a great joke, but then continued in a more subdued voice. "Here’s the rub, Findlay. I am a journalist with the London Daily Telegraph on assignment to learn all about the Outpost — oh, yes, it’s not the grand secret you imagine it to be and after I wire my story to the home office, the whole world will know, too. Unless of course…"
"Y-yes? I mean, unless what?"
"Well, I would dearly love to see this Outpost with my own eyes. What do you say, Findlay, dear? Think there’s room for one more aboard your marvelous Float Car?"
Newcombe gesticulated and fumbled inarticulately. "Dodge… How will I explain it to Dodge? Mr. Dalton, that is."
The woman calling herself Amelia took a step forward, extending a delicate manicured hand to take his. "Come now, Findlay, dear. You are a genius, after all. Let’s think of something together, shall we?"

CHAPTER 8 — REACH FOR THE SKY

Dodge arrived promptly at seven P.M. and found Newcombe nervously puttering about the laboratory. "Ready to go, Doc?"
The scientist jumped as if startled. "Ah, Mr. Dalton."
"Might as well start calling me ‘Dodge.’ All my friends do." He started walking through the hangar, back to the area where the Float Car was stabled.
Newcombe’s mouth twitched, but he did not quite smile. "Dodge it is, then. Uh, Dodge, there’s something I need to…ah, explain."
"Can we do it along the way?"
"Well, that’s just the thing. There’s been a little—"
Dodge came to an abrupt halt as he caught a glimpse of a blonde-haired figure standing alongside the makeshift flying machine. The woman flashed a disarming smile. "My goodness, if it isn’t Mr. Dalton."
"Who the devil are you? Doc, what’s going on here?"
Newcombe hastily interposed himself between Dodge and the woman. "That’s what I was trying to tell you. This is Miss Dunham. She’s going to be coming with us."
Dodge shook his head as if trying to wake himself up. "No, she’s not."
The woman — Amelia — maintained her smile. "Come now, Mr. Dalton…may I call you ‘Dodge’?"
"No."
Her full lips turned down in a mock pout. "And I was hoping we could be friends."
"You were wrong, Miss Dunham."
Newcombe moved in close and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. "Dodge, she’s a reporter. She knows everything and says that if we don’t take her, she’ll tell the world in her newspaper."
Dodge was unmoved by the threat. "Let her tell them. She’s not coming with us. Now, Miss Dunham, if you’ll excuse us, we need to be going."
The blond woman suddenly scrambled into the Float Car and gripped the armrests of a chair. "You’ll not get rid of me that easy."
Dodge balled his fists, more to hide his frustration than as a display of belligerence. "Maybe you should reconsider the ‘easy’ option, lady."
Before he could advance however, another voice barked out a command. "Everyone stay where you are."
Dodge turned to find a uniformed soldier, wearing a helmet and armband that identified him as a military policeman, standing in the entrance to the storage area with his sidearm extended. "Dr. Newcombe, what’s going on here?"
The scientist gaped and stammered, but no coherent explanation was forthcoming. Dodge raised his hands submissively. "Let me explain, Sergeant. I’m David Dalton, one of the project directors. I can show you my authorization—"
"Can it, pal. I heard what you all were saying in here; something about leaving and taking Dr. Newcombe with you. You can explain it to General Vaughn. Until then, you’re all under arrest."
"Arrest?" The woman’s British accent and almost laughing tone made it seem as though she considered the whole encounter humorous. "Sergeant, I’m certain that you have no authority to interfere with Dr. Newcombe’s activities here."
"Stow it, lady. I don’t know you from Eve. Get down outta that thing and keep your yap shut."
Dodge stared fixedly at the pistol in the MP’s grip. He didn’t doubt that the soldier would take lethal action to prevent their escape, but chances were good that he would use it only if he saw no other alternative. If I can just make it to the Float Car… "Sergeant, she’s absolutely right. You are overstepping your authority and interfering with an important experiment." He took a bold step toward the machine.
"Halt!"
"Sergeant, there’s an unstable power source in this device and if you don’t at least allow me to shut it off, this whole hangar could go up."
The gun barrel wavered just a little and the MP glanced at Newcombe. To his credit, the scientist caught on to the bluff and nodded vigorously. "Very unstable."
The pistol again stabbed toward Dodge. "You stay put. Doc, you can get up in there and shut it down."
"I’ll stay right here." Dodge raised his hands a little higher and, as he did, took a sideways step toward the Float Car.
Newcombe gave a slight nod — a gesture directed mostly toward Dodge, then clambered into the device. "This will only take a moment, Sergeant…oh my!"
"What’s wrong?" The question was asked almost simultaneously by the three onlookers — Dodge, the MP and the attractive woman calling herself Amelia Dunham.
"The metal in your gun is reacting with the bronzium core. You really might want to think about taking a few steps back."
Dodge didn’t think that Newcombe sounded very convincing, but the MP seemed to buy it. Although he kept his bead on Dodge, the soldier began edging toward the door. "Just turn it off before it blows."
"Of course. I’ll have it one… two… and three!"
On cue, Dodge leaped for the Float Car. He felt a tingle of electricity crackling against his skin and at that very instant, a loud concussion filled the hangar as the soldier fired his pistol. Dodge continued his scramble into the vehicle, disdaining the repeated bursts of gunfire and similarly ignoring the yelps of the blond woman.
None of the bullets found their mark; it was as though the gun was loaded with blanks. In the instant that Newcombe activated the exoskeleton, causing the Float Car to lift off the ground a few inches, an impenetrable electrical bubble had been created around the craft. The projectiles from the MP’s weapon had hit a shield of energy that stopped them cold, leaving the occupants of the Float Car unscathed. But invulnerability was not the same as freedom.
Ignoring Amelia, Dodge muscled past Newcombe and gripped the controls. He didn’t know exactly how to fly the machine, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying. He slid into the driver seat and gripped the steering wheel.
Newcombe had utilized basic automobile controls — a pair of foot pedals, a steering wheel and a gear shift lever — and for the most part, they worked much like their counterparts in a wheeled vehicle. The steering wheel turned the craft on a horizontal plane, while a tap on the "gas" pedal caused the whole thing to move forward. Dodge however gave it more than a tap and the Float Car burst forward, smashing into the tin wall of the hangar. The sturdy barrier of wood and sheet metal tore apart like wet paper and the craft with its three passengers exploded out into the night, leaving the stunned MP behind while he fumbled to reload his sidearm.
Once free of the enclosure, Dodge had a little more room to get comfortable with the controls. The Float Car was moving smoothly over the manicured landscape, keeping a constant elevation of only a few inches. From a distance, it looked exactly like a beat up old truck with an open cab, rolling across the field. Dodge however, needed it to do more than just float across the ground. "How do we make this thing fly, Doc?"
"The gearshift lever. Pull back to make it — whoops!"
Dodge had impulsively yanked back on the lever before the scientist had finished speaking and the result was that the small craft immediately shot skyward. "Got it," Dodge said, easing back on the stick a little to curtail the runaway ascent. Although it had lasted only a few seconds, they were now hundreds of feet above the lights of Fort Meade, their only point of reference. Without any source of external light, it was almost impossible to tell where the ground ended and the sky began. Dodge eased off on the accelerator control and turned the wheel, causing the machine to pirouette in mid-air as he scanned the horizon looking for a second reference point. After a few turns, he caught a glimpse of a distant black ribbon cutting a dark swath through the city lights and intuitively realized he was looking at the river.
Unlike an airplane or any other sort of flying machine, the Float Car made absolutely no noise as it raced through the night, so they had no difficulty hearing the low wailing noise that began to roll up from the ground. The sky was suddenly crisscrossed with the beams of high-powered searchlights which immediately began to sweep the area where the Float Car hovered.
"Air raid sirens," exclaimed Newcombe. "We’re still over the base."
"They’ll be putting planes in the air. We need to get moving."
"They will track us with radar," the scientist continued. "The radar antennas are aimed at the sky. If you fly low, you might be able to avoid detection."
Dodge complied immediately, pushing the stick forward and the craft swooped low to the ground. He leveled it out when he caught a glimpse of a few treetops just below and then accelerated in the direction of the river. He steered the machine in broad arcs to avoid the klieg lights that now seemed to be randomly sweeping the sky. Satisfied that the hunters had lost the scent at least for the moment, Dodge hastened on toward the river, deviating only when the way ahead took them through a well-lit area,
"Where are we going now?" asked a wide-eyed Newcombe.
"I chartered a boat-plane to take us most of the way to our destination. It’ll be a bit of a squeeze, but we should be able to stow the Float Car with the cargo; it’s not nearly as heavy as a real automobile." He playfully slugged the scientist’s arm. "Quick thinking back there, Doc. Bronzium, huh?"
"Something I read in a Secret Agent ‘X’ story," Newcombe confessed.
"I can tell already that I made the right decision bringing you along." It was only then that he realized that he had inadvertently brought someone else along as well. He glanced back to where Miss Amelia Dunham sat gripping the armrests of her chair for dear life; her face was so white that it positively glowed in the darkness. With the distinct impression that he wouldn’t have too much trouble convincing the woman to disembark at the earliest opportunity, he allowed himself a vindictive grin and returned his attention to the task at hand.
* * *
In fact, the blond woman was not nearly as terrified as her demeanor seemed to indicate. While the Float Car and its abilities certainly taxed her credulity, it took more than gut wrenching aerobatics to rattle the nerves of a woman who, only a day earlier, had parachuted off the Empire State Building into the heart of a hurricane. Yet, while Jocasta Palmer might have greeted the night’s activities with a laugh and a toss of her flaxen mane, she reckoned that her current alter ego would not be quite so sanguine and thus did her best to act the part of terrified damsel-in-distress.
The encounter with the MP had proved serendipitous; it was plainly obvious that the mysterious Dodge Dalton would not be as easy to manipulate as Newcombe. He seemed a stubborn sort and dead set on kicking her to the curb at the earliest opportunity. He had been unmoved by her threat to expose his activities to public scrutiny and her intuition told her that he would be equally immune to her feminine charms; so what did that leave? She continued to ponder this as the strange flying machine swooped low, avoiding heavily populated areas as its driver made a beeline for the river.
Dodge slowed their breakneck pace as he brought the Float Car down over the broad expanse of the Severn River and began cruising slowly up the water course, scanning the banks until he spotted the bonfire that Fuller had set as a beacon to guide him in. He steered the Float Car toward the ruddy glow and soon Jocasta was able to distinguish the outline of an amphibious airplane bobbing at the end of a rickety looking pier on an otherwise rural shore. As the craft settled down above the wooden deck, two figures emerged from the interior of the plane to greet them. She immediately pegged one of the pair as the policeman, but it was the other man, a stubbly saturnine figure wearing ill-fitting mechanic’s coveralls and a black watch cap, that raised her hackles. There was something familiar about the man, a nagging memory that she could not quite pinpoint. She didn’t associate his face with peril, but the simple fact of her tingling intuition was enough to raise her level of awareness. The rough fellow hung back, lingering near the aircraft, but the policeman advanced to greet Dodge.
"I take it there were a few hiccups," he observed.
Dodge grimaced. "Suffice it to say, our departure did not go unnoticed, but we stayed low to avoid the military radar beams."
"What about her?"
"A reporter who decided to tag along. There wasn’t time to put her off back at the lab." He raised his voice so that his words would be audible to the stowaway. "We’ll leave her here."
His eyes lingered on Jocasta, prompting her to flash her disarming smile, but before she could speak in her own defense, the lawman took the words out of her mouth. "Are you sure that’s wise? A reporter? She could expose this whole affair in the press."
"She doesn’t know enough to expose anything."
"Oh yes I do," she chimed. "I know everything. I was eavesdropping the whole time. I know about the Outpost and the theft at the Empire State Building. If you don’t take me along, I’ll tell the world."
Dodge growled and balled his fists threateningly, but the policeman again headed him off. "Like it or not, she’s right. And we really don’t have time to waste in discussing this." He turned to her and gave a mock bow. "How do you do, Miss? I’m Tom Fuller."
"A right proper gentleman, you are. Amelia Dunham of the London Daily Telegraph."
"You’re British?"
"And you’re quite the detective," Dodge interjected. "But as you said, we’re pressed for time. You can swap telephone numbers when we’re in the air."
Jocasta’s perfect lips turned down in a pout and she stuck her tongue out at Dodge. "Never mind him, Mr. Fuller. He’s just jealous."
"Please, call me Tom."
Dodge rolled his eyes and turned to Newcombe. "Doc, this is the FBI agent I told you about and this is…" He paused as he got his first look at the man in work clothes and then turned back to Fuller. "This is our pilot?"
"Mr. Burton." Fuller dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Just the man for, shall we say, discreet activities.
Dodge cast a skeptical eye at the pilot, a reaction that Jocasta shared. "Does he understand what we’re doing?"
"Mr. Burton was a bootlegger, flying cases of liquor down from Canada during Prohibition. His smuggler connections should speed us on our way."
"I’m your man," Burton intoned. "Whatever the job, I’m up for it."
Jocasta avoided making eye contact with the rough looking pilot and, sensing the need to gather allies, gravitated toward Fuller as she stepped out of the Float Car. The matter of the new face in their midst seemed to have derailed Dodge’s ire toward her, but there was no telling how long that would last.
* * *
General Frank Vaughn stormed into the radar command center like a force of nature. Beneath his immaculate uniform, he was a bunched knot of stress and rage — a rumbling volcano ready to explode. When one of the officers present glimpsed his stars and started to call the room to attention, Vaughn cut him off with a swipe of his hand and a guttural growl. "Carry on. I hope someone has some good news for me."
The officer remained rigid as an oak tree. "Sir, I — we tracked them for a while, then they dropped below our radar beams."
"Then what the hell good are you?" Vaughn took a deep breath and brought the eruption under control. He was an old warhorse and didn't fully understand the intricacies of newfangled devices like radar, which was kind of ironic considering that he had been put in charge of the top secret Office of Special Projects, the primary mission of which was to turn the technology of a highly advanced ancient civilization into a tactical and strategic advantage for the modern American military. "Do we at least have planes in the air?"
"Four squadrons, sir. Flying search patterns based on the known range of the…" The officer faltered, unsure of what to call the strange device. We may not know exactly where they are, but we know the limit of how far they've gone. And if they rise above two hundred feet, we'll see them right away on our radar."
"Put two more squadrons in the sky," Vaughn grunted, but with considerably less ferocity than before. For the first time since his phone had begun ringing — mere seconds after the air raid sirens all over the base had begun to wail — he was feeling like there was hope that the situation could be salvaged. Satisfied that there was nothing more that could be done in the search, he turned his attention to filling in the gaps in his knowledge of what exactly had happened at Dr. Newcombe's laboratory.
A brief phone call to the base commandant and five minutes later, the military police sergeant that had initially reported the security breach strode into the command center and snapped a smart salute.
"What happened, Sergeant?"
The man looked him in the eye as he offered a brief but detailed account of the incident and was clearly not as intimidated by the stars on his epaulets as the officer in charge of the search had been. Vaughn interrupted only once.
"David Dalton? That's the name he gave?"
"Yes, sir."
"And Dr. Newcombe was cooperating with him?"
"I'd say so, sir. He helped this Dalton escape. Told me something about…bronzium, I think it was."
"Interesting. Please continue."
As the MP finished his tale, Vaughn mulled over the implications of what he had just been told. Dalton. Why would he steal the flying apparatus when he already had unrestricted access to the source of that bizarre technology?
"Sir!" The officer in charge of the search could barely contain his enthusiasm. "We've found them. One of the spotter planes."
"Where?"
"On the Severn River." The man held the headphone of a radio set to his ear and repeated the detailed location as it was transmitted by the pilot. "They appear to be loading the device into an amphibious plane. We'll have to act fast to intercept them. I'll alert the commandant to send out the MPs."
Vaughn chewed his lip thoughtfully for a moment. What was Dodge doing? Why steal something that was, for all intents and purposes, already his? He could take whatever he wanted from that outpost of his in Antarctica.
And then it dawned on him. "As you were, Major. Let's just keep an eye on them for now. Let's see where they lead us."

CHAPTER 9 — BROTHERS OF BLOOD

Molly’s first impression of London, as the city skyline came into view, was of a fairy tale kingdom made real. The icons of the city — The Tower Bridge, Big Ben, Westminster Abbey — had always existed merely as intellectual constructs; something written about in books or sung in nursery rhymes. Seeing them in all their splendor was like a dream come true.
Once they were down however, the reality of London, a place that seemed shrouded in a perpetual fog, was a less mythic experience. In the cold gray drizzle, the trio from New York hailed a taxi. Hobbs supplied the driver with a street address, which the driver instantly recognized.
"Been to London before, gov’n’r?"
"It’s been a few years," the priest admitted.
"Well, I can tell you that there’s naught left at this address but a few bricks. Destroyed in a fire three years past; never rebuilt."
Hobbs brow furrowed and he glanced nervously at Hurley; the latter shrugged. "Take us there," he finally answered. "It’s a place to start."
As reported, the brick building that Hobbs and Hurricane remembered as the covert headquarters of the Trevayne Society was a scorched ruin — a dead and blackened tooth in the smile of Hyde Street. Why the structure had not been razed to make room for a new edifice was anyone’s guess, but as they disembarked the taxi and moved up to a walkway covered in moss, it seemed evident that they had reached a dead end.
"What now, Padre?"
"Trevayne has survived far worse than a fire, but I’ll admit, the trail seems to have gone cold. There’s a chance that the Vatican mission will have kept tabs on them, but as you might well imagine, there’s no love lost between the two groups. I would have preferred not to let my superiors in the Church know of my dealings with Trevayne, but it seems unavoidable."
The group moved back to the street, but to their chagrin discovered that their taxi had already driven off, leaving them momentarily stranded. Hobbs stepped to the edge of the sidewalk in order to hail another, but Hurley forestalled him. "Padre, we’ve got company."
Both Hobbs and his daughter looked in the direction of the big man’s nodding head and saw that they were the objects of scrutiny for a group of three men dressed in charcoal gray suits. Molly instinctively turned away to look for an escape route but saw another trio of men moving toward them from the other direction. Two of them stopped perhaps a dozen paces away, but the man in the center continued forward and as he did, she caught a glimpse of something metallic descending from a chain around his neck. It was a large silver crucifix.
"Friends of yours, Dad?"
Hurricane casually opened his jacket and was poised to draw his pistols if the men made a threatening move, but the leader of the group — a tall dark haired and swarthy man whose suit could not hide his muscular physique — seemed unperturbed as he strode close enough to look Hobbs in the eye as he spoke.
"No need to make a public scene," he said. His English was impeccable, but with an accent that was certainly nothing like that of the average citizen of the United Kingdom. "A lot of innocent people might be hurt."
"Not by me," Hurley growled. "I don’t miss."
"Easy, Hurricane. These gentlemen are professionals."
"Professionals or not, there’s only six of ‘em."
Hobbs offered a tight smile. "Only six that you can see. But unless I miss my guess, there are a couple more watching us through rifle scopes right now."
"Yes, at least a few," intoned the other man.
"Who are these guys?"
"The Fraternis Maltae," Hobbs answered, meeting the steely stare of his antagonist. "A group of mercenary monks that claims ancestry with the Knights Hospitaller. That crucifix is their badge. It also hides a razor sharp stiletto. They’re assassins for hire, an odd profession for servants of Christ."
A look of dismay cracked the leader’s visage, but he did not take the bait. Instead, he gestured to a pair of black sedans that were idling nearby. "Please, let’s take this discussion somewhere more private."
"Mercenary monks," murmured Hurricane. "I don’t think this is such a good idea, Padre."
"I don’t think we have a choice."
The man with the crucifix opened the door of the nearest car. "No sir, you don’t."
* * *
The two sedans made their way through city traffic and the passengers soon found themselves leaving the foggy urban environment behind for the pastoral Surrey countryside. Molly’s anxiety at what seemed almost like a forcible abduction was only partly put at ease by the calm demeanor of the men sitting on either side of her.
"First the Trevayne Society, now the Maltese whatever." She rolled her eyes to hide her apprehension. "Does everyone belong to a secret society?"
"Everyone in your father’s circle of acquaintances," Hurley quipped.
"The Fraternis Maltae is not a secret society," Hobbs replied after a few moments consideration. "Not in the traditional sense; no secret handshakes or mystical rites. Their existence isn’t widely known, but there’s nothing secret about them. They take vows and live a cloistered life, just like any monk."
"So they’re a part of the Church?"
"They were. They emerged from the Crusades, a splinter fragment of the Templars." Hobbs frowned and gazed out the window at the greenery flashing by. "Once upon a time, the Church had a use for a blunt tool such as the Fraternis Maltae — a weapon, really — but that age ended centuries ago. They are a relic of an era best forgotten."
"A weapon? We’re being kidnapped, aren’t we?"
"I don’t know."
"I’ve still got my guns," Hurricane observed. "Maybe they just want to talk to us."
"About what? We’ve only just arrived."
"I expect we’ll find that out when…" His voice trailed off as he craned his head forward to gaze through the windscreen. "Looks like some sort of accident."
Indeed, the road ahead was blocked by a delivery truck, turned sideways and streaming a column of dark smoke. A constable stood in the center of the macadam and as their driver slowed the sedan to a halt, the policeman strode over to the passenger’s side.
The dark-suited man — the leader of the group that had accosted them — lowered his window. "You must clear the road," he snarled. "We need to get through."
The policeman leaned closer, then looked past him to the trio seated in the rear of the vehicle. “Of course, sir. Right away. But first…"
Molly’s eyes grew wide as the constable thrust a gun through the open window. Hurley drew his own pistols in a flash, but not before the interior of the sedan was filled with thunder. The pistol discharged point blank into the passenger’s exposed torso, then again and again; three shots that ravaged the man’s chest and splattered the windscreen with gore. The driver attempted to wrestle a gun from a shoulder holster, but three more shots slammed into him before he could even get his jacket open. The constable then quickly raised his hands and pointed the smoking weapon skyward in the face of Hurricane’s hand cannons.
"Don’t shoot!" the policeman cried. "I’m here to help."
Hurley did not lower his weapon. "We don’t need help from a murderer."
"Murderer? What do you think they had planned for you? We can discuss all of this later, but right now we need to be moving along. Please."
"Who the devil are you?" Hobbs asked, his voice pitched so low that Molly could barely hear him over the ringing in her ears. She was still reeling from the unexpected act of violence; her upbringing on the wild African frontier had not completely inured her to such savagery and the sudden brutality hit her with a wave of nausea.
The constable offered a grim smile. "You were looking for the Trevayne Society, weren’t you? Well, you’ve found us. Now, if you’ll just follow me, we can go somewhere safe and all your questions will be answered."
Molly’s eyes were drawn to the pair of motionless corpses in the front seat. "Are you going to kill us too, if we don’t come with you?"
"If I wanted you dead, I would have let that lot take care of it."
Hurley glanced over at Hobbs then shrugged as he eased his finger off the triggers of his pistols and holstered them.
As they got out, Molly saw two more constables standing on either side of the second black sedan and realized that the rest of the assassin-monks of the Fraternis Maltae had met the same fate as their leader, but their new escort did not allow them to linger at the scene of carnage. He strode quickly to the rear of the wrecked delivery truck and opened the rear doors. "Into the lorry."
"Dad, are you sure this is a good idea?"
"I’m not sure of anything, Mol." Hobbs offered a hand and helped her climb into the sheltered cargo area of the vehicle. "But the man is right; we came here looking for the Trevayne Society. I just didn’t realize we would end up in the middle of a war."
"A war is exactly what it is," intoned the man in the constable’s uniform as he got in and closed the door, after which the truck immediately lurched into motion. "Dirty work, that. My apologies for the rather unconventional greeting. Trent Baylor of His Majesty’s Yeoman Warders at your service."
"The palace guard?"
"My day job." Baylor laid a finger alongside his nose and winked knowingly. "And who, might I ask, are you?"
Hobbs and Hurley exchanged a confused look. "You mean you don’t know?"
Baylor shook his head. "Our watchers saw the Maltoes pick you up in front of the old Trevayne House. Common tactic of theirs; grab anyone who comes looking for Trevayne and spirit them off to their den of wolves. Thus my question: Who are you and what’s your interest in the Trevayne Society?"
Hobbs briefly introduced them and it did not escape Molly’s notice that he omitted his credentials as a Catholic priest. "I worked with some of your colleagues years ago — perhaps you know of the incident in Dunwich?"
"Ah, that old rubbish; ghosts and demons and whatnot."
This earned an uncharacteristic frown from Hobbs. "Has the mission of your society changed? Perhaps we made a mistake in seeking you out."
Baylor waved dismissively. "Forgive me, Mr. Hobbs, I’m a bit of skeptic, but there are still a few old souls on the senior council that worry over such things. I take it your reason for coming here involves something…ah, uncanny?"
"That is something I would prefer to discuss with one of those ‘old souls.’"
"Hah. Touché, sir."
Hurley cleared his throat. "Pardon my interruption, but would you mind telling me what just happened back there? What’s going on with you and the Fraternis Whatsis?"
"A vendetta; we’ve made more than a few enemies through the years. The Maltoes are just hired guns, but that doesn’t stop them from targeting innocents. Trust me when I say you lot would have been thoroughly questioned and then made to simply disappear." He craned his head around and peered through the windscreen. "Ah, we’ve arrived."
From where they sat in the rear of the lorry, it was difficult to see anything of the world outside, but the abrupt change in the light level indicated that the truck had pulled into a garage of some sort. A few minutes later, the driver opened the rear doors. Molly saw that they were now in the cramped interior of an old automobile repair shop. A few overhead lamps cast islands of light in the shadowy enclosure; the windows had been rendered opaque with spray paint. Baylor waited for the group to disembark, then guided them to a door at the back of the garage.
"You’ll have to pardon our cloak and dagger games. Unfortunately, the threat from our enemies is very real. Over the course of the last three years, they have managed to identify and assassinate several of our key leaders."
"Did the Fraternis Maltae burn your headquarters building?" inquired Hobbs.
"That? No, they are fairly new to the game. The enemy employs a variety of weapons; that one was the work of an Irish Republican bomb." His tone softened to barely a whisper. "Cost us dearly."
"I wonder if any of our old chums are still around," Hurley murmured as they passed through the door and into a hallway that was similarly wrought of coarse and decaying masonry.
Baylor ignored the doors that branched off to either side and advanced instead to the blank wall at the end. Molly wasn't surprised at all when a section of bricks moved smoothly out of their setting and slid away to reveal a secret passageway and beyond it, a cramped stairway descending into the depths of the earth. Their guide took an electric torch from a shelf on the wall and directed its beam into to darkness.
"After the attack on our headquarters, we had to take our operation underground — literally, as you see." Baylor’s voice sounded funereal in the tight enclosure and as she took her turn in the line, Molly had the sensation of stepping into a crypt. The claustrophobic descent seemed to take longer than it really did, but when their guide opened the ordinary looking door at the distant end, the feeling of being in a tomb quickly evaporated; the subterranean lair of the Trevayne Society was more a palace than a dungeon.
Every square inch of the spacious antechamber into which they passed had been richly appointed to resemble a gentleman’s club. The walls were adorned with green velvet wallpaper and oak crown molding, the floors were covered by an enormous and elaborate Persian rug and the room was furnished with oak tables and plush leather chairs, a few of which were occupied by well-dressed men who sat reading newspapers and engaging in muted conversations over snifters of brandy. A couple of the men inclined their heads toward Baylor by way of a greeting, but no one approached the group as they continued through the sitting room and passed through one of the many doors leading out of the salon. Molly watched as her father scrutinized the faces, but if he recognized anyone, he gave no indication.
The adjoining room was nearly as large as the first, but its walls were lined with bookshelves and a roaring fire crackled in the hearth of an enormous fireplace on the wall opposite the entrance. "If you’ll just wait here," Baylor directed, gesturing to the semi-circle of chairs arranged around the fire, "I’ll fetch Sir Reginald. He’s our resident ghost chaser."
Molly hastened to one of the overstuffed chairs. She felt exhausted from the whirlwind journey that had begun with their abduction from the scene of the old Trevayne building and ended here deep beneath the city. The fireside setting was a welcome relief even if she did not entirely trust their savior. Hurley settled in beside her and calmly lit one of his fragrant hand-rolled cheroots, while her father began inspecting the contents of the bookshelves.
The wait was brief. Baylor returned within minutes, unaccompanied and beckoned them to follow. "Sir Reginald has requested you join him at the dig site," he explained as they returned to the main salon and then passed through a different door into and found themselves once more in the rough-hewn subterranean world.
The question was on everyone’s lips, but Molly spoke first. "Dig site?"
"One of our many projects. I’m not really qualified to explain it, but you’ll see presently."
The passage transitioned through a ragged hole into a dark open area that Molly quickly recognized as a subway station. A single trolley car waited empty at the platform. Baylor continued his monologue. "This is a decommissioned tube train stop. We use it to get around the city in discreet fashion."
Unlike the train station, which although finished showed obvious signs of decay, the lone trolley was as richly appointed as the salon had been; the members of the Trevayne Society evidently liked to travel in style. After the small group boarded, Baylor shut the doors and invited them to help themselves to refreshments at the liquor cabinet, then went forward to operate the controls. The car pulled smoothly away and was swallowed up by darkness.
At some point, they joined with the main line of what Londoner’s colloquially called "the Tube," and passed through a number of working stations. Molly could not discern if the locals were surprised to see the elegant private trolley rolling past; the train raced through those stations so quickly that the expressions of commuters standing on the platform were a blur.
A squeal of brakes heralded the end of the journey, not at a station, but rather in the endless night of the tunnel. Baylor secured the controls and then joined his passengers. "We have to walk from here."
In the glow of their guide’s electric torch, they saw that the smooth cylindrical tunnel continued on well past the place where the parallel rails abruptly ended. "This dig site you’re taking us to," Molly said, putting two and two together, "is here underground, isn’t it?"
Baylor’s shadow bobbed against the tunnel wall as he nodded. "The tunnel boring machine uncovered it and eventually the Society was contacted. We arranged for all work on the new line to be postponed until we finish excavating the area for other relics. Not much further now."
True enough, a light appeared at the end of the tunnel. At first it was only a dim gleam, like a distant candle, but after another hundred yards, they saw that the dig site was in fact brightly lit by generator-powered electric lights. Unlike the smooth curved walls of the subway tunnel, a large haphazard cavern had been created as diggers had probed outward in every direction. One wall was damp and a pool of seepage had accumulated at its base, where a sump pump drew the water off and piped it back down the tunnel. Several men were working with hand trowels and other small digging implements in various other locations throughout the chamber, but only one of these — an older gentleman who would have looked distinguished but for his soiled and rumpled coveralls — left off his labors in order to greet the new arrivals.
"Bless my soul, if it isn’t Hurricane Hurley and the Padre. And where is Captain Falcon? Ah, but where are my manners?" He extended a grubby hand, then thought better of the offer and withdrew it. "Reg Christy."
Hobbs scrutinized the other man. "I’m afraid I don’t remember working with you, Sir Reginald."
"Oh you didn’t. I joined the Society long after the Dunwich incident. I doubt you’d recognize anyone here nowadays. The events of the last few years have created something of a void at the top."
"But you recognized us," Hurley protested.
"Ah, that." Christy blushed guiltily. "Truth be told, I’m something of a fan of your exploits. Never miss an episode of The Adventures of Captain Falcon—"
He curtailed his comments immediately when he saw a pained glance pass between the three visitors.
Hobbs finally broke the uncomfortable silence. "Sir Reginald, let me come straight to the point. We are looking for information regarding the Child of Skulls prophecy."
Christy nodded slowly as if in the grip of a dawning revelation.
"You don’t seem too surprised by that," Molly observed.
"Lately, nothing surprises me." He beckoned them to follow. "Let me show you something."
Ignoring Hobbs’ pensive expression, Christy strode to the edge of a large pit, easily twelve feet deep, which occupied the center of the cavern and pointed to the object around which it had been dug. Molly was the first of her group to join him and as such the first to see the artifact.
The object, which appeared to be nothing more than a cylinder of metal, about twenty feet long and almost two feet in diameter, lay diagonally across the pit. At first, Molly couldn’t understand why the discovery had warranted the attention of the mysterious secret society, but her father's shocked expression — which for Hobbs was a barely noticeable widening of the eyes — prompted her to take a second look. “What’s so special about it?"
"Do you recognize it?" Christy asked.
"It looks quite a bit like the Iron Pillar of Delhi," Hobbs observed. "A column of almost pure iron dating back to the fourth century. Yet despite nearly sixteen hundred years, it shows no signs of corrosion. It's one of the world’s most interesting metallurgical curiosities. Thought to be one of a kind, until now. You found this here? In London?"
"Right where it sits." Christy gestured to the damp wall. "This tunnel is less than a hundred yards from the Thames. Over time, the river has changed course due to floods and the buildup of sediment. Our current theory is that a ship transporting the column up the river might have foundered on this spot. Then as the sediment covered it over, if effectively moved the shipwreck onto dry land."
"That kind of geological process takes centuries, even millennia."
The Trevayne expert nodded. "It’s an enigma to be sure."
In a display of uncharacteristic excitement, Hobbs climbed down one of the wooden ladders tilted up against the sides of the pit and began scrutinizing the ornate end piece. "The cap is different. The Delhi pillar is capped with an idol of the Chakra. This one is… different."
Indeed the top of the pillar featured a sculpture that looked to Molly’s eyes like a coiled serpent with a spherical object caught in its jaws; a closer look revealed it to be a skull.
"The snake and skull isn’t your traditional Indian motif," Christy supplied. "But we think it may be representative of the goddess Kali."
"Kali," Hobbs echoed. "The devourer."
"Devourer of what?" grunted Hurricane.
"Everything."
"Is that the connection with the Child of Skulls prophecy?" asked Molly.
"Connection? I don’t know that I’d call it a connection; more an interesting coincidence."
"If it ain’t a connection," murmured Hurley, "then we’re wasting our time here."
The Padre seemed chastened by the comment and took a step back from the artifact. "Quite right. Sir Reginald, our purpose is quite urgent. We need to see all the records you have that concern the prophecy."
"I’m afraid it’s not as simple as all that. You see, only a fraction of our archives survived the firebombing of our old headquarters building. The information you seek was destroyed." Hobbs sagged under the weight of this revelation, prompting Christy to hastily augment his statement. "All is not lost, however. Edward Winterbourne, the man who chronicled the original event, is still alive and living in London."
"You must put me in contact with him," pressed Hobbs.
"Ah, well there’s the rub. You see, he long ago severed all ties with the Trevayne Society. He remains an honored figure and we respect his desire for privacy—"
"Privacy be damned! Our situation is grave."
"I understand. But as I was about to say, in addition to respecting the man’s wishes, there is the matter of his safety. Our enemies are targeting anyone who has affiliations with the Society. To approach him now would certainly put him in dire peril."
"The whole word will be in dire peril if the prophecy is fulfilled."
Christy’s shoulder sagged in resignation. "Is it really that bad?"
"An agent of the Child of Skulls has already struck the first blow. He has stolen an artifact of incredible power and I believe he intends to use it as a stepping stone to achieve his ultimate goal of world domination."
When he mentioned the theft of the Staff, something clicked in Molly’s head. Her eyes flashed toward the crater where her father stood and she saw the strange metal column in an entirely new light. "Dad—"
She never got to complete the sentence. At that very instant, the subterranean stillness was shattered by the staccato pops of gunfire.
"Bloody hell," gasped Christie. "They've found us!"
Baylor and the other workmen reacted like soldiers on a battlefield, diving for cover and producing automatic pistols from the pockets of their work clothes, but their unseen attackers already had the upper hand. Two of the diggers were down, writhing in agony on the ground and the rest of the defenders remained pinned down, unable to find a target much less return fire.
Hurley’s reflexes were similarly swift. He swept Molly up under his arm and glissaded down the nearly vertical earthen wall and into the relative safety of the pit, while the unarmed Christy scrambled down one of the nearby ladders. A shower of dirt kicked up by the impact of bullets on the edge of the crater sprayed over them.
"Stay down," Hurricane roared, drawing his twin Browning semi-automatics. He pushed Christy aside and was about to clamber up one of the ladders, when he heard Molly gasp. From the corner of one eye, he saw her frantically pointing toward the place where Hobbs now crouched, hunkered down behind the strange metal column…and then he saw it too.
Beneath the priest’s hands, the dull metal had begun to shimmer like quicksilver. Hobbs himself was unaware of the change until he saw their amazed expression, at which point he recoiled as if stung. The transformation however only intensified.
In a matter of seconds, the shimmering spread up and down the length of the pillar, culminating in a brilliant blue halo of static electricity — like St. Elmo’s Fire — on the serpentine image at its apex. And then, something truly unbelievable began to happen. The coiled metal snake began to move.

CHAPTER 10 — TO THE OUTPOST OF FATE

Dodge had always known he would return to the bottom of the world, but he had never imagined that it would be like this.
In some of his musings, there was a cadre of scientists from every nation of the world, eager to plumb the mysterious depths of the Outpost to find the answers to mankind's oldest questions or perhaps discover cures to dreadful diseases. Sometimes, in his daydreams, the situation was dire, with columns of soldiers lined up behind him, taking up positions to defend the place and all its secrets from a foreign belligerent or a madman bent on world domination. But no matter the circumstances, one part was always the same; he was always surrounded by his friends.
He wasn't alone now, but the three people who had now shared the austere cabin of the plane — his constant companions for the last fifty hours or more — were not the three he had always expected. And friends?
Well, Newcombe maybe, he thought, glancing over at the frizzy-haired physicist, who sat bundled up in his winter weather gear. The scientist would naturally have been among the first to be invited along, though Dodge had always imagined he would only go under protest.
But Newcombe's familiar presence only served to accentuate the fact that the people he cared most for were absent. There was every reason to believe that they were now the captives of an unknown, but no less diabolical, villain. Or worse….
No, he wouldn't entertain that possibility. They were alive and if indeed they were prisoners, he would somehow find a way to save them.
He shifted, trying to work out some of the kinks and cramps that came with long hours of inactivity. Newcombe appeared to be dozing, while the FBI agent was chatting away with the blond journalist. She was obviously used to getting her way with men, but Dodge had rebuffed her efforts to ingratiate herself with him. She was nice enough and unquestionably an attractive woman, but Dodge didn't trust her. She had blackmailed her way into tagging along and it was going to take a lot more than insincere flirtation to win him over.
Special Agent Fuller on the other hand appeared to be completely in her thrall. He laughed at all of her jokes and she at his and during their last stopover he had invited her to join him for a candle-light dinner. She had demurred, though in such a charming fashion that Fuller had immediately apologized for any embarrassment the offer might have caused. Still, there had been just a moment, just as she turned away from him, that Dodge had glimpsed something dark and angry in Fuller's eyes.
That had been several hours earlier and not long thereafter they had struck out across the tumultuous and windswept expanse of the Southern Ocean. Their new pilot, ostensibly an experienced polar flier, had ascended to the upper limit of the plane's operating ceiling in order to avoid the relentless pummeling of the winds — any higher and they would all pass out in the thin atmosphere — but the trade-off was a bitter chill that permeated right through both the insulation that lined the interior of the cabin and the layers of winter clothing the passengers wore.
They had been forced to change planes in Puerto William, a tiny town in remote Tierra del Fuego, Chile. Burton's float plane was poorly suited to the harsh frozen environment where they were headed, but the rough-looking pilot had helped them secure the use of an aircraft better suited to their needs. In this case, that plane was a Curtiss CT-32 Condor; an immense twin engine biplane airliner that had, according to its owner, been used as a cargo plane by the Argentine Air Force.
The new pilot, Stevens, seemed too young to have as much experience as he claimed, but Burton vouched for him — for whatever that was worth. The smuggler had even volunteered to be Stevens' co-pilot for the journey and the two of them had approached Dodge shortly before departing Puerto William to ask for details about their final destination. Stevens had produced a map of the southernmost continent, a map with far too many blank spaces, which well illustrated just how little was known about Antarctica and asked the question Dodge had been dreading. "Where exactly are we going?"
He had not revealed to anyone the means by which he would find the Outpost. He wasn't sure why he felt compelled to keep it a secret, but as far as everyone else in the party was concerned, the location of the Outpost was marked with an X on a map that existed only in Dodge's head. He had a rough idea of where it was relative to the southern tip of Africa and a spot on the map called Flat Island, but the reality was that he had no idea where it was in relation to fixed locations on the continent itself. His plan had always been to simply let unique homing characteristics of the Float Car guide them to their destination while maintaining the illusion that he was in control. In the end, he had chosen a place a location near where the Trinity peninsula — a long arm of land that seemed to be reaching out toward the tip South America — broadened into the main body of the continent. The map identified the region as "Palmer Land". Dodge had directed Stevens to land the plane as close to that location as he could, but the closer they got to that arbitrary starting point, the more he had reason to question the wisdom of keeping his plan a secret.
Burton crawled over the crates of supplies that filled the cramped cabin in order to deliver the bad news. "We're about to hit some weather. It's going to be… ah, challenging. You folks should probably buckle up. And hang on to something."
"You can land us safely," Fuller interjected unexpectedly. His comment sounded more like a command than either a question or a vote of confidence.
Burton nodded. "Yes, sir. But we're going to get bounced around. There's nothing I can do to prevent that."
As if to underscore his warning, the plane shuddered and Dodge felt his stomach roll over as Stevens performed some kind of aerobatic maneuver to keep them aloft. Burton was thrown up against the ceiling, then crashed down on top of Dodge, who quickly gripped the pilot's arms to prevent him from being further tossed around. It was not the first instance where they had hit some turbulence, but this time it did not abate. The fuselage creaked and groaned under an almost constant assault from the elements.
Dodge looked Burton in the eye. "Are we going to crash?"
The pilot's expression seemed inappropriately calm as he answered. "We might. You can let go now. I should get back up front."
Fierce winds and turbulence continued to buffet the plane and Dodge's self-doubt grew with each lurch. Had he, by not revealing the secret of the finding the Outpost, set in motion events that would destroy them all?
It was impossible to tell if the plane was descending, but the shuddering grew worse and so did his certainty that they would crash. Whether they could survive that crash and successfully load onto the Float Car was anyone's guess.
The Float Car! Of course.
Dodge glanced over his shoulder at the metal contraption which dominated the open cargo area in the rear of the cabin. Like everything else, it was shaking violently, straining against the nets and straps that held it in place.
"Fuller. We've got to get in the Float Car now."
The FBI agent gaped at him.
"If we crash, it's the only way to survive." The situation wasn't getting any better and Dodge knew there was no time for further explanation. He unclasped his safety belt and began cautiously making his way through the aisle, informing the others as he went. Newcombe, like Fuller, seemed unable to comprehend the possibility that the flight might not end well, but Amelia Dunham reacted without question. She loosened her safety restraints and moved with the grace of a ballet dancer through the pitching cabin. The message finally seemed to sink in with the others, but for Newcombe and Fuller, the short traverse was like trying to ride a bucking bronco through a carnival fun house.
Suddenly a different kind of vibration, accompanied by a sound like a tree splitting in two, rippled through the plane.
"That can't be good!" Dodge shouted.
Fuller gave Newcombe a none too gentle push into the makeshift chassis of the Float Car and pulled himself in after. Only then did he realize that Dodge was moving in the opposite direction.
"Come on!"
"I'm going to get the pilots."
If Fuller answered him, he didn't hear it, because at that instant a tempest exploded inside the cabin. Cyclonic winds ripped at Dodge, battering his exposed face with splinters of wood. Squinting through the stinging rush of air, he saw that a section of the fuselage had torn away. He realized with a sick sensation that the chair he had just been sitting in was gone along with a sizable portion of that side of the plane.
With renewed urgency, he heaved himself forward into the cockpit. "The plane is breaking up. You've got to come with me."
Burton looked at him, incredulous. "Who's going to fly the plane?"
"It doesn't matter. The Float Car's shields will protect us."
Burton had seen Dodge and the others arrive in the strange flying contraption, so there should have been no reason for him to hesitate, but that's exactly what he did. He just sat there, looking first at Dodge and then at Stevens, as though waiting for someone to give him permission.
"Come on!"
Dodge felt a hand on his back; Fuller had made his way forward and now shouted in Dodge's ear. "What the hell are you doing? Somebody has to land this plane. It's our only way back."
Dodge ignored him and focused his words on the recalcitrant pilots. "If you stay here, you'll die!"
He pushed past Fuller and made his way through the chaos. The wound in the side of the aircraft seemed larger, as if the entire rear of the plane might break off at any moment. Many of the obstacles that had made movement through the cabin difficult only moments before were gone now; the crates containing canned food and jugs of water had tumbled out through the hole. The plane was nosing down, but whether it was a controlled descent or death dive, Dodge would never know. Using the seatbacks for handholds, he hauled himself up the sloping deck and into the driver's seat of the Float Car. Fuller and Burton were right behind him.
"Where's Stevens?"
"He's going to try to land," Fuller explained. "We need this plane."
"He's not going—" Dodge's sentence went forever unfinished even as the prophecy he intended to utter was fulfilled.
There was a tremendous tearing noise as the aircraft broke in half. The tail section, where the Float Car and its occupants now sat, tilted back and began tumbling through the sky.
Movement within the gyre was almost impossible. It was all they could do to hang on and avoid being flung out into space. And yet their tenacity would count for little if they were still in the plane's tail when it finished its downward journey.
Dodge jammed his knees under the Float Car's steering wheel, but it took all his willpower to unclench his grip so that he could open the compartment where the exoskeleton was stored. With fingers numbed by both cold and adrenaline, he slid the halves of the belt clasp together.
The change was instantaneous. A crackling envelope of static electricity sprang into existence around them, shutting out the maelstrom of the descent, but their situation was not greatly improved. The Float Car was still strapped down to the deck and the energy field did little to protect them from the centripetal force of their downward spiral.
It was conceivable that the protective energy would absorb the impact of that final collision with the ground, but Dodge wasn't inclined to put that hypothesis to the test.
"The cargo straps! We have to cut them!"
Fuller reached into the depths of his heavy coat and brought out his service revolver. Simply extending his arm to take aim at the strap which secured the front end required a Herculean effort, but the G-man took careful aim and pulled the trigger. The shot rang in their ears, but the bullet missed the strap and thudded impotently into the energy field. Muttering a curse, he corrected his aim and tried again. The second shot struck the edge of the strap. The heavy canvas started to fray, but it wasn't enough. It took two more shots before his efforts were rewarded. The front end of the Float Car began to whip and bounce, but the back end was still tied down.
Fuller glanced over his shoulder at the taut strap. He struggled to turn his body in order to aim the weapon behind him, but then shook his head. "I can't—"
Another shot rang out and another. Dodge looked back and saw Burton, wielding a Colt M1911 automatic pistol, taking shots at the strap. Just that quickly, the Float Car began living up to its name. It drifted free for a moment and then began to bounce off the bulkheads, picking up energy with each collision. Dodge got his hands back on the steering wheel, but before he could take any other action, the Float Car burst free of the tail section and flew out into the storm.
The ruined section of the plane was swallowed up by the night. The air inside the bubble of protective energy was still, but they were still spinning crazily. There was no telling which way was up, whether they were rising, falling or simply being swept along by the wind, so Dodge simply stomped on the brake pedal.
Suddenly, everything was still.
For a few seconds, all Dodge could do was grip the steering wheel to keep his hands from trembling.
A light flickered to life behind him. He turned and saw Newcombe holding a dry cell lantern, shining a beam almost as powerful as an automobile headlamp. The light stabbed out into the darkness, briefly catching bits of ice borne on the wind. The scientist played the beam in all directions, but the view was the same.
The scattering of ambient light illuminated the faces of his fellow survivors. Newcombe looked simply relieved to be alive. Amelia and Burton both wore blank expressions, while Fuller seemed barely able to contain his anger.
"Damn it." The G-man's oath was subdued, like his rage. "We needed that plane."
Dodge had to fight back his own ire. As happy as he was to be alive, he was acutely aware of his own role in the circumstances that caused the crash and in all likelihood, the pilot's death. He had done everything, short of dragging Stevens bodily from the cockpit, to save the man.
And Fuller hadn't backed him up. The FBI agent had been more interested in saving the plane.
"We can travel in the Float Car," answered Dodge. His voice was taut, straining to break loose, like his emotions.
"And how long will that take? Days to get to our destination, weeks to get back! Time we don't have."
"But at least we're alive." Unlike Stevens. Why had the man stayed at the controls? He must have known the plane was beyond saving. "We've got some food and water here. If we ration it, it should see us through. We might be able to add to our supply if we can find the wreckage." Maybe Stevens is still alive down there, he didn't add. He wasn't sure if that was something he should even hope for. If the pilot had survived the crash, he would surely perish from exposure before they could reach him. Which was the kinder death?
Fuller made a cutting gesture with his hand. "There's no time to waste picking through the debris, Dalton. We have to get to the Outpost."
Dodge took a deep breath. "You're probably right."
There was nothing he could do for Stevens, but the fate of the world — not to mention his friends — might depend on whether he could reach the Outpost ahead of their enemies. With Newcombe's light pointing the way, the Float Car began moving through the windswept night.
* * *
It didn't take long to determine that the wind was pushing the Float Car like so much flotsam caught in the current of a swift river. The force was likely greater than the attraction that would draw them to the Outpost, so Dodge was forced to fly higher above the storm in order to make headway. Up there in the clear air, with a sliver of a moon drifting above the northern horizon, they got their first glimpse of the southern polar region.
There dark and light were in stark contrast, like yin and yang in an endless swirl of conflict. The ice below was a silvery blue, while to the north, the inky black of the ocean absorbed the scant illumination from the moon. After a while, a hazy white ball of light rose into view and hovered just above the horizon. Daylight, such as it was, had come to Antarctica. Dodge turned the Float Car away from the sun and depressed the accelerator pedal.
The distant orb yielded no warmth and while the force field offered some protection from the bitter cold, it was only enough to keep them alive, not comfortable. Soon the occupants of the Float Car lapsed into a shivering lethargy. The daylight lasted only a few hours, but time seemed to stretch out into infinity. No one had the energy for idle conversation that might have made the minutes go by a little faster.
Newcombe remarked that they were now traveling parallel to the course of the sun, almost due east "if my calculations are correct." Dodge had no doubt of the scientist’s ability to navigate by dead reckoning, but was not entirely pleased to see Burton studying his air chart of the continent. Like it or not, it seemed the secret location of the Outpost would not be a secret much longer.
As the sun finally dipped back below the edge of the world, Burton volunteered to take over the controls. "You're going to sleep soon. If you'll show me where we're headed, I'll keep us on course while you catch forty winks."
Dodge glanced at the map, noting the grease pencil marks that charted an almost perfectly straight line from where the plane had gone down. He might not be able to prevent the pilot from officially recording the location of the Outpost, but he might be able to keep secret his means of finding it again.
"Just keep us on this heading," he said, as he surrendered his chair. But even though he was completely exhausted, sleep eluded him for a long time.
* * *
After so much effort and loss, their arrival at the Outpost seemed almost anticlimactic. It was during the second night, about six hours after sunset, that Dodge felt a subtle change in the way the Float Car was moving. He asked Newcombe for the lamp and cast the beam ahead of them as they began descending.
The ice held onto its secret right up until the last moment. They caught just a glimpse of the gaping hole in the ice before it swallowed them up.
The Float Car swooped through the tunnels like it was some kind of carnival ride. Despite the protection afforded by the force field, the riders all drew in, huddling low as if afraid that the smooth ceiling above would drop suddenly and decapitate them.
Dodge was surprised by his own sense of familiarity with the place. The tunnels and junctions evoked memories of his one and only previous visit and he began to anticipate what they would see next and more importantly, when the journey would end. They were approaching the central chamber — the source of the unknown attraction that had drawn them more than a thousand miles across Antarctica.
If their enemies had indeed arrived ahead of them, then there might be a nasty surprise waiting for them in that chamber. He eased his foot off the accelerator pedal and applied the brake, steering into the next siding.
"Gentlemen…and lady, we've arrived," he announced theatrically as the Float Car settled onto the ice. "Welcome to the Outpost."

CHAPTER 11 — "I ALONE SURVIVED TO TELL THEE"

Hurley reacted instinctively, sweeping his pistols around to draw a bead on the shifting mass of metal. Hobbs moved just as quickly, raising both hands in a silent admonition to his friend that urged both caution and restraint. It was a form of communication in which both men were well-versed and Hurricane immediately tilted the barrels of his automatics up to indicate that he understood the message, if not perhaps the reason for it. One of Christy's diggers however, failed to grasp the significance of the gesture and reflexively snapped off several rounds from his own pistol.
Molly saw faint ripples, like those from a pebble cast into still waters, as the bullets struck their target. In that same instant, she became aware of the fact that the snake was now much bigger, swelling before her eyes as the metal from the pillar flowed smoothly, like mercury, into the body of the serpent shape. All of that happened in the blink of an eye or rather between the first and second shots from the workman's pistol. By the time a third shot splashed into the liquefied surface, there was no longer anything resembling a pillar of metal, but only an enormous, shimmering serpent. She caught a glimpse of the skull, still limned in blue fire and caught in the snake’s jaws, as it turned its monochrome gaze toward the man with the gun. A fourth bullet splashed into it — four shots all in the space of half as many seconds — and then the snake struck.
It did not undulate like the reptilian beast it approximated, but rather drove bullet straight and nearly as quick, at the unfortunate workman. Yet, he was neither impaled, nor blasted out of the way. Instead, the silvery metal flowed over him like water, completely enveloping him so that for an instant, he resembled a piece of statuary rendered in chrome and brought to life, thrashing and clawing in vain to pierce the mirrored lacquer. Like a small animal in the gullet of a viper, he had been swallowed alive.
And then, in a moment of time that would relive itself in Molly's nightmares until the end of her life, the metallic man-shape began to shrink. The metal covering constricted in upon its victim and though the sound of gunfire continued to reverberate in the hewed cavern, Molly was sure that she could hear the sound of bones being crushed to dust.
The man's comrades were likewise awestruck by the manner of his demise, but the urgency of their own plight snapped them back to reality almost as quickly as the serpent returned to its previous shape. One of them started to aim his pistol at the metallic mass, but a strident hiss from Hobbs stayed his hand. The snake head swiveled around, searching for its next target, but everyone still alive in the pit had deduced the meaning of the Padre's unspoken admonitions. For a moment stretched to an agonizing eternity, no one moved.
Bullets continued to zip through the air overhead and the cries of the wounded or dying drifted down in between the harsh staccato report of gunfire. These noises soon commanded the attention of the massive serpent and it smoothly flowed straight up, like a fakir's rope in a carnival trick, until it was peering over the rim of the excavation. It remained vertical for only a moment and then having evidently spied a new target, vanished.
For several seconds, the imperative to remain stock still stayed in effect, with all eyes fixed on Hobbs as though he were the referee in some children’s game and only he could give the command that would release them from their frozen state. The ascetic priest was likewise motionless, with only his eyes moving to match each imploring gaze. As his stare shifted away from hers, Molly realized that silence now reigned beyond the limits of the dig site; the thunderous exchange had abruptly ceased. Hobbs glanced at Christy and with a terse nod, moved to the ladder and cautiously ascended.
"It's gone," he murmured and then with more urgency, added, "Moll, get up here. There are wounded."
His plea snapped her back from the paralyzing fear and terror and worst of all, the sense of uselessness that had plagued her ever since…Ever since I joined my father's friends; Dodge Dalton and his band of merry men, she thought morosely as she hastened up the ladder. Guns, zombies and now some kind of unstoppable supernatural…thing.
That was her father's world, not hers.
At least treating injuries is something I know how to do.
As she topped the ladder she saw Hobbs bending over one of three fallen figures that lay scattered across the open space between the edge of the excavation and the mouth of the tunnel. There was no sign of the metal serpent, the original group of attackers or any of Christie's other workers. The man with her father was Trent Baylor. He was alive, but every breath was an agony. Molly immediately saw the cause of his distress; a bullet had pierced his chest cavity.
She tore open his shirt, exposing a tiny hole surrounded by a bloody froth of bubbles. "It's a sucking chest wound."
Hobbs abruptly dug into a pocket and withdrew a length of neatly folded violet fabric which Molly recognized instantly: the priestly stole, worn when administering the last rites.
"No! We can save him. We just have to make an airtight seal so he can breathe again."
"Moll, it's silk. It should do the job."
She stared back, unable to comprehend that the clerical vestment could be used for something so mundane. Hobbs seemed to realize this and instead of offering further explanation, he simply pressed the folded stole against the wound. The layers of tightly woven fiber were not perfectly impermeable, but the effect was dramatic nonetheless. Baylor's next breath filled his lungs and within seconds, his pallor changed from a dusky blue to a more natural, though still deathly pale, hue. After a few more breaths, his eyes fluttered open.
Hobbs leaned close to his ear. "The destroyer; did you see it?"
"It… killed them. It killed all of them." Baylor winced, from pain or from the horror of the memory, Molly could not say.
"Where did it go?"
"It just…" The injured man seemed unable to find words to describe what he had witnessed, but whatever it was had been just as strange as the manifestation itself.
"He needs a surgeon," Molly interjected. "Urgently."
"I'll hold the dressing. You check the others."
As she moved to check the other two prone and unmoving forms, Sir Reginald Christy, Hurricane and the rest of the workers emerged from the pit. Christy set about designating men to fashion a litter to carry out the wounded, while Hurley joined Molly alongside one of the fallen. The man lay in a spreading pool of blood and even from a distance, she could tell that it was too late. The third man was still alive, bleeding profusely from a leg wound, but awake and alert.
"It was terrible," he rasped. "A nightmare come to life. It… it devoured them."
"Hush," Molly chastised. "You need to lie back and elevate your legs. You're going into shock."
"It disappeared into the ground, like some kind of burrowing worm. It could be under our feet right now, waiting to devour us too!" The man continued to rave, but with some irresistible persuasion from Hurley, he lay back and let her work. She fashioned a tourniquet to stanch the flow of blood from the leg wound and by the time she had finished, the ambulance team was ready to haul the two men away.
Hurricane ventured ahead of them, leading with his twin hand cannons. Just inside the shadows of the tunnel mouth, he paused, holstered one of his pistols and knelt to retrieve something. It was a large silver crucifix that nevertheless appeared delicate in his grasp. With gentle pressure from his thumb, he pushed against the figure on the upright, revealing a hidden blade.
"The Fraternis Maltae!" exclaimed Christy.
"Like there was ever any doubt," Hurricane muttered, stuffing the cruciform dagger into his belt. "But this is all that's left of 'em."
"The same could be said for my men. Four of them are unaccounted for. Not just dead; it's like they've been completely erased from existence! How is that possible? What was that thing?"
Hobbs, still maintaining pressure on Baylor's wound dressing, regarded the other man with an unblinking stare. "This is not a coincidence, Sir Reginald. They couldn't possibly have followed us. That means they already knew about this place and what you discovered."
"How?"
"'How' doesn't matter. What matters is that the attack by the Fraternis Maltae, this…manifestation and the prophecy of the Child of Skulls…they're all related. I must speak with this man, Winterbourne."
* * *
The apprentice knelt in supplication, both hands pressing the dagger that was the badge of his rank, to his forehead, as prescribed in the rites of the Fraternis Maltae. He remained that way for several long minutes, until the uncomfortable silence prompted him to shift his gaze to the motionless form of his superior. "Chevalier?"
" 'I alone survived to tell thee.'"
The apprentice nodded and in a breach of decorum, lowered the dagger. "The Book of Job."
"I was thinking of Melville actually, but yes, I believe he was quoting from Job." Despite his shaved head, the Chevalier's pleasant face and round features gave him a placid, even jovial expression that was decidedly at odds with his profession. It was especially unusual given the nature of the news he had just received.
Indeed, he was anything but calm.
The story the apprentice had told him, a story that involved an attack by something otherworldly, something from Hell itself, was horrifying on its own merits, but it portended a disaster of epic proportions. The assault on the subterranean archaeological excavation was to have been the endgame — his final triumph. He had played masterfully, taking pieces off the board when it suited, sacrificing his own pawns when necessary, but the arrival of the Americans was the signal for him to finally checkmate the Trevayne Society. Those instructions had come from the Grandmaster himself and the Chevalier had not hesitated to commit his entire force of subordinates to the fight.
And now they were all gone, all but this one lone apprentice who had returned to their rented house — their temporary base of operations — in the Surrey countryside with a tale straight from a nightmare. Not that every aspect of the tale was completely unexpected. Their client had wired ahead, warning them that the arrival of the Americans might trigger some kind of response from the artifact the Trevayne Society had uncovered, but nothing in the Chevalier's experience could have prepared him for something like what the apprentice had described.
He was English by birth, born and raised less than a hundred miles from the very spot where he now stood. But for nearly two decades, he had been living abroad, ever since a fateful moment on a foreign battlefield where he had, in a moment of weakness, deserted his post. A man without a country, he had found new courage and an odd sort of redemption with the brotherhood of assassin monks known as the Fraternis Maltae.
He was not a religious man, but then despite their clerical trappings, the Fraternis Maltae was hardly a religious order. While their historic origin was loosely tied to the Church, the brothers served a different god. In scripture, its name was Mammon. Though they dressed and lived as monks, they were nothing more or less than mercenaries and fiercely proud of both their accomplishments and the wealth they had accrued.
There were many levels in the hierarchy of the organization and he, like all others who had labored to attain the rank of Chevalier had his eye on the still vacant position of Chevalier Premiere — First Knight — the penultimate station in the fraternity, second only to Grandmaster Yves St. Jean d'Arc. The former Chevalier Premiere, a man whose family had been the historic guardians of the brotherhood's vast treasury and who had been present when a sadistic Prussian commander had massacred his entire village in order to seize that wealth, had recently perished in an ill-conceived and uncharacteristically personal, mission to root out the Prussian, now living in America with a new identity, kill him and recover the treasure.
Only the Grandmaster could appoint a replacement Chevalier Premiere from among the uppermost tier of the brotherhood and given the old man's advanced years, whomever he selected would almost certainly in short order take up the mantle of Grandmaster. A victory against the Trevayne Society would have all but guaranteed that seat of power for the ambitious Chevalier. His absolute failure promised a much different "reward."
Was there a way to salvage this?
His fingers curled around the hilt of the ceremonial sword belted to his waist. His palm bit into the intricately detailed figure crucified there. The sword was of the same design as the daggers worn on a silver chain around the necks of the lower ranks, but unlike those stilettos, the swords given to the Chevaliers rarely drew blood. Those who had been knighted did not fight with physical weapons, but rather utilized their apprentices and acolytes to achieve victory.
Perhaps that was my mistake, he thought. Perhaps I should have led them into battle. The outcome might not have changed, but at least I would have died with honor instead of facing this humiliation.
Perhaps it's not too late for that.
He turned to the apprentice, drawing the sword in a single fluid motion. The kneeling man quailed, but did not move from his position of supplication as the blade sliced the air above his head and then arced toward his unprotected neck. Instead, he simply closed his eyes.
"How did you survive?" he asked, the edge of his blade hovering inches above the other man's shoulder.
"I fled. When I saw what was happening to the others, I ran. I… I am a coward. I deserve to die."
"And yet you returned here, to report the outcome and face the consequences of your failure." The Chevalier offered a smile, which in any other face would have seemed more a pained grimace. "I think you are braver than you realize.
"But it is not the place of an apprentice to divine the intention behind his orders. You were sent to kill the Trevaynes and take their treasure. Your mission is unfinished, which means that my mission is unfinished. It seems I still have need of you."
The anxious crease in the apprentice's forehead relaxed and his eyes fluttered open. "I exist to serve, Chevalier."
"I have no need of an apprentice." He lowered the blade and touched it to the young man's shoulder. "By the authority granted me, I raise you to the station of acolyte in the Fraternis Maltae.
"Don't be too pleased with yourself. It is possible for a king and a pawn to checkmate an enemy, but the odds are not in our favor. However, I suspect the Trevaynes know even less about what it is they have discovered than we do." The Chevalier caught the inquiring look in the young man's eye. "Oh, yes. We know what it is they have found. Our client told us to expect some kind of reaction when its power was awakened. More importantly, he told us what they would do next. When they make their move, we — you and I — will be ready for them."
He tapped the newly anointed acolyte on the opposite shoulder, then sheathed the blade. "This is rebirth for you brother and a rebirth calls for a new name. I think I know exactly what I shall call you."
* * *
For a little while, as she darted back and forth between the two wounded men borne on makeshift litters through the tunnels of the London Underground, monitoring their condition and keeping them alive with little more than her own indomitable will, Molly felt in control. More than that, she was, in a way that she couldn't really explain, happy.
Helping the sick and injured had always brought her a sense of satisfaction, of being in charge of her own destiny, in a place where she was in charge of almost nothing. It hadn't really dawned on her that the work she did, healing the wounds of the rubber plantation laborers along the Congo River, had been its own reward. She would never have associated the inhumanity she had witnessed there with any kind of positive emotion. It was only now, several months and thousands of miles removed from that life, that she realized just how important that work had been to her. Her studies in New York occasionally brought her a measure of what she felt she had been missing, but somehow it wasn't quite the same. In the Congo, there had been only her standing there in defiance of the Grim Reaper himself. At the hospital in New York, she was one of dozens of interns and, given both her gender and her social pedigree, most of the patients she was assigned were chronic hypochondriacs looking for some attention.
For a little while, as she kept Baylor and the other man alive during their transport to the hospital, Molly was happy again. And when, in the hospital waiting room, her father turned to Sir Reginald and, in his quiet but irresistible manner, repeated his demand to meet with Winterbourne, she felt the loss of that happiness all the more acutely. She was back in their world again; her father's world of God and devils, Hurley's world of guns and brute strength, Dodge's world….
She missed Dodge and she was worried about him and she hoped nothing had happened to him… but this was his place; adventures and saving the world was his business. He was supposed to be here with Hurricane and the Padre, not her.
"We cannot simply drop in for tea," Christy protested. "If we are followed, we will put him in great danger."
Hobbs was unmoved. "And I tell you again sir, that the danger to him is nothing when held against what the world will face if this prophecy is not averted."
"The man is a recluse," Christy protested. "I doubt he'll even open the door for us."
"We can be very persuasive." Hurricane smiled, crossing his arms over his broad chest. Something about his tone and demeanor suggested that maybe he wasn't talking about persuading Winterbourne and Christy seemed to get the message. He sagged in resignation.
"Very well. I'll ring for a car."
* * *
It was the kind of night, Molly thought, where Jack the Ripper would feel right at home. Despite the fact that electric lamps and neon signs had replaced gaslight, the fog-shrouded alleys seemed to hold promise of unimaginable evil.
Their route appeared aimless, but Molly knew that their driver was simply being cautious, trying to determine if they were being followed by their enemies and if so, to shake off the pursuit. She soon gave up trying to follow the serpentine course they traveled; like everything else in her life, she was being swept along by forces beyond her control.
It was nearly midnight when the car finally pulled up in front of an apartment block and Christy announced that they had arrived. Molly followed behind her father, while Hurricane pulled up the rear, his guns concealed beneath his overcoat, but easily accessible as he scanned the shadows for any hint of danger.
Christy led them inside to a door on the first floor, where he rapped out an odd rhythm with his knuckles. "Let's see if he remembers the old signal."
Hobbs raised an eyebrow but said nothing. The sound of someone shuffling and grumbling emanated from inside and after a moment or two, a bar of light gleamed in the crack between the door and the threshold.
"Prepare yourself for a less than enthusiastic reception." The rasp of a bolt sliding in the latch punctuated Christy's remark.
The door opened with surprising abruptness and a painfully bright flash of illumination momentarily blinded Molly. She shaded her eyes, but the damage was done; a radiant blue circle dominated the center of her vision. At the edges, she could just make out the image of a figure holding some kind of lamp in one hand and a large revolver in the other.
"What part of 'to hell with you all' was unclear?" growled a voice from behind the light.
Christy retreated a step, as if the glare from the man's lamp was a physical assault, but Hobbs deftly stepped around him. "Please, sir. Our need is urgent."
"It always is with you lot. Now clear off before I have to 'defend myself' if you take my meaning."
"Oh for God's sake, would you just listen to what we have to say?" No one was more surprised than Molly at her outburst, but she also took a step forward, her hands defiantly on her hips.
The man in the doorway slowly lowered both his pistol and the lamp. "Well this is different. Trevayne's letting ladies in now?"
"We're not from the Trevayne Society," Hobbs offered. "Except for Sir Reginald and he brought us here under protest."
"Not from Trevayne? Well, why didn't you say so?" He took a step back and motioned for them to enter.
"And I'm no lady," Molly muttered under her breath, squinting to make out the man's face as she passed. The bright spot burned into her corneas was now a dark spot, shrinking with each passing second, but still enough to hide him in shadow.
As soon as they were all inside, the householder closed the door and motioned them into the adjacent sitting room. The sparsely decorated area appeared seldom used. A bookcase dominated one wall but only a few volumes occupied its shelves. There was a side table with an ashtray next to a threadbare overstuffed chair and a coffee table piled with a jumble of tabloid newspapers positioned in front of a davenport, which was itself shrouded in a white dust cover. A set of heavy drapes hung above what she assumed to be the front window, directly behind the couch. It was nothing at all like Molly expected. Where were the tribal masks and ancient artifacts? The tomes of forgotten lore?
Their host placed his lamp on the side table and his pistol in the spacious pocket of his silk smoking jacket and then settled into the chair. "So, what need have you of an old man, that's so urgent that it couldn't wait until morning?"
"It concerns the prophecy of the Child of Skulls."
"Oh." Winterbourne's face went dark and he was quiet for a long time. "Well. I suppose it's too late to shoot you now. Please, sit down and let's hear what you have to say."

CHAPTER 12 — THE SOURCE

As soon as Dodge deactivated the Float Car, Jocasta felt something moving against her leg. It was the strange metal rod she had stolen from the Empire State Building and which she had kept concealed from her companions for several days now in a hidden pocket in her trousers. The movement was barely perceptible, a faint tickle of static electricity against her skin, a slight tugging as if the rod was being attracted by a strong magnet. In that instant, she understood how Dalton had pulled off the astonishing feat of navigating across the featureless landscape without ever consulting a map, utilizing a compass or trying to get a fix on the Southern Cross.
Evidently Dalton was fond of his secrets, even when there was nothing to gain by protecting them. Getting through his defenses was going to be more of a challenge than she had anticipated. How delightful. I wonder what he'll say when he finds out I've been keeping secrets as well.
Dodge switched off the light, but after only a few moments in darkness, Jocasta realized that there was a faint blue light emanating from the ice.
"We have to go on foot from here," he explained. "There's a chance that some unfriendly folks may have gotten here ahead of us. We're not exactly loaded for bear here, so avoiding detection is going to be critically important."
"And what exactly will we be doing while we're avoiding detection?" Jocasta had to struggle to keep a note of concern in her voice. She couldn't remember when she had last felt so exhilarated, so alive. Probably not since she and Falcon….
"Looking for anything that can give us an advantage against… well, against whoever it is that's trying to get control of this place. The truth is, I don't know what we'll find here. I've only been here once and the circumstances were very different."
"I'm sure my readers would love to know more about those circumstances." It was, she decided, what Amelia Dunham, star reporter of the London Telegraph Herald would do.
"No comment, Miss Dunham."
She mock-pouted in the darkness. Dalton had no sense of humor.
"Were you able to determine the source of the power at work here?" asked Newcombe. "If I could just understand how this technology works, I might be able to develop a defense against it."
"First things, first. We need to find out if we're alone here."
Jocasta knew that the man who had commissioned her to steal the rod had no earthly clue where they'd gone, but like the scientist, she was curious to see what secrets the place held. While money was only an incidental consideration, she had no doubt that the secrets of the Outpost would be the score of a lifetime. Part of her was secretly pleased that Schadel had chosen to break faith; this was turning out to be so much more interesting.
With Dalton in the lead, they moved back into the main tunnel. Jocasta was barely aware of the cold now; it actually seemed warmer in the tunnel than at in any time since they had left Chile. Either she was becoming inured to the chill or the laws of physics were being bent. Newcombe voiced his opinion that something like the latter was the case.
Silhouetted against the faintly glowing blue wall, the scientist stripped off his gloves and placed a hand against the ice. "Astonishing. It's like the ice is actually giving off light and heat without melting."
"When we were here before, it was brighter."
"It seems brighter just since we've arrived. I wonder if it's a cycle or if it's somehow reacting to our presence."
By the time they reached what Dodge had called "the central chamber," pure white light was emanating from the ice and it was warm enough that everyone removed hats and gloves and opened their jackets to avoid overheating. Fuller and Burton both had their guns drawn, but it was plainly evident that they were the only humans in the ice cave.
"Well that's a bit of luck," Jocasta observed.
"So what now?" asked the FBI agent.
"I'll go back and retrieve the Float Car," Dodge announced. "We can establish a base camp here and then begin exploring. I can draw a partial map from memory, but obviously what we're looking for is going to be in unexplored territory."
Fuller turned to Burton. "You should go with him."
The central chamber seemed to be the hub of a wheel, with tunnels radiating out like spokes. After only a moment in the cave, Jocasta discovered that she could not distinguish which path had brought them. Dodge however, had no such difficulty and confidently strode off down one of the nearly identical paths, with the rough pilot in tow.
Newcombe, driven by a scientist's thirst for knowledge, continued studying the composition of the walls. He managed to chip away a few pieces of ice, upon which he performed various experiments — covering them in cupped hands to see if they produced light, warming them to see if they would melt, even tasting them. Jocasta watched him for a while and when she became aware that Fuller was staring at her with the same intensity as the physicist scrutinizing the ice. Something about his gaze was profoundly discomfiting and she moved closer to Newcombe.
"What news, Professor?"
"Oh, I'm not a professor actually. I don't teach—"
"I was joking, Findlay Dear."
"Oh." His eyebrows furrowed, then he cracked an embarrassed smile. "Well, Amelia, darling, I have discovered that this ice is… well, it's just ordinary ice. Whatever is causing it to give off light and heat diminishes as soon as it's separated from the matrix."
"Matrix?"
"You might liken it to the coals in a fire. When they are heaped together, they give off radiant energy and sustain one another. But when you take one away, it rapidly cools and just becomes a chunk of carbon ash. That's an imperfect comparison of course. Whatever's at work here is much more sophisticated. The ice transmits the energy without being significantly affected by it. Probably some kind of variation of the Leidenfrost Effect."
Jocasta sneaked a glance at Fuller who had moved over to join them. He was no longer staring at her, but his presence still made her uncomfortable.
"Leidenfrost Effect?" she asked.
"Yes. It's what happens when you put a drop of water on a hot skillet or when witch doctors walk barefoot over hot coals. The moisture creates a thin insulating layer that dissipates some of the heat, temporarily at least. In this case, I would surmise that the ice is somehow releasing energy from the source — somewhere within the matrix — and then refreezing just as quickly so that there is no net loss of ice."
"You're saying there's a rational explanation for this?" asked Fuller, evincing unexpected interest.
"Of course. There's a rational explanation for everything, Special Agent Fuller. We live in a rational universe."
"What about magic? Or the spirit realm?"
"Magic, in my experience, is either trickery or in the case of the things we witness here, technology advanced beyond our capacity to fully understand. A hundred years ago a radio or telephone would have seemed like magic. The laws of physics didn't change, only our understanding.
"As to 'the spirit realm' as you call it, I haven't seen any compelling evidence that any such thing exists, but if it does, by its very definition, it would exist in a different universe."
"Different universe?"
"I assume you are a Christian man, Special Agent Fuller. You believe in heaven and hell. Do you think that if you could fly up high enough in an airplane, you would discover heaven? Or if you traveled deep enough beneath the earth's crust, you would find where the devil lives? Of course not. You accept that these are different planes of existence. Such an understanding is implicit in the use of the word 'realm.' "
Professor or not, Newcombe was certainly enjoying the chance to educate his somewhat captive audience.
"Now, there's nothing in our understanding of physics that contradicts the belief that there are other universes or alternate realities or what have you, but then neither is there any way to prove their existence. But if someone were to cross over from one reality to another, they would be subject to the physical laws of whatever universe they were in. I promise you this, if Jesus really walked on the Sea of Galilee, then it's because it is physically possible to do so and one day we shall discover how to do it as well."
"Perhaps with something like the Float Car?" Jocasta suggested.
"Exactly, Amelia, darling." Then a perplexed look came over the scientist's face. "Of course the Float Car doesn't react well with water, so it couldn't have been that."
Distracted by his own tangent, Newcombe began speculating aloud on other rational explanations for divine manifestations, but Jocasta wasn't really listening. Her interest in the subject was strictly practical and it was limited to the potential uses for the object in her pocket. She already knew it could be used for flight and evidently to make a person impervious to bullets; what else could it do?
Walk through walls maybe? Now that would be a trick.
"So you're saying that we could one day develop the technology to cross over into the spirit realm?" asked Fuller. "Move back and forth between heaven or hell and earth?"
"Not precisely. I think it very unlikely that heaven and hell exist anywhere except in the minds of believers, but yes, if it is possible to move between these different planes of existence, then we will someday figure out the means to do so. Of course, there's a difference between what is theoretically possible and what can actually be done. Frankly, I wouldn't want to mess around with energy on that scale. Quantum mechanics allows for the possibility of alternate universes, but not in the same space. One would annihilate the other."
"It could blow up in your face?"
Newcombe laughed. "If you didn't know what you were doing, it could destroy everything. Opening a door to another universe could mean the end of this one."
"Ah, so only as a last resort then."
Jocasta suddenly had an idea. "What about mental energy?"
"Eh? Psychokinesis? Mind over matter? Well, again, I suppose it's theoretically possible. Brain waves are a sort of electricity, so I imagine it might be possible to build a device that can interpret those waves, the same way a radio can turn sound into electrical energy and then back again. I suppose you could then focus that energy to affect an object over a short distance. It's a question of energy."
She moved away from the two men, Newcombe still rattling on about the laws of physics and surreptitiously placed a hand on the metal rod.
Show me your secrets.
A tingling sensation shot up her arm, as if she had touched an electric wire and she reflexively jerked her fingers away. Nevertheless, whether it was the result of her own psychic prowess or simply the proximity of the device, the Outpost responded.
The floor at the center of the chamber, only a few inches from where Jocasta was standing, abruptly fell away, as though it had melted instantaneously, to reveal a spiraling ramp descending deep into the heart of the ice. She jumped back, letting out a surprised yelp.
Newcombe and Fuller both turned to see what was the matter, prompting her to give an innocent shrug. "Look what I've found."
Newcombe regarded the newly created passageway as though it was a personal insult. "That wasn't there before."
"No it wasn't." Jocasta flashed her most winning smile. "Let's see where it goes, shall we?"
"We should probably wait for Dodge to come back." Newcombe looked to Fuller to back him up, but the G-man only shrugged.
"Oh, Findlay Dear, where's the fun in that?" And with a trill of laughter, the Fallen Angel started down the ramp.
Despite being made of solid ice, the sloping surface was not the least bit slippery. Jocasta could barely contain her enthusiasm as she swept down the ramp. She stopped counting the number of orbits, but given that there was about twenty feet of clearance between the floor and ceiling of the passage, she estimated that she had descended almost three hundred feet before the tunnel let out onto the floor of a high-domed chamber. The circular ice cave was about a hundred feet in diameter, without any other exits and featureless but for one unusual adornment.
Situated at the exact center of the chamber was a pillar of metal, about twenty feet high, topped with something that looked like a coiled snake. The base of the column was buried in the ice, like the tip of Excalibur in the anvil, just waiting for the true king to arrive. It was the same kind of metal as the concealed staff and as she approached, she could feel the magnetic attraction between the pillar and the item in her pocket.
"That's got to be it!' Newcombe declared as he joined her on the floor of the domed chamber. "The source of the energy."
Throwing his scientific caution to the wind, he hastened toward it.
"Findlay Dear, I'm not certain you should—"
"Nonsense. It's the same metal as the exoskeleton device. It's perfectly safe."
"I think this might be a little more—"
"Stop right there, Miss Palmer."
Jocasta ignored Fuller's shout, but she could not so easily disregard the iron grip that suddenly clamped onto her upper arm. So focused was she on Newcombe, however that it took a moment for the full impact of the FBI agent's words to hit her. She turned slowly to face him, her denial silenced by his steely stare. Instead, she whispered only one word. "You."
"Congratulations on a job well done, Miss Palmer. Now, if you'll just hand over the Staff, I'll settle your account."
Newcombe paid no heed to the drama unfolding behind him, but instead rushed forward and began examining the column. Without a moment's hesitation, he reached out and placed his palms against it.

CHAPTER 13 — UPSIDE-DOWN

It was a family tradition in the Dalton household to gather the extended family together for Sunday dinner at least once a month, if not more often. Invariably, after the dishes were cleared away, but before the pies and cakes were divided up, Dodge's grandmother would bring out an Einson-Freeman jigsaw puzzle — a different puzzle every time — and everyone would join in the task of trying to connect the tiny pieces of pasteboard together. Dodge enjoyed puzzles; linking the pieces together in an orderly fashion was similar in many ways to what he did with words when writing. But unlike the articles and stories he wrote, puzzles were unique in that the hundreds of pieces could only be arranged in a specific way to produce a solution. There might be dozens of pieces that were all exactly the same shade of sky blue, but it was their unique shapes that determined where they would eventually go. More than once, he had sat staring at the partially assembled puzzle, knowing that the piece in his hand belonged in a certain spot, but until other pieces were added, the exact position for that piece was impossible to determine.
He felt that way now.
He felt as though he had been looking at pieces of the puzzle for days now, but without the benefit of knowing what the completed picture would look like. Many of the pieces just didn't seem to fit the way he thought they would.
Something about Burton the pilot had been nagging at him for several days. Yet, as he walked down the ice tunnel beside the man, he saw nothing devious or deceptive in the fellow's manner. He seemed perpetually and completely calm, almost disinterested in everyone and everything. Something about his manner reminded Dodge of something or someone — another piece of the puzzle — but he couldn't quite make the two fit together.
He has a gun.
In and of itself, that was perhaps not such a strange thing. Burton was reputedly a smuggler and a rogue and surely guns went with the territory. And yet, something about that picture just didn't seem to fit.
"I'm sorry about your friend," Dodge said, watching for some kind of reaction. He got none, so he pressed a little harder. "Were you two close?"
"Who?"
"Mr. Stevens. Were you and he close?"
Burton's forehead creased in thought. "Steve and I flew together…"
"Yes? You flew together? In the war?"
The pilot blinked. "No. I flew in the war, not Steve."
Dodge abruptly turned down a siding and Burton stopped as if sensing that he had made a wrong turn. Before he could give voice to that suspicion, Dodge continued. "Oh, so after then. You were smugglers together?"
"We flew together," Burton repeated, this time with both more certainty and finality. "I think we made a wrong turn."
"No, it's just up here a ways. Trust me, I've been here before."
Burton's steps were halting, as though following Dodge posed an ethical dilemma which he was unable to resolve.
"So were you and Stevens on Flight 19 together?"
Dodge knew he would have only an instant to judge Burton's reaction to that question. If his suspicions about the pilot were true, the man would almost certainly try to kill him once his cover was blown. Burton's stunned silence was answer enough. Dodge spun on his heel and sprinted back down the way they had come. He caught a glimpse of the pilot's hand, dropping toward the butt of his Colt, but didn't look back, not even when the report of a pistol thundered in the narrow confines of the tunnels.
He all but dove into the main tunnel they'd originally been in and continued running flat out. He couldn't hope to lose the pilot in the maze of tunnels; the man had already shown an almost uncanny ability to remember their path. Unarmed, his only salvation lay in reaching the Float Car ahead of Burton and that would mean not only outrunning the man, but also avoiding his bullets.
He figured he had two advantages over the pilot. First, assuming Burton really was one of the people from Flight 19—ordinary, innocent victims, in the grip of some kind of hypnotic power — then his reactions would continue to be almost mechanical, divorced from the highs and lows of human emotion. Dodge was counting on his own fear of getting killed to give him an edge. Secondly, he was hoping that Burton hadn't been given explicit instructions to kill him. And now that Burton was separated from the man who was calling the shots….
Fuller or whoever he really is. Why didn't I see it sooner?
Dodge felt like he was roasting alive inside his heavy winter clothes. He'd only been running a few seconds — a minute at most — but already he was drenched with sweat. His ears roared with the sound of blood rushing in his head; if Burton took any more shots, he didn't hear them.
The siding where he had stashed the Float Car came into view. He mentally counted down the number of steps between himself and his goal, but some part of his brain perversely insisted on trying to make the pieces of the puzzle fit.
His abduction by King Donnelly in New York and Fuller's last second heroic appearance on the scene — it had all been artfully staged to gain Dodge's trust and more importantly, to convince him of a threat to the Outpost. And he had bought it, hook, line and sinker.
Now the enemy he was protecting the Outpost and its secrets from was on its very doorstep.
He rounded the corner and saw the Float Car. Three bounding leaps brought him to it and with the next he vaulted into its interior. He lingered there only long enough to grab one item and even that was almost too long. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Burton — relentless, robotic — charge into view, brandishing his pistol. With his prize in hand, Dodge dove out and ducked behind the rear end of the Float Car.
"I'll kill you if I have to," Burton said, his voice flat, his breathing only slightly labored from the pursuit.
"What's stopping you?" Dodge was stalling; he just needed a couple more seconds.
"Come out now or I'll have to kill you."
Burton's voice was closer and Dodge could hear the sound of his boots crunching on the ice. He was out of time.
"Okay, you got me."
Dodge stood up from behind cover and Burton immediately took aim. There was no reading his intentions; his gaze was as dull and disinterested as it had always been. Even so, Dodge was a little surprised when the other man pulled the trigger.
* * *
When Newcombe's hand made contact with the pillar, the dull metal was instantly enveloped in a blinding corona of violet energy. The smell of ozone filled the domed chamber and Jocasta could feel invisible fingers of electricity against her exposed skin. She reflexively drew away, but Fuller's grip on her biceps remained unbreakable. Before she could offer any further resistance, she felt his free hand against her leg.
She reacted with the instinctive revulsion of someone fending off a physical violation, but Fuller — or Schadel or whatever his name really was — had no interest in her flesh. He wanted the object in her hidden pocket and as soon as his probing fingers discovered it, he ripped it free. In the same brusque motion, he shoved Jocasta and sent her reeling across the floor. Unable to gain her footing, she crashed headlong into the wall.
Newcombe lay almost at arm's length, shaking off the effects of his own crash. He didn't appear to have sustained any injuries, but his dazed eyes showed almost no recognition of his surroundings. Jocasta crawled closer and took hold of his hand.
"Findlay, are you all right?"
The scientist blinked at her, then smiled. "Amelia, darling. It was amazing. I saw everything."
"Did you now?" Fuller inquired, his tone not the least bit menacing. Backlit by the shimmering metal column, his features were hard to distinguish. He was merely a shadow; an impenetrable hole in the middle of the universe, but she had no trouble making out the object in his right hand, for it too was alive with the same brilliant energy. "Tell me what you saw, Dr. Newcombe."
"Findlay, don't."
The physicist either did not hear Jocasta's murmured warning or was too awed by what he had experienced to contain the information any longer.
"It was like I was there, living right there with them." He struggled to his feet. "This place was a prison, built to contain one of their greatest minds. He was a genius. He figured out how to open the door between worlds. That's how they came to have this technology. They became like gods."
Newcombe cocked his head sideways, as if making a connection. "That's where our legends and religions originate. The ancients had no way of differentiating superior technology from magic and so those who wielded such might could only be gods. And of course, that other world and the entities that reside there… well, it's understandable why they would think that place was Hell."
"How do we open that door?"
Newcombe looked confused. "Why on earth would you want to do that? The ancients feared that world for good reason. The man who first unlocked that door was changed by what happened; he went insane. That's why they built this place.
"The only way to contain his power was to trap him in a sort of perpetual dream state. They removed him here, to the ends of the earth and built this place. But it wasn't enough to stop what he had begun, a cataclysm that wiped out that ancient civilization. The wardens here were cut off and in time died out."
"And then?"
Newcombe blinked. "That's all there is. It was their memories that I shared."
Fuller tapped the end of the Staff thoughtfully. "This ancient civilization, where was it Dr. Newcombe?"
"I'm not really sure. I experienced memories — sensations, images — not atlases and encyclopedias."
"Did you see anything familiar? Landscape features perhaps?"
Newcombe closed his eyes. "Mountains… familiar somehow. I know I've seen them before. Mountains to the east… no, northeast. I'm sorry, that's all. It was the city the wardens longed for and that has long since fallen to ruin."
"Then I guess you're of no further use to me." Fuller took a step forward, out of the shadows. "Tell me this, Jocasta. How were you able to overcome the hypnotic suggestion?"
"Jocasta?" Newcombe glanced first at Fuller, then at her and only then did comprehension finally dawn. "Oh, my."
"You give yourself too much credit… Schadel. I was never under your control."
"And yet, here we are." The ersatz FBI agent chuckled, but there was no humor in his eyes. He raised the Staff over his head. A halo of energy began gathering at its crest, building to the intensity of a star about to explode.
And then it did.
* * *
Burton fired again and again, until his pistol was empty. Dodge winced when the first shot was fired, but that first bullet, like the ones that followed, failed to hit their target. The shield generated by the exoskeleton device, which Dodge had removed from the Float Car and hastily donned, repelled every round.
The pilot discarded the now useless weapon and charged like an enraged bull. Dodge knew from experience that the force field would bounce Burton away just like it did the bullets, but he decided not to let the man get that close. He pointed one of the gauntlet-like hand grips at Burton and unleashed a bolt of electricity that blasted the man all the way back to the adjoining tunnel.
The pilot was dazed, but whatever had been done to deprive him of his volition also increased his ability to tolerate pain and trauma. He was back on his feet in a matter of seconds and immediately tried another frontal assault. Dodge fired the lightning weapon again, sustaining the discharge until wisps of steam began rising from Burton's rigid form. When he finally relented, Burton did not stir. Only the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest indicated that the man still lived. Dodge approached cautiously, half-expecting that the pilot was playing possum, but Burton was out cold.
Dodge unbuckled the belt of the exoskeleton, instantly deactivating the device and set about stripping the unconscious man's bootlaces. As soon as his stricken foe was securely bound, he reactivated the device and took flight.
At last he understood what had happened in the final moments before the plane had broken up. Both pilots, Burton and Stevens, were under Fuller's thrall and when the latter had given the impossible command to safely land the aircraft, they had been unable to do anything except make the attempt. Fuller believed he needed the plane intact, no doubt to transport away the spoils of the Outpost and had thought nothing of sacrificing one of his pawns in a futile effort to land the plane.
Now Fuller was out of pawns; it was time for the endgame.
Dodge's sense of confidence was short lived however. When he arrived at the central chamber and saw the newly opened passageway descending into the ice, he knew the game had already changed.
With the exoskeleton engaged, he drifted down the passage. It had been several months since he had last used the device, but it was a skill that, once learned, was easily remembered. The articulated joints responded to his direction like they were an extension of his own body. He glided a few inches above the ice as easily as if trying to walk stealthily. The only differences were the all-but-impenetrable force field and the two-fisted lightning attack he could unleash at a moment’s notice. But as he descended, the sounds and lights reflected in on the white ice walls warned him that his command of ancient technology might not afford him the advantage he first imagined.
He could hear voices — Newcombe's odd combination of didactic lecture and child-like fascination — and Fuller occasionally interjecting a comment or question, but the words were unclear. And then, as he stepped from the passage on to the floor of a large open area, one more piece of the puzzle clicked into place.
He still didn't know who Fuller really was, but there was no mistaking the object he now held above his head. It was the Staff, stolen from their facility in the Empire State Building; the key to all the technology in Outpost. And there in the center of the cavern, pulsing with energy, was a pillar of the same metal.
That pillar had been the beacon which had drawn them across the icy continent and finally to the central chamber above. The Staff had then made it possible for Fuller to unlock the final door and gain access to the source of power.
Similarly, although Dodge could not fathom what Fuller's final ambition might be, there was no mistaking his immediate intent: he was preparing to use the power of the Staff to incinerate Newcombe and Amelia Dunham.
Without a moment's hesitation, Dodge stabbed the gauntlet at Fuller. A blinding ribbon of electricity arced across the chamber. If Fuller saw the sudden flash of illumination behind him or glimpsed his own shadow on the icy wall, he had not even a fraction of a second to react. But because he had the Staff, he didn't need even that much.
Dodge's attack stung to be sure, but much of its intensity was lost as the charged bolt encountered force field surrounding Fuller. Within the violet corona, the pretender grimaced for only a moment before turning to Dodge and unleashing the fire he had prepared for the others.
Dodge dropped his attack and sped away as lightning stabbed impotently through the space he had occupied only a moment before. He swooped behind the silver column around which the domed chamber seemed to revolve. He knew intuitively that Fuller would not dare risk harming the pillar; it was surely the goal which had brought him here.
The column wasn't broad enough to hide him from Fuller's view or vice versa. Dodge could see the rage etched into the other man's features. Fuller stalked toward the column, the Staff held aloft and bristling with violet intensity. Dodge circled to the right, keeping the column between them and glanced toward Newcombe and Amelia. The scientist was staring at Fuller and his energy weapon like a moth drawn to an open flame, but Amelia's eyes locked with Dodge's gaze.
"Get out of here!" shouted Dodge. "I'll hold him off as long as I can."
The blond woman nodded and immediately launched into motion. She grabbed Newcombe's arm and dragged him bodily toward the exit. Dodge continued circling, intent on the same goal. Fuller must have realized what he was attempting, because he abruptly charged toward the column, cutting the distance between them in half and at the same time started hurling bolts of energy toward the exit. Lightning discharges hammered into the ice, vaporizing it instantly. The staccato crack of electricity ionizing the air reverberated in the domed chamber. Steeling himself against the pain he knew would come, Dodge twisted around and aimed for the heart of the tempest.
Fuller's fire followed him. The force field dampened some of the shock, but he nevertheless felt his muscles seizing as the current arced through his body. Sparks danced between his skin and the force field, but somehow, he made it to the exit.
As soon as he entered the confines of the upwardly sloping tunnel, he did an about-face and began hurling lightning, not at Fuller, but at the ceiling of the tunnel. Huge chunks of ice began crashing down, filling the opening. He dared not hope that he might permanently entomb the treacherous villain; his only goal was to buy his friends a few extra seconds to reach safety above. He was only able to bring down a few large blocks before Fuller's violet fire blasted into the obstacle. A spray of smaller fragments hammered into this force field and the sheer energy of the attack send him bouncing further up the tunnel and then he abruptly found himself face down on the ice.
The significance of the ice scraping against his cheek did not immediately sink in. It was only when he stretched his arms out, trying to fly away from the maelstrom of Fuller's fury that he realized the exoskeleton was no longer functioning.
He felt the loss as acutely as the loss of a limb. For few seconds he was unable to do anything more than continue struggling to make the device work; he waved his arms and flexed his feet, but still nothing happened. Then, as the crunch of Fuller's footsteps on the broken ice became audible, he twisted around, stabbing his gauntlets at the approaching figure.
Liquid metal, like dull quicksilver, dribbled from his clenched fists and pooled on the frozen floor of the tunnel. Dodge stared in horror at the growing pool, as the droplets of metal beaded together and rolled down the slope toward Fuller. Without Dodge even realizing it, the entire exoskeleton had liquefied. As the droplets reached Fuller, they rose into the air, gathering into a single mass that levitate a few inches from the shimmering tip of the Staff.
The ersatz G-man stared down at him, his expression equal parts triumph and disdain. "Didn't know I could do that, did you?"
His voice was different somehow, faintly accented, as if this was his real manner of speaking and everything that had gone before was artifice. In fact, Dodge realized, that was exactly the case. "Who are you?"
Fuller did not even deign to dismiss the inquiry with a gesture. Instead, he held the Staff above Dodge like an executioner's axe. The sphere of liquid metal remained where it had been, like a trained pet awaiting new orders from its master. Violet energy began to crackle up and down the length of the rod, gathering into a blinding orb. Dodge tried to meet Fuller's gaze, daring him to look his victim in the eye as he delivered the coup de grace, but the light was so intense he had to cover his eyes.
And then the light was extinguished.
The memory of the brilliance lingered in Dodge's eyes, plunging everything into permanent shadow, but he could just make out his foe, still standing where he was with the Staff outstretched, but gazing up at the ice overhead, head cocked to one side as if listening to a distant voice borne on the wind. Abruptly, he spun on his heel and all but ran back into the domed chamber, with the metal globe trailing behind.
The unexpected reprieve was as confusing as the betrayal that had preceded it. Dodge felt like he was drowning in a storm-tossed ocean, unsure of which way to swim to reach the surface. Part of him wanted to flee, to find Amelia and Newcombe and retreat to some corner of the Outpost where Fuller would never think to look. Maybe they could find some weapon that could stand even against the Staff… or a cache of exoskeletons that might bear them across the frozen wilderness to safety. Stay alive, that inner voice told him, because where there's life, there's hope.
But the urge to survive was not as strong as the desire to know why Fuller had moved away. It was not mercy that had stayed his hand and it wasn't fear of reprisal. So what then? What was so important that the villain dared not waste even a moment in stamping out the spark of Dodge's life?
Hauling himself erect, Dodge crept toward the tunnel exit. He felt unsteady on his feet, as if his body remembered the feeling of flight and begrudged a return more conventional — more pedestrian — modes of transport.
He shook his head, trying to shake off the inertia of defeat. His eyes had not quite recovered from the Staff's brilliance, but he could make out Fuller's silhouette. The phony federal agent stood before the tall metal pillar in the center of the room, touching the tip of the Staff to it. Dodge shaded his eyes with one hand, in anticipation of some kind of fiery display, but nothing unusual happened.
After a few seconds, Fuller lowered the Staff and took a step back. The globule of liquid metal, still floating in mid-air, smoothly expanded in size. When it was large enough, Fuller stepped into it and vanished. Almost immediately, the sphere shot toward the tunnel. Dodge didn't even have time to draw back as it brushed against him. He felt the familiar tickle of static electricity on his face, but the bubble moved so fast, it was gone from sight before he could turn around.
The ensuing quiet was ominous. Dodge felt certain that this was merely the eye of the storm, rather than its aftermath. With far more caution than he had shown moments before, he entered the chamber and approached the pillar.
He immediately felt waves of heat, emanating from the surface of the column. A ring of water — melted ice — was spreading from the base of the pillar and before he had crossed half the distance, Dodge saw tiny splashes of precipitation on the floor; the heat radiating from the pillar was also melting the ceiling of the cavern. It wasn't unbearably hot, not yet at least, but compared to the constant pervasive chill of the frozen environment, it was a striking contrast.
"Dodge!"
The shout from behind him was equal parts amazement and relief, two emotions he had never really heard from the Dr. Findlay Newcombe. Dodge was similarly relieved as he turned to discover Newcombe and Amelia Dunham, hastening toward him, but his reaction was tempered by the knowledge that Fuller's wrath might yet become manifest.
Newcombe, ever the scientist, immediately noticed the change to the pillar and its surroundings. "What did he do?"
"I'm not quite sure. He touched it with the Staff and it started heating up." Dodge shook his head in self-directed disgust. "He had the Staff all along. How could I have been so blind to this?"
Newcombe cast a nervous glance in Amelia's direction. "That's not exactly true."
"He did things with the Staff we didn't even know were possible. And this—" Dodge gestured at the pillar. "I don't even know what it is, much less what he's done to it."
"It's the source of power for… well, for everything." Newcombe reached out hesitantly, holding his hand a few inches away as if afraid to make direct contact. "It's getting hotter. Not good."
Frustrated by his own failures, a sarcastic retort formed on Dodge's lips, but before he could excoriate the scientist for stating the obvious, the import of Newcombe's comment hit home. "Why 'not good'?"
The frizzy-haired scientist pointed to the base of the pillar, where it was embedded in the increasingly liquefied floor of the chamber. "The Law of Entropy tells us that when something hot and something cold meet, they tend to equalize in temperature. This place is so cold that, by now, the water should already be refreezing. But that's not happening because the column is continuing to get hotter."
"It's generating its own heat? Could it melt itself all the way through the ice, down to the bedrock?"
"I ran tests on the metal back at my lab. Its melting point, if it even has one, is hotter than any fire we can produce. So if it keeps getting hotter, it could conceivably melt right through the earth's crust and keep going." Newcombe's frown deepened. "But that's not what concerns me. You see, right now, it's just melting the ice. Before too long, it will be completely immersed. And at some point, it will be so hot that the water surrounding it will be flashed instantly to steam."
"So?"
"Don't they teach physics in school anymore?" Newcombe's patience also seemed to evaporating. He sighed deeply and then composed himself. "The pillar is going to create a sort of tube in the ice, a confined space. When the water surrounding it turns to steam, it will expand forcefully."
"You mean it will explode?"
"With unimaginable force. Enough to split the ice apart and destroy this entire cavern. And it will just keep repeating over and over again, with increasing force. It could…" The scientist faltered as if his brain was still trying to wrap itself around the possible consequences.
"How long have we got?"
Newcombe held his hand out again. "Without proper instruments, it's impossible to say how fast the temperature is increasing. But hypothetically, if the rate of increase is one degree a minute and the water is having no moderating effect at all, then in about three hours it will reach the boiling point of water. Bad things will start to happen then."
"Three hours," Dodge echoed with a weary sigh.
"Three hours until the Outpost is destroyed. By this time tomorrow, that column will be well over a thousand degrees Fahrenheit. And in a week, it will be as hot as the surface of the sun. More than hot enough to melt the Antarctic ice, which would probably flood half the world. I'm afraid we don't know enough about the Earth's interior to make more than an educated guess about the effects of something that hot sinking into the mantle, but it could conceivably get so hot that it begins to cause atomic fission or even fusion, to whatever it encounters.
"Of course," Newcombe added. "I could be wrong. It might be heating up faster than that."
"You're talking about the end of the world." Dodge suddenly felt light-headed, as if Newcombe's dire prediction had used up all the oxygen in the chamber. "Is this what he wanted all along? To destroy the world?"
"I think that's exactly what he wanted," commented Amelia.
Dodge glanced sidelong at the woman. "This doesn't make any sense. I thought he was just using me to find the Outpost, but if he had the Staff all along, then I can't imagine why he brought us here."
"He didn't have the Staff," said Newcombe in a forlorn voice. "Not until she gave it to him."
It took a moment for that to fully sink in. "What?"
"I didn't give it to him," protested Amelia. "He took it. You saw him take it from me, Findlay."
"You had the Staff?"
The blond woman turned to face him, her expression more annoyed than contrite. "His name isn't Fuller and he isn't an FBI agent, but I suppose you've figured that out already. I knew him as Schadel and I think he's working with the Nazis. Of course, I didn't recognize him. He usually wears a skull mask and is reputed to be a master of disguise. He hired me to steal the Staff from your laboratory in New York, but then he tried to renege on our arrangement. I don't take kindly to that sort of treatment.
"I knew he'd be coming after you, so I decided to tag along," she continued, reciting her tale as it were merely the latest gossip. "I had hoped to make him pay for his treachery. Little did I realize that you had already invited him into the fold."
Dodge was still struggling to keep up. "Wait. He hired you to steal it? A reporter?"
"She's not a reporter," Newcombe announced gravely. "She's Jocasta Palmer."
"Jo—" For a moment, the Dodge was dumbstruck. It was as though someone had scattered the pieces of the puzzle he had been struggling to assemble. He shook his head in despair. "Just when I thought things couldn't get any worse."
Even as he said it, the sound of shuffling feet reverberated in the domed chamber. More than a dozen men wearing olive-drab parkas and matching snow pants, their faces mostly obscured by goggles and scarves, advanced into the chamber, brandishing M-1 Garand rifles. Another man, similarly attired but armed only with a holstered pistol, stalked in behind them and advanced toward Dodge and the others.
"General Vaughn," muttered Newcombe, uncertainly.
The officer put his hands on his hips and fixed his gaze on Dodge. "Your little game is finished, Dalton. I'm taking command of the Outpost and placing all of you under arrest."
The woman Dodge now knew to be the notorious Fallen Angel cat burglar — and evidently more than just a character in one of Captain Falcon's adventures — leaned close and whispered, "There, you see? Things can always get worse."

CHAPTER 14 — SERVANTS OF THE SKULL

Almost as soon as they were seated, Molly felt an overwhelming urge to flee the room. Their host was the source of her anxiety. When she looked at him, she saw what she imagined her adopted father — truly the only man she ever thought of as a father — would one day become. Gaunt, ascetic, world-weary really, Edward Winterbourne looked like a man who was exhausted from the long journey of life and yet, having glimpsed the world beyond and recognizing that there was no great reward in the hereafter, clung desperately to his miserable mortal existence.
She stood as soon as the introductions were made. "Mr. Winterbourne, with your permission I'll put some water on for tea."
"Tea at this hour?" Winterbourne chuckled. "You Yanks really are an uncivilized lot. No, lass, for this conversation, something stronger is called for. There's a bottle in the breadbox and glasses in the cupboard."
Molly hastened into the adjoining hallway and through trial and error found the kitchen, but the flat was small enough that their low voices were still audible.
"So," Winterbourne sighed. "The prophecy of the Child of Skulls. You must already know something of it or you wouldn't have come a calling."
"Second-hand accounts only," Hobbs said. "I know that in the 1880's a psychic medium saw the birth of a child that would eventually usher in a time of great suffering. The vision was so terrifying, it killed her."
There was a long silence, long enough for Molly to arrange a bottle of single-malt whiskey and four old-fashioned glasses on a serving tray, before Winterbourne answered.
"It's funny the things that stay with you. It's been nearly fifty years, but I still remember everything about that night. To begin with, it didn't quite happen exactly as you were told. It wasn't the medium — Madame Adair — that uttered the prophecy. That was Nightjar's doing."
"Nightjar?" Hurricane's tone was faintly incredulous. "Is that someone's name? Sounds like something you'd—"
"Brian!" Hobbs cut him off before he could complete the thought. "It's a kind of bird."
Winterbourne laughed. "You were thinking it sounds like a sort of chamber pot, weren't you? I thought the same thing myself, when I first met him. Jerusalem Nightjar. A remarkable, astonishing man."
"Was he a member of the Trevayne Society?"
"No, not Nightjar. His motivations were… well, personal. You know how they say that men have their demons? Well, in Nightjar's case, that was the literal truth. He was driven to uncover the mysteries of the supernatural. More often than not, the mysteries were rather mundane, charlatans and hysterical old women, but once or twice…" He trailed off and the silence lingered as Molly entered the room with the tray.
"I was just back from the Far East — I was a military intelligence officer — when the Trevayne Society came for me. I was naive enough to think it was an honor." The last few words were filled with acid and his gaze focused on Christy.
"Trevayne was interested in Nightjar's investigations?" prompted Hobbs.
Winterbourne nodded. "Back then they were afraid of the things that go bump in the night."
"But not anymore?" intoned Hurley.
"Times change," murmured Christy. "And we have other more immediate concerns."
"Yes. Well, in any case, Trevayne assigned me to be Nightjar's minder. I accompanied him on dozens of investigations into claims of otherworldly activity. That's how I came to be with Nightjar on the evening of the twenty-first of June, 1883—"
"What?" The vehemence of Hobbs reaction, so out of character for him, startled Molly and she hastily set the tray down to avoid spilling it. "What date did you say?"
"Padre?" This note of concern came from Hurricane, who had not sat with the others, but was rather stationed near the door, ever vigilant. "Everything all right?"
Hobbs was quick to regain his composure. "I'm sorry. Please continue, Mr. Winterbourne."
Their host stared at Hobbs for an uncomfortable interval, then leaned forward and poured a copious amount of whiskey into a glass. He gulped it down in a single swallow and then began telling his tale.
The narrative was haunting, transporting the listeners into the past. Molly knew that if she closed her eyes, she would see the mysterious Jerusalem Nightjar, speaking as if from the spirit realm and not an old man recounting imperfect memories.
"This is the night that was promised; the Nativity…The village is nearby… There are mountains in the distance…The hour is upon us! The child is born!…a world, filled with death. Skulls of the dead, everywhere… Death…such a time of dying as the world has never known…They are coming for him…
"They have been waiting."
Molly shivered involuntarily.
"Was there actually a child born that night?" Hobbs asked when Winterbourne finished. "Was it all meant to be taken literally?"
"Nightjar believed so. He spent the rest of his life trying to discover the identity of the child." Winterbourne studied the bottom of his empty glass as if looking for answers in the residue. "I'm not convinced of it though."
"What do you mean?"
"Do you know how many people died in the Great War? Or from the influenza?" Winterbourne shook his head disparagingly. "There's an American Congregationalist sect that believes the end of the world began in 1914 and I'm not so sure they're wrong. The prophecy, if prophecy indeed it was, may have been nothing more than the awareness that our own inhumanity was leading us to self-annihilation."
Hobbs shook his head as if to shake off the seeds of doubt Winterbourne's comment had cast. "What did Nightjar learn?"
"Eh? As far as I know, very little. When we spoke of it later, he recalled that the village he saw in the vision looked it might be somewhere in the Middle East or North Africa. Mud huts in a desert, he said. Could have been almost anywhere from Morocco to India."
"India?" Molly was quick to make the connection. "The column."
Hobbs' brow furrowed, but then he nodded. "As I said before, it cannot be a coincidence."
Winterbourne did not fail to notice the impact of his comment. "You know something?"
"The Trevayne Society has made a discovery that bears a remarkable resemblance to the Iron Pillar of Delhi," said Christy. "A discovery that seems to have a bearing on the matter of the prophecy."
"Interesting." Winterbourne steepled his fingers under his chin. "I spent two years in India. You know, the notion of Hell and demons that torment the souls of the wicked came to us by way of the Hindu religion. They call it Naraka, the place where the souls of sinners are tormented before being reincarnated."
Molly glanced at her father. "Is that true?"
"I prefer to think that ubiquitous beliefs reinforce our faith, rather than undermine it." Hobbs seemed unusually defensive. "In ancient times, God gave his revelation to the world in many different ways, but a constant theme running throughout is the punishment of the wicked in the Underworld. Thankfully, that is not the fate that awaits the righteous who partake of the body and blood of Christ."
"I intended no effrontery," said Winterbourne. "But even the Church teaches that there will someday be a war between Heaven and Hell, a war that will be fought here on Earth. Nightjar believed the child in his vision was meant to be the general of Hell's armies. We fought a demon or two in our time and I couldn't tell you for certain whether they were Christian demons or Muslim, Zoroastrian, Hindu or what have you."
"True enough." The priest offered a tight smile. "And our concern is not with the religious persuasion of the demons, but rather with a particular man who believes that he is the Child of Skulls. His first act was to steal the Staff—"
A loud bang, like the sound of a door slamming somewhere out on the street, cut him off in mid-sentence. Hobbs jumped to his feet and Hurricane whirled to face the door, both pistols drawn in a flash. Molly saw a confused look register on Christy's face, but Winterbourne had his pistol out almost as quickly as Hurley. Then everything went crazy.
The attackers didn't come in through the front door. Instead, there was a sound of smashing glass behind the couch as the drapes seemed to come to life. Molly sprang from couch, just as two vaguely human shapes, shrouded in the curtains, tumbled over the couch. Sir Reginald did not react as quickly and was instantly entangled in the swirl of fabric, limbs and shards of glass. More figures swarmed in through the breach, too many to count in the chaos of the moment, moving as swiftly and relentlessly as a horde of insects. She snatched up the whiskey bottle, hefting it like a club and faced the onslaught.
Hurricane's pistols thundered again and again, the report deafening in the small enclosure. Three of the intruders were blasted off their feet by the fifty-caliber rounds and gore splattered the wall behind them, but they did not stay down. Though the wounds were surely fatal, the invaders seemed to be in the grip of a supernatural fury, what ancient warriors would have called the berserkergang. Instead of nursing their wounds or taking cover from Hurricane's thundering guns, six of them rushed him all at once. The rest — another half-dozen at the very least — squared off against the others.
Hobbs struck a fighting stance and for a half-second was perfectly still. Then he started moving faster than the eye could follow, slipping through the grasp of his attackers, deflecting their blows and redirecting their momentum of their charge so that they crashed into the walls or each other.
Two of them went for Winterbourne. He unloaded his revolved into them, but the bullets that tore clean through their bodies didn't slow them down at all. They slammed into him, propelling him back into his chair and then chair and all tipped over backward.
Molly found herself facing a lone attacker; improbably, a plump middle-aged woman, wearing a frumpy frock that was torn and streaked with blood. The woman's expression was blank — she might have washing dishes or some other mundane household chore — but she moved like lightning. Molly swung the bottle, but the woman tackled her before the swing was complete and together they crashed into the bookshelf. Molly swung again and this time the bottle connected with the side of woman's skull. The sturdy glass withstood three such blows before shattering in Molly's grasp; each time the woman's head snapped sideways and each time she shrugged it off and continued trying to throttle her victim. Only when Molly stabbed the broken neck of the bottle deep into the woman's eye did the assault end. The shard of glass severed some vital connection in her assailant's brain and the frumpy woman collapsed on top of her.
For a moment, as she struggled out from under the dead weight, the intruders ignored Molly. She counted eight of them still on their feet, bloodied but far from beaten. Most of those had piled onto Hurricane, clinging to his extremities and denying him the ability to move. She had seen ants in the jungle do the same thing to scorpions that were ten times their size. Four of the attackers, including the woman she had battled, were on the floor and she didn't need her medical training to recognize that they would never get up again.
From the moment they had come crashing in, Molly had known that these people had nothing at all to do with the Fraternis Maltae, nor was there any question about whether this assault was a coincidence. These were the same people that had attacked them at the museum, the people she had thought of as "zombies." These were the travelers whose flight had been intercepted and who had been hypnotized by the man who believed himself to be the Child of Skulls. They were, Molly realized, innocent victims in the skull man's game, deprived of volition and turned into mindless automatons.
As a doctor, her duty to them was to treat their affliction — her father had shown that it was possible to break through the hypnotic spell — but instead she had killed one of them. She had sworn an oath the do no harm and then she had turned around and stabbed a broken bottle into an innocent woman's skull.
With a roar, Hurricane stripped his assailants off and wrapped his massive arms around the squirming bodies. One or two managed to get an arm free and beat at his face, but the crushing embrace quickly starved them of both oxygen and the will to fight. One of the pair that had come through first, still half-tangled in the drapery, left off beating the already unconscious Christy and leaped to their rescue, but Hobbs spun one of his attackers into the man's path.
"Hurricane! We can't win here. Not without killing them all. We must flee."
Through the haze of violence and rage that surrounded him, the big man somehow heard his friend's exhortation. With a mighty heave, he pitched the mass of bodies back through the gaping window. Then, just as quickly, he snatched Christy and Winterbourne out of the ruins and slung them onto his shoulders. "Molly girl! The door!"
Molly was already moving, galvanized into action, not by Hurricane's shout, but rather by what her father had said; the only way to avoid killing these poor souls was to flee. She threw open the front door, half expecting to find the rest of the people from the plane waiting there, but thankfully the way was clear. Hurley muscled past her, clearing the way like a charging bull, while Hobbs took her hand and led her along at a brisk jog.
But the fight was far from over.
Hurricane kept moving, down the porch steps, past the squirming heap of bodies piled in front of the shattered window and into the street. The car that had brought them was parked across the way but there was no sign of the driver from the Trevayne Society. Molly was immediately suspicious and she suspected Hurley was as well, but if their foes had set a trap for them, they would have to deal with it directly.
By the time she and Hobbs reached the street, the surviving intruders were up and moving again. The injuries they had sustained could not help but slow them down, but they were immune to pain or exhaustion; nothing would stop them from carrying out the orders of their master.
Then things got worse.
From half a block away, a pair of automobile headlights blazed to life, casting their beams straight down the center of street. There was a screech of tires as the unseen driver punched the accelerator pedal. Transfixed by the spears of illumination, Molly froze, just for an instant, but it was enough. Hobbs, still tightly gripping her hand, was unaware that she had stopped and as he continued forward he yanked her off her feet. She spilled headlong into the street, directly in the path of the onrushing car.
Hobbs nearly went down as well, but somehow managed to make catching himself look graceful. He danced back a step and scooped her up in his arms, but even he was not fast enough to recover the moment or two lost in her fall. Now it was only a question of whether the gang of attackers would reach them before or after the car ran them down.
But then, at the last instant, the headlights swung to the side and so did the front end of the car. There was another squeal of rubber on pavement, much closer and much louder, but not loud enough to hide the sound of bones crunching against metal. Bodies flew in all directions — some were propelled up the street, some were hurled into the air, up and over the top of the sedan and one went under.
Before Molly could fully grasp the enormity — the horror — of what she had just witnessed, the door of the car was thrown open. The man inside had a youthful, earnest face; but for his dark hair, she might have mistaken him for Dodge. "Get in!"
This time, both Hobbs and Hurricane did hesitate. Up until that moment, they understood every aspect of the situation, but the unexpected help from a stranger represented a complete unknown.
"Come on," urged the man. "There's more of them heading this way."
Hobbs was still searching the man's face for some sign of deception when Hurricane sprang into motion. "They've sabotaged our car," he explained to Hobbs, even as he opened the rear door of the idling car and heaved the inert forms of Winterbourne and Christy inside. "The driver's dead; neck broken."
That was enough for Hobbs. He set Molly down and steered her toward the open door. She didn't need his urging. Their young savior was alone in the car; if he did have some malign intent, she had no doubt that her father and Hurricane Hurley could deal with it. More than anything, she just wanted to get away from the scene of so much carnage. She slid in next to the driver and her father followed. She felt better immediately as the car door slammed shut.
"Go!" Hobbs ordered in his quiet but irresistible way.
The young man behind the wheel nodded and stomped down on the gas pedal. The car shuddered as one of the rear wheels rolled up and over something — Molly didn't want to think about what it might be — and picked up speed. In a matter of seconds, they were away.
Hobbs craned his head around to search for signs of pursuit.
"No need to worry," offered their rescuer. "They came in two cars. This is one of them and I cut the tires on the other. I think you're safe."
"Thanks to you." Hobbs' remark was almost sarcastic. "May I ask how you came to be involved in all of this?"
The man didn't seem at all offended by the priest's suspicious tone. "Just bad luck really. I was on my way home from the pub when those blokes pulled up. It looked like they were up to no good, so I hung back. They went for your friend waiting by the car first."
His voice became more subdued. "When he saw them, he waved his gun at them, but they didn't stop. He got a shot off, then they were on him… Nothing I could do to help him. Then they went for that flat. I guess you know what happened then."
Hobbs uttered a noncommittal grunt.
"We owe you our lives," Molly offered hastily. "Thank you."
The man returned a smile. "Just so long as you're on the side of the angels. You're Yanks, right?"
She nodded. "From New York."
"Sorry about how your holiday turned out. Should I find a constable for you?"
"I think you'd better take us to the hospital instead."
"No," Hobbs declared in a flat tone. "We can tend to our wounds on the plane. The sooner we're away, the safer we'll all be."
"You're not suggesting we take Reg and the old geezer along for the ride?" asked Hurricane from the back seat. "I suspect they might have an objection to being shanghaied off to India."
"We can put them off along the way. But right now, the safest place for them is with us."
"India?" The driver whistled. "You lot do get around."
Hobbs, perhaps realizing they had already revealed too much, quickly said, "It might be best for you to drop us off where we can get a taxi on to our final destination. And then I'd suggest you abandon this vehicle and forget about all of this."
"You'll get no argument from me." He then glanced at Molly. "Though I'm not bloody likely to forget riding to your rescue, Miss…?"
"Molly." She extended a hand to him. "And you are?"
The driver took her hand and touched it almost reverently to his lips. "Call me Ishmael."

CHAPTER 15 — LORD OF DESTRUCTION

The man whom Jocasta called Schadel, made only one detour as he fled the Outpost. He turned down the siding where the now defunct Float Car had been stashed and retrieved his thrall Burton, otherwise known as Captain Elliot Berlitz, formerly of Pan American Airlines. He directed the metallic sphere down and snatched up the bound pilot without even stopping, engulfing him the way a macrophage consumes an invading bacterium. He then steered back into the main passage and shot like a bullet over the heads of the soldiers that were cautiously advancing into the ice tunnel. Only when he was clear of the Outpost, with the vast expanse of Antarctica flashing beneath him, did he untie Berlitz.
"Get your map out," he directed the pilot, "and show me where we are."
Berlitz, a living automaton, complied without hesitation or enthusiasm. As soon as he got a fix on their position from the stars overhead, he pointed to a spot on the map and then lapsed into a waiting silence. Schadel scanned the chart, locating a specific set of latitude and longitude coordinates that he had memorized and then showed it to Berlitz. "What's the most direct route to this point?"
The pilot gazed through the semi-transparent surface of the sphere, then turned to the right and pointed out across the dark ice. "That way."
Although he had not anticipated having to make his egress from the Outpost using such a ponderous mode of transport, Schadel had planned ahead. Because he didn't know the exact location of the secret Antarctic facility, he had arranged for several rendezvous points ringing the continent. It was a huge undertaking, involving almost half of the Third Reich's clandestine submarine fleet, but with the very fate of the world in the balance, no expenditure of effort or money was too much.
Content with his victory, Schadel commenced removing the theatrical make-up that had given him the face of a recently deceased FBI Agent named Thomas Fuller. His name was not Schadel, any more than it was Fuller, but the German word was the equivalent of his chosen nom de guerre: The Skull. He barely remembered his real name; it was a forgotten relic of his half-forgotten past. Everyone who knew him by that name believed he was dead and he was content to let the name remain where it was, adorning his cenotaph in the cemetery of his family manor in the English countryside.
One upon a time, he had thought to call himself "the Great Beast." In his youth, he had dallied with the occult. Following a disturbing encounter with a gypsy fortune teller, he had sworn allegiance to the powers of darkness and set out upon the Left-hand path. In hindsight, it had been a rather juvenile thing to do, but then he had been little more than a boy at the time; a rebellious, spoiled young man, seeking an antidote to interminable boredom of his privileged upbringing. Yet, what had begun as mere thrill seeking had led to discoveries beyond his wildest imaginings.
He had trekked across the Himalayas, learning the secret of astral projection from yogis in high mountain monasteries. He spent a fantastic night in the Pyramid of Cheops, on the Giza Plateau in Egypt and nearly died in an ill-begotten quest to find a lost city in the Amazon Basin. But all of that was merely prelude to what he discovered when he gained access to the archives of the Trevayne Society in London and read the prophecy of the Child of Skulls.
At first, he did not grasp its full import. He took it to be symbolic, like the Book of the Apocalypse. He did not seriously entertain the notion that the Child of Skulls might be an actual person, much less imagine that it might actually refer to him. But all that changed with the coming of the Great War.
There were many in those days who believed the End of Days had come; that the Four Horseman had been set loose upon the world, as first the war and then the pandemic Spanish Influenza, cut a bloody swath across the world. At the time however, the young man's attention had been focused elsewhere.
Because he was the son of a Lord of the Realm, his commission as an officer was obligatory and while he had little interest in pleasing his father, death in No Man's Land was preferable to being cut off from his family's wealth. Not that he had to worry about being sent to the trenches. A polyglot and an experienced world traveler, he spent hardly any time at all in uniform and was instead tapped to work in military intelligence; he was to be a spy. The assignment suited him well, for he had spent his entire life deceiving those closest to him. Then, one summer day in 1915, everything changed forever.
He had been sent to Ludwigshafen, to sabotage and if possible, destroy one of the major facilities being used to produce chlorine gas weapon cylinders. So successful was he in the craft of espionage that no one suspected that he was responsible for the gas explosion that killed half-a-score of chemical plant workers and released a toxic gray-green cloud that rolled across the Rhine and made everyone in the nearby town of Manheim sick for several days thereafter. No one suspected him because he was one of the victims.
He had come to the plant posing as a textiles merchant, intent on purchasing a quantity of dye. Chlorine was a by-product of dye manufacture, so the plant served dual purposes. During his visit and tour of the facilities, he had excused himself just long enough to plant several small explosive devices, all set to detonate many hours later, when he was well away. But something had gone wrong. Perhaps one of the timing clocks had malfunctioned or perhaps a curious plant worker had discovered one of the charges and inadvertently set it off. Whatever the cause, he had been caught in the ensuing death cloud.
The training he had once received from Indian yogis saved his life. When he heard the blast and saw the miasma rolling toward him, he put himself in a trance state, where he could survive for more than an hour on a single lungful of air. He woke from the trance when they came to retrieve the bodies, glimpsing the gas-masked face of the firemen in that single lucid moment before the pain consumed him.
It was eight weeks before the hospital staff finally let him see his reflection. While he had escaped the kind of internal damage most often associated with poison gas exposure, the chlorine had left him horribly disfigured. His hair was gone, the follicles permanently destroyed and not so much as an eyelash remained. His skin had been bleached bone white and the flesh beneath and even the relatively soft cartilage of his nose and ears had wasted away.
Those who would later have occasion to deal with him would believe that he hid his true face beneath a skull mask; in truth, the skull was his true face.
Yet, even as he feigned despair at the changes wrought upon his flesh, what he saw in the mirror was not the tragic outcome of misfortune, but a vision of what was to come… of what he was prophesized to become.
He was content to remain in Germany. His time was divided between learning how to use theatrical cosmetics to hide his damaged appearance and researching ancient lore in the libraries of Nurnberg. In less than a decade he had become both a master of disguise and a master of occult lore. And as his adopted country was ground under the heel of the Treaty of Versailles, he discovered fertile ground in which to sow the seeds of the coming destruction of which he was destined to be the chief architect.
He worked always through proxies, identifying men whose frustration — either at the current state of affairs or simply at their own impotence — had led them to the brink of taking radical action. It required only a gentle nudge to set such men in motion and only a few whispered suggestions to guide them. He found his most willing acolytes in the membership of the Thule Society, a group of pampered dilettantes playing at being magicians; he understood such men very well and knew exactly what was required to start them down the path. But manipulating men who were already given to the pursuit of mysteries and mysticism could only take him so far. Fulfillment of the prophecy would require controlling minds on a massive scale and that could only be accomplished by seizing political power. This too proved far easier than he would have imagined thanks to the dire economic circumstances and smoldering fires of resentment resulting from Germany's defeat in the Great War, as well as an ancient and abiding tribal hatred of the Jewish race.
In all that he set out to do, he was successful; all of the pieces were in place and yet something was missing. It was within his power to unleash Hell on earth, but his ultimate goal was to become the Lord of Hell itself. His occult studies spoke of ancient civilizations that possessed the means to open the door between worlds and he sent forth his acolytes into the far-flung corners of the world in order to possess their secret. Much to his dismay, while his archaeologists returned empty-handed, his spies in the U.S. government revealed that the key was there… or rather, in the hands of Dodge Dalton.
He regarded the length of metal in hands. Though he had possessed it only a short time, he intimately understood how to unleash its energies, but now a new obstacle had arisen in his path. While he at last possessed the key, he was unsure of where to find the lock. The untimely arrival of soldiers at the Outpost had prevented him from delving into its secrets, but he did not doubt the answer could be found elsewhere.
In fact, he knew exactly where to look.
* * *
The first thing General Vaughn did after entering the chamber was to have Dodge and the others tied up. He fixed Dodge in his stare even as he finished the command. "Sergeant Baughman, if one of them so much as opens his mouth to cough, you will beat him senseless with your rifle butt."
Dodge glanced at the column and the growing puddle of melt water and remembered what Newcombe had said, Three hours until the Outpost is destroyed and then more ominously, It might be heating up faster than that.
For his part, Newcombe showed no hesitation in drawing the general's attention to the unfolding crisis. "General Vaughn, you've got to listen. We're all in great danger."
As soon as he started talking, Dodge saw something flash in the eyes of the soldier tasked with keeping them quiet. With barely concealed glee, the sergeant hefted his Garand and drew back to carry out his standing orders.
"As you were, Sergeant," barked Vaughn. The eager light in the sergeant's eyes turned to a flicker of disappointment, but he relaxed stepped back. The general strode forward until he was face to face with the scientist. "Well, well, Newcombe. For an educated man, you've made some pretty stupid decisions."
A perplexed expression crossed the scientist's countenance. "Actually General, given the circumstances, my decisions were sound. If you'd just take the time to listen, you would see that."
Vaughn rolled his eyes. "Gag him."
Newcombe did not seem to understand that his direct manner had been interpreted as impertinence, but he quickly continued. "General, please. You need to hear what I have to say."
The officer glanced from Newcombe to Dodge and back again. "Sergeant, take these two topside and secure them. I'm going to give Dr. Newcombe another chance to explain to me why he shouldn't be shot for treason."
Dodge sensed that Vaughn's indulgence would not extend to him and held his tongue as he and Amelia — or rather Jocasta — were escorted by a squad of riflemen toward the tunnel mouth.
As soon as they left the domed chamber behind, Dodge felt his sense of urgency begin to erode. Without the constant reminder that the strange metal column was heating up, it was hard to believe that they could be mere hours from the catastrophic destruction of the Outpost.
"May I ask a question, Sergeant…Baughman, was it?" Jocasta's accent seemed more pronounced and her tone that was almost seductive in its innocence.
Dodge held his breath in anticipation of a violent reprisal, but instead the burly soldier leading their procession flashed a flirtatious smile. "Fire away, sweetheart."
"I was just wondering how you found us here. I thought that this location was being kept secret from the Army."
The sergeant chuckled. "We've been tailing you since you left the States. The general committed dozens of airplanes to following you."
"It's always been my understanding that aeroplanes don't function terribly well in this environment." She flashed a sly wink at Dodge. "Ours certainly didn't."
"Well, the general knew you'd be coming this way. He whistled up a couple of Tin Gooses…Geese?" The sergeant puzzled over this for a moment, then continued. "Trimotors that were already specially outfitted for polar conditions and he sent them ahead to Little America with the advance party. We‘ve been following you the whole way."
Despite his conflicted emotions at learning the true identity of the woman posing as a reporter, coming on the heels of Fuller/Schadel's treachery, Dodge felt an unexpected surge of hope as he listened to the exchange. If the real Jocasta was anything like the woman who had outwitted Captain Falcon in his semi-fictional account, then what he was witnessing now was the beginning of her escape attempt.
Jocasta did not press her advantage too hard. To avoid suspicion, she hid the salient questions in the flow of conversation. She teased and flirted with the sergeant and as they progressed into the main network of tunnels, she gradually engaged the other soldiers. Dodge stayed out of the conversation and only listened half-heartedly. His thoughts were consumed by the ticking of his wristwatch — which he was unable to see since his hands were tied together with parachute cord behind his back — or perhaps more accurately, the rising mercury in an invisible thermometer. How hot was the metal pillar now? How much time remained before the hypothesized explosion shattered the Outpost? How long until it was hot enough to melt through the earth's crust?
The journey to the surface seemed to take forever. Dodge had never made this traverse on foot and had no real concept of how many miles of ice lay between the center of the Outpost and its entrance. The walls were still glowing blue, but tunnels that seemed familiar when whooshing by at fifty miles an hour looked completely alien at a walking pace. The soldiers followed guide marks chiseled in the ice at junctions, a course evidently worked out by trial and error.
Jocasta was still fully engaged in friendly conversation with their captors when they passed through the unnaturally perfect opening in the ice that was the threshold of the Outpost. Surprisingly, the tunnel no longer let out onto the vast Antarctic wilderness, but instead was completely covered by an enormous structure. It was a huge tent, as vast as a circus big top, with heavy olive drab canvas panels that whipped and popped as the wind outside battered the exterior. The canopy covered an area at least the size of a football field. Dozens of battery powered electric lamps had been hung on the upright wooden support poles that were interspersed throughout the enclosure and at the far end of the tent, two Ford Trimotor airplanes were parked, wingtips almost touching and noses pointing inward.
Dodge let out a low whistle and broke his silence. "You fellows have been busy."
Sergeant Baughman looked at him sideways, as if trying to decide whether or not to butt-stroke him. "Amazing what you can do with enough manpower."
"How many of you are there?"
"Enough questions." The scowling sergeant directed his subordinates to settle the captives on the edge of a pallet that still held a three fuel drums. "Private Jessup, you stay here and keep an eye them."
One of the young riflemen croaked, "Just me, Sergeant? I mean, by myself?"
"General Vaughn wants us to get back to the search. Why? This too big a job for you?"
"Sergeant, you know that's Dodge Dalton."
"Who?" It was difficult to tell whether Baughman was being sarcastic.
"He writes the Captain Falcon stories."
Dodge felt a glimmer of hope. If the young soldier knew who he was, then it might be possibly to gain his trust. He kept his head down, careful not to do anything to validate the young private's concerns.
Baughman rolled his eyes. "You can ask for his autograph if you want. Just don't untie his hands."
As the squad marched back into the Outpost, the lone warden glared down at Dodge. "I like your stories, Mister Dalton, but I've got my orders. You try anything, an' I'll shoot you sure as the sky is blue."
Jessup's faint accent reminded Dodge of Hurricane Hurley's Appalachian drawl; it was a bittersweet association. As he pondered how to make his play, he felt Jocasta lean against him. "You write stories about Zane?"
"I assumed you knew already." The words were out of his mouth before he registered the familiarity of her question. Zane, not Captain Falcon. Of course, she knew him. They were romantically involved…but that was just a story, wasn't it?
"I have a confession," she continued. "Before I followed you to Washington, when I was in New York, I… well, you might say that I visited with Brian and Nathan."
Dodge's heart skipped a beat. "They're alive? Hurricane and the Padre? And Molly?"
"A red-haired girl? Yes, she was with them. They're all quite safe."
For the first time in days, Dodge felt something like joy crack the ice around his heart. He wanted to ask for more detail, but the words couldn't get past the lump in his throat. Jocasta appeared not to notice. "Nathan spoke of a prophecy; something about a 'child of skulls.' Apparently Schadel believes he's some sort of apocalyptic Messiah. That's what this is all about."
Questions deluged his brain, each fighting to be the next words on his lips. Finally, one slipped through. "Are they coming?"
Jocasta sighed. "Dodge, you must realize that I wasn't working with Nathan and Brian. I took the Staff from them. They had no idea where I was going with it and until I followed Schadel's men to you, I didn't either."
A few steps away, Private Jessup tapped a Lucky Strike out of a pack as he followed the exchange with rapt attention. Dodge didn't know what to say.
"I overheard Nathan taking about a fraternal society in London," continued Jocasta. "Trevayne, I think it was. Never heard of them, but Nathan seemed to think that they had some insight into what Schadel was on about. I believe it was their plan to fly there."
"You said you thought Schadel might be working with the Nazis; do you think he'll take the Staff there? To Germany?"
Jocasta shrugged and then directed her gaze to Jessup. "Spare a fag, love?"
The rifleman's brow furrowed in confusion, prompting Jocasta to paraphrase her request with exaggerated enunciation. "May I have one of your cigarettes?"
Jessup grinned and knelt close enough to hold out the pack with his left hand, his right never leaving the rifle stock. He shook the packet until one of the cigarettes poked out a couple inches, then extended it so that Jocasta could take it in her lips. He then stashed the pack and brought out a Zippo lighter, which he managed to light one-handed with only a little difficulty.
She smiled around the cigarette, which caused it to bob away from the dancing flame. Jessup frowned and chased the tip for a few seconds before finally surrendering his grip on the Garand and bringing his right hand to better control the lighter. Then Jocasta reached up and put her hands around his.
The soldier's eyes widened in surprise, but that was all he had time for. Jocasta thrust the lighter toward his face, which caused him to instinctively recoil. As he sprawled backward, arms flailing, Jocasta sprang into motion. Like a circus acrobat, she rolled forward onto her hands and exploded into a handspring that thrust her high into the air above the stunned rifleman and then brought her down like a hammer on his chest, driving the breath from his lungs. Though he must have outweighed her by a good eighty pounds, Jessup was completely immobilized. Her knees closed like a vise on either side of his neck, while her feet hooked under his armpits, forcing his arms away and preventing him from throwing her off. His face went purple as the oxygen supply to his brain was cut off and then about thirty seconds later, his bulging eyes rolled back in his head and his struggles ceased.
Jocasta spat the unlit cigarette out. "Filthy habit. You really should give these things up, soldier boy."
It wasn't until she glanced back at him, smiling triumphantly, that Dodge realized his jaw had dropped. "That was impressive," he finally managed to say. "Did you…uh, is he going to be okay?"
"He'll live to smoke another day." She held out one of her hands, allowing the length of parachute cord to dangle freely and then used it to lash the supine man's wrists together.
"How long did it take you to untie your hands?"
She laughed and then took Jessup's bayonet from its sheath on his belt. "Not long. They were rather dainty knots."
Dodge tested his own bonds, which were so tight that his fingertips had gone numb. Even after Jocasta sliced them apart with the bayonet, it was several minutes before the feeling returned.
"So, now what?"
Her question was even more surprising than the abrupt actions which had secured their release. The jewel thief he had written about in "The Caviar Caper" would never have asked anyone for direction, much less do anything that wasn't entirely self-serving. On the other hand, intentionally or not, she had brought the Staff to Schadel. And I brought Schadel to the Outpost.
He massaged his wrists, trying to rub sensation back into his hands as he pondered her question. There were two answers; two paths to take, two choices to make. Go after Schadel and possibly sacrifice Newcombe, Vaughn and all of his soldiers. Or, try to rescue the people presently in the Outpost, at the risk of letting Schadel destroy the world. When you put it that way…"We've got to get that Staff back."
A faint smile, like a nod of approval, touched Jocasta's lips. "Lead on."
* * *
"This is how it's going to work, Dr. Newcombe." Vaughn had not permitted the scientist to do much more than raise his hands in protest. "I know that you think of Mr. Dalton as a friend, but your loyalty is misplaced. He's been holding you back. He restricted your access to this technology and his decisions not only prevented you from utilizing it for national security, but have also led us to this sorry state of affairs. I know about the theft of the device from New York. It's probably in the hands of a foreign power now."
Newcombe nodded, but before he could say anything the general continued. "What's important is that we're here now and the army is in control. Not…" He paused for emphasis, "Mr. Dalton. Now, if you're loyalty to him is such that you'd like to share a prison cell with him, let me know. Otherwise, I suggest you get to work doing the job the taxpayers hired you to do. Figure out how this technology works and show us how to use it."
Newcombe kept shaking his head and finally managed to get a word out. "General, you don't understand. This place is about to be destroyed and if we don't leave very soon, we'll be destroyed with it."
"Destroyed?"
The scientist pointed to the metal column. "That is the power source for all the technology and it's starting to heat up. Put your hand out. Feel it?"
The general held his hand out close to, but not touching the pillar. "So?"
"The temperature is rising. It should be ice cold, but it's at least body temperature." His forehead drew into an anxious crease. "It is heating up much faster than I thought. It's like a self-destruct mechanism, heating up and melting into the ice. It's gone from freezing — thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit — to almost one hundred degrees in the space of about twenty minutes. That's about three degrees a minute. When it reaches the boiling point, two hundred-and-twelve degrees, which will happen in about forty more minutes, this whole place will either melt away or blow up."
Vaughn searched for some hint of deception in the other man's face. "Forty minutes you say? That should be time enough for you to figure out how to shut it off."
"General, the only power that can shut it off just left here. It's probably on its way to Germany now."
Vaughn set his jaw. "I did not move heaven and earth to find this place, just to run away at the first sign of trouble. Now you're the expert on this technology. Find a way to get control of it."
"Well…" Newcombe scratched his frizzy head. "Maybe there's another set of keys here somewhere."
"That's the spirit. I've got my soldiers searching every inch of this place. If there's—" The sound of shouts from the tunnel interrupted Vaughn's assurance. He turned his aide de camp and made no effort to hide his annoyance. "Find out what's going on."
The young lieutenant hurried toward the exit, but even before he reached it, he could hear the message being yelled out by a runner. "Sir! They've stolen a plane!"
"Who—?" Vaughn's eyes widened as he realized the answer to his own question and when he said it aloud, it sounded like a curse. "Dalton!"
* * *
Newcombe glanced at the out of breath soldier — the messenger who had brought news of the theft of one of the planes. Vaughn had instructed him to remain behind, guarding the scientist, before rushing off to deal with the latest crisis. "Keep him here. Make sure he figures out what makes this place tick."
"Easier said than done," Newcombe muttered. But that was the military for you. Everything was an engineering problem to them; figure out how it works, take it apart and then figure out how to make more.
He held a hand out to the pillar again. Was it warmer now than it had been a few moments ago? He couldn't tell. It certainly felt hot to the touch, the way a person with a high fever might feel. "A thermometer would be useful,” he muttered. “I really should put some kind of field kit together.”
The ring of melt water surrounding the base of the pillar was getting larger and the drip from the high dome above was turning into a steady shower. Worse yet, the pillar now appeared to be actively sinking. It was hot enough now to melt the ice on contact and since it wasn't being cooled by the water, its weight was forcing it deeper.
The research he had done back at his laboratory at Fort George Meade had given him only a glimpse into the workings of the exoskeleton device Dodge had supplied, but as he had told Fuller — or whatever that fellow's name was — everything had a rational explanation. The exoskeleton did not operate in defiance of the laws of physics, but rather in concert with them. The same was true of the pillar; it had to be.
Of course, it hadn't seemed that way when he'd touched it. He had seen things in that moment; things which didn't exactly smack of science and rational thought. The very fact of the experience itself — of being transported into a sort of waking dream and seeing the memories of people who had been dead for thousands of years — was the stuff of fiction, not science. But such was his faith in science that he knew there was an explanation for it.
He shook his head, trying to remove the memory and tried to focus on the more immediate problem. He didn't doubt that the pillar would continue to heat up at least to the boiling point. What we weren’t so sure about was where it would stop.
In order for the pillar to continue to heat up, surrounded as it was by icy cold water, it had to be drawing an enormous amount of energy. He had long theorized that the flying device utilized the earth's own electromagnetic field as an energy source. That field was not well understood by scientists, but one thing was certain. It was not an infinite source of energy. As the pillar's temperature increased, its energy requirements would become exponential in nature. That meant that at some point, the energy required to raise the temperature one more degree would be more than the planet could supply. It was difficult to calculate exactly what that point would be. "I'll need a slide rule for that field kit," he murmured.
Of course, if the pillar was drawing its energy from the earth's magnetic field and continued to do so until it reached that critical threshold, then there would probably be dire consequences to that field. The north and south poles might flip. There was evidence to suggest such a thing had happened before in prehistoric times, with possibly catastrophic consequences. Or the earth might demagnetize altogether.
"Mustn't let that happen."
He was beginning to understand why Dodge had been so reluctant to entrust the secrets of the Outpost to the government. Vaughn had more than once made it clear that he was interested in the military application of the technology; what would the army do if given a weapon that could potentially destroy all life on earth? And once Pandora's Box was opened, there would be no putting the evils back in.
Then again, if he didn't figure out some way to stop what was happening here, none of that would matter.
"I think we're clear now," the guard announced, pulling the scarf away from his face and raising his goggles. "Well Doc, can you turn it off?"
Newcombe glanced over at the man, surprised at his familiarity and the familiarity of his voice, then did a double take. "Dodge!"
Dodge grinned back at him. "Couldn't very well leave you behind."
"So it was Jocasta that stole the plane?"
"No one stole the plane. I just said that to get Vaughn moving. With any luck, he'll call his troops back to the surface." He held a hand out to the pillar and winced as if it had burned him. "We're running out of time, aren't we?"
Newcombe nodded sadly. "My original estimates weren't even close. We've got less than hour until this reaches the boiling point. Very soon, we should see it start to sink quickly into the ice."
"Is there anything you can do to stop it?"
"Without the Staff?" He shrugged. "If we can find another one like it, maybe."
Dodge shook his head. "That's not going to happen. Not in the time we have left. We need to go, Doc."
Newcombe hesitated, gesturing to the pillar. He wasn't sure what exactly he was protesting; part of him wanted to continue observing this unique phenomenon. There was so much to be learned.
Dodge grabbed his elbow and started gently pulling. "Doc, unless you want to run all the way, we'd better get moving. Now!"
Dodge's sharp tone jolted him into motion. He tore his gaze away from the column and followed Dodge into the tunnel. By the time they reached it, the column had sunk another six inches into the ice.
* * *
As they moved through the ice tunnels at a jogging pace, Dodge told every group of soldiers he encountered that Vaughn had given the order to rally at the planes. "Spread the word," Dodge said. "The general wants everyone topside, in the next ten minutes."
With his face mostly concealed by his scarf and goggles and the hood of the parka he had liberated from Private Jessup, no one questioned his statement. By the time they reached the tent covering the entrance, Dodge and Newcombe were accompanied by ten other soldiers. He just hoped it was everyone.
As they passed through into the tent, Dodge removed his disguise. He needed the general to take him seriously; there was nothing to be gained by trying to fool him a second time. As it was, Vaughn was waiting, standing in front of the two Ford Trimotors with another group of soldiers. Although he picked Dodge out of the arriving group, Vaughn did nothing; he simply stood, rooted in place and smoldering with rage.
"How much time left, Doc?"
Newcombe checked his wristwatch. "Five minutes; maybe more, maybe not."
Five minutes. Barely even time to get the planes running and off the ground.
"You should have just taken the plane, Dalton." Vaughn's taunt was accompanied by a gesture that sent the waiting soldiers swarming toward Dodge and Newcombe. The troops that had followed them to the surface quickly overcame their own confusion and added their guns to the effort.
Dodge did not resist as his arms were seized. "I couldn't just leave you all to die here, General."
"Where's the woman?"
Dodge affected surprise. "You mean she's not here?"
"General, we have to leave," Newcombe broke in. "We've got a few minutes at best."
Vaughn's jaw began moving as if he were trying to chew up the humiliation of admitting that it might be time to retreat. "I suppose she's here somewhere with a rifle aimed at my head."
"Not quite." Dodge broke the staring match with Vaughn to cast a glance up to the wing of one of the Trimotors.
Jocasta Palmer sat there, like a spectator at a ball game, but in one hand she something that looked like a strange fruit — an oblong ball of crenelated metal. A metal ring, with a long pin attached, dangled from a finger of her other hand. A collective gasp went up from the assembled troops as they recognized the object: a Mark II hand-grenade with its safety pin removed. She waved to the crowd, displaying the pin like a charm. Vaughn, to his credit, did not even flinch.
"General, you've won. The Outpost is yours." Dodge spread his hands in a gesture of surrender. "If we're wrong, you can come back and take whatever you please. But if we're right, everyone here is going to die."
Vaughn was not about to accept anyone dictating terms. "Tell your lady friend to make that grenade safe, then we'll talk. And you're still in custody."
Dodge nodded to Jocasta who, with an almost disappointed expression, proceeded to thread the pin back into place. He wanted to tell Vaughn that the grenade was the least of his worries, but before he could say anything, the ice heaved under his feet and his world dissolved into chaos.

CHAPTER 16 — HARBINGER

More than four hundred feet below the entrance to the Outpost, the metal column had long passed the boiling temperature of water. At first, it had merely penetrated straight down, like a nail driven into a piece of wood. But even before the column had completely sunk into the ice, the unstable area around the pillar expanded outward and despite the fact that it was perfectly balanced, the metal shaft tilted and fell against the side of the spreading pool, increasing the area of contact. In a matter of minutes, the entire length of the pillar had dipped below the surface of the newly formed oblong hole in the floor of the domed chamber. And once it reached two-hundred-and-twelve degrees Fahrenheit, the water in that hole instantly boiled away to steam.
A massive fog cloud formed in the domed chamber and immediately began condensing into droplets that ran down the underside of the dome or simply fell like rain onto the floor. A wave of superheated steam raced up the spiraling tunnel that had earlier opened for Jocasta, melting everything it touched. For a few seconds, the pillar was dry and lay inert on the smooth ice, demonstrating an example of the phenomenon Newcombe had earlier described — the Leidenfrost Effect. In reality, the column was resting on a layer of water that was being cooled by the ice underneath even as the metal above raised it to the boiling point. Like an ice cube thrown onto a hot griddle, it was a condition that could not be indefinitely sustained, but for those few moments, an eerie calm settled over the domed chamber. Had there been anyone present, they would have recognized it as the calm before the storm.
High above the fallen pillar, the constant melting both on the underside of the dome and in the spiral tunnel, reached a critical threshold. Once begun, the total collapse took only a few seconds. The roof of ice tumbled down in an avalanche that completely buried the metal pillar and shook the ice for miles in every direction. In an instant, the intricate honeycomb network of tunnels that comprised the Outpost and which had withstood the natural forces of glacial hydraulics for untold millennia, were completely shattered.
But the worst was yet to come.
* * *
Dodge found himself face down on the heaving ice. His first impulse was to remain where he was, hugging the ground until the quake subsided. Then his legs suddenly dropped away into a spreading crevasse and he was found himself scrabbling just to stay alive. His fingers clawed at the ice, but he could find no purchase and as the ice crumbled beneath him, he felt himself slipping.
Then, miraculously, someone came to his rescue. Hands clamped around his wrists, arresting his slide. He looked up and saw Newcombe, his bespectacled face contorted with the strain of holding Dodge at the brink. Dodge gave him a nod of encouragement and then felt the strain on his arms increase as Newcombe began pulling him up. While he may not have possessed the strength of a Hurricane Hurley, he more than made up for it with sheer determination.
The quake had abated, but the pandemonium continued to unfold in the ruins of the enormous shelter tent. Several of the support poles had either collapsed or disappeared into the numerous fissures and the remaining supports and tension lines were creaking under the constant assault of the wind outside. Many of the lights illuminating the interior were scattered on the ice and now cast weird shadows on the undulating fabric overhead. It took Dodge a few minutes to discover just how much damage the quake had caused.
Six of Vaughn's soldiers were gone, fallen into the four enormous cracks that had fractured the ice floor beneath them. A few of the remaining troops had, like Dodge, almost been lost and were now being rescued by their comrades. Others of their number were searching the crevasses for some indication that the missing men were still alive, but even if there were survivors, a recovery was beyond their capacity; the depths to which the men had fallen were beyond the reach of both their lights and their ropes.
Vaughn's loud bellow cut through the din. "Fall in! Give me a formation over here!"
Almost in unison, the soldiers looked up from their efforts, disbelief evident in their faces and then with visible reluctance, they made their way across the shattered ice to assemble in two ranks in front of their superior. It was only then that Dodge saw what else had happened in the quake.
The fissure that had almost claimed Dodge, continued to the far end of the tent and half-swallowed one Ford Trimotor aircraft; the same one on which Jocasta had concealed herself. The plane's tail section and the starboard landing gear strut had dropped into the crevasse, which had caused the starboard wing to collapse down onto the ice. Dodge realized that Jocasta was still there, hanging onto the endangered plane for dear life.
Vaughn paid no heed to Dodge or any of his companions, but instead directed his men to begin moving the surviving Trimotor out of the tent. "I want to be in the air in five minutes," he shouted. "Get moving!"
Dodge and Newcombe meanwhile rushed to help Jocasta. "Well, Findlay, you certainly called that one right," she observed as she slid down from her precarious perch on the fuselage.
"Actually, I expected something much bigger," Newcombe replied, his eyes getting that distant look. "I wonder…"
"I wonder how many people that plane will hold."
The general must have heard Dodge's remark, for he turned on his heel and stalked toward them. "I'm afraid there's only enough room for my troops and Dr. Newcombe. You and your girlfriend are going to have to stay here for now, but don't worry. We'll be back for you in a couple days."
Dodge bit back a caustic reply.
Jocasta did not appear to be the least bit concerned, but offered a wry smile. "Chivalry is dead, I see."
Newcombe on the other hand made no effort to hide his outrage. "You can't just leave them here."
"It's going to be a push to make it back to Little America as it is. Every extra pound reduces our chances of survival. And I'm not going to risk the life of my men for a couple of criminals."
"Then I'll stay behind. Give my seat to Jocasta."
"Findlay!" gasped Jocasta. For just a moment, the she seemed truly awestruck. Then she regained her composure and looked down her nose at the general. "Thanks for the offer, Findlay Dear, but I only travel first class."
"Well if they're staying, I'm staying." Newcombe put his hands on his hips and faced Vaughn defiantly.
A gust of bitterly cold wind rushed into the tent as the soldiers pulled apart the flaps and the general glanced over his shoulder as his men began dragging the remaining functional Trimotor out into the open. As soon as it was the wings were clear, the starter fired with the sound of a gunshot. As the roar of the Wright R-975 radial engine filled the tent, Vaughn turned back to Newcombe and shrugged. "Suit yourself."
Newcombe gaped as the general hustled toward the waiting aircraft. "Why that rotten… You rotten coward!"
Jocasta placed a restraining hand on his arm.
The scientist spat an obscenity better suited to a truck driver, then turned to Dodge. "He could have taken us all. The rotten coward."
"I know, Doc."
There was another crack as a second Coffman charge fired on the Trimotor and then another. With all three engines turning, the plane began rolling forward and was soon swallowed up in the perpetual winter darkness.
"How long do you suppose before he comes back for us?" asked Newcombe, his rage now merely simmering.
Jocasta laughed derisively. "He's not coming back. Not until he's sure we've frozen to death."
Dodge nodded. "I wouldn't bet against you on that. But it doesn't matter."
"Why not?"
"Because we won't be here." He glanced around the tent and his gaze finally settled on the entrance to the Outpost or rather the jumble of ice that now occupied the space where it had once been. “Doc, that quake…it wasn't quite the big bang you expected, was it?"
"No. If I had to guess, I'd say that was simply the ice collapsing under its own weight. Like a sinkhole. If anything, it's going to make matters worse. The ice will seal over, creating a pressure chamber."
"And how long before that happens?"
"It could happen at any moment."
"What do you mean, 'we won't be here'?" Jocasta inquired.
Dodge gestured at the disabled Trimotor. "We've got a perfectly good airplane right here."
"In case you hadn't noticed, it seems to have fallen into a hole."
"But other than that, it looks airworthy."
Newcombe shook his head. "Dodge, that plane probably weighs four of five tons. I doubt all of the soldiers working together would have been able to lift it free. You'd need a crane."
"I'm betting on brains being more powerful than brawn," said Dodge. He gripped Newcombe's shoulder in a gesture of encouragement. "I've got an idea."
* * *
As he outlined his plan, Dodge was glad that it was Newcombe listening. Hurricane, Molly and the Padre—well, maybe not the Padre— would either have regarded him with a wide-eyed "that's crazy" expression or else simply placed blind trust in his ability to take charge. But the scientist listened intently, providing exactly the right information to turn what would otherwise have been an impossible crazy hare-brained idea into… well, a maybe possible crazy hare-brained idea.
"We should check the plane for tools… a knife… anything that will make this easier."
"I've got some tools that might help," Jocasta supplied, removing a cloth wrapped bundle from the depths of her winter parka. She unrolled it to reveal an array of rods, wrenches and blades — the tools of her trade. Dodge found himself perversely taking mental note of the unique tools; perhaps they would one day play a role in a Captain Falcon story. That's wishful thinking, he thought mordantly.
Because of his scientific expertise and his adeptness at fine calculations, Newcombe took the lead, directing them where to place the long tent poles so as to maximize the amount of leverage. That of course was the easy part. Measuring, cutting and tying the ropes from the tent tie-downs, without accidentally removing a crucial anchor and allowing their only shelter to fly away in the constant, raging katabatic wind, was the real challenge. Dodge and Jocasta did everything he said, with implicit trust that he would not lead them astray and that confidence translated into a surety of action. It took only about five minutes for them to complete the preparations.
"Now for the tricky part," declared Newcombe, unnecessarily. The execution of the plan had always been the area of greatest uncertainty, for it would demand split-second timing and worse, require them all to be virtually in two places at once. The solution to the latter problem presented itself when Jocasta revealed that she still had the Mark II fragmentation grenade. The charge in the grenade itself was too big for their purposes, but the triggering charge in the fuse mechanism was perfect, provided of course that they moved fast enough.
There was no time for a rehearsal. They each moved to a different corner of the tent and waited for the signal. Because she was the only one of the three with experience using explosives, Jocasta would provide that signal.
Dodge held his blade to the anchor rope and watched as Jocasta knelt down and placed the explosive charge on the rope on her side. "When you see me start running," she had told him, "count to five and then cut."
Newcombe, on the same side as Dodge, but at the far end, would not see Jocasta start running, but he would see her when she reached the remaining rope opposite him. Nevertheless, when she pulled the safety pin and let the trigger spoon pop free, Dodge started shouting.
"Five…four…" Jocasta disappeared behind the Trimotor's fuselage, but he kept up the verbal count. "Three…two…one…cut!"
It was difficult to say whether the actions were perfectly synchronized. Dodge did not look up from his labors until the taut rope parted with a noise like a whip cracking. The entire side of the tent flew up instantaneously, but Dodge paid no attention to whether the same thing was happening at the other corners; he had already spun around and was sprinting for the plane.
He got about halfway before something struck him in the back and sent him sprawling forward. He knew what it was and knew that it had been one of those things that they should have accounted for when drawing up their hasty plan. By some miracle, he kept his footing and reached the tent pole that he had earlier jammed under the tail end of the Trimotor, where it had dropped into the crevasse. He saw, out of the corner of his eye, Newcombe reaching his position near the sunken front wheel, but then a blast of ice particles borne on the wind snatched his vision away. He could barely see the pole in his hands, but as it turned out, he didn't need to. Newcombe had said they would need a crane to lift the Trimotor out of the crevasse. Dodge had suggested something with almost as much power: the wind. They had turned the tent canopy into a makeshift parachute, which was tied securely around the tail and wings of the plane and once the anchor ropes were cut away, the Antarctic wind had filled it up like the sails on a clipper ship.
The tent poles were not so much for leverage as to guide the plane out of the fissure without causing more damage. Dodge could feet the change in resistance on the pole and knew the plane was moving. Somewhere in the whiteout above, the chute was pulling the plane forward. Dodge jammed down on the pole and then abruptly found himself face down on the ice.
So powerful was the wind that the Tin Goose was airborne for a few seconds before it slammed down onto the ice, well clear of the fissure. With the chute still full of air, the plane began rolling away.
Hugging his winter coat close, Dodge moved along the edge of the fissure until he found an elated Newcombe, still gripping his lever pole. "It worked!" the scientist cried, his voice barely audible.
"Of course it did! You're a genius! Now let's go catch it before it leaves without us!"
The plane was over a hundred yards away and still picking up speed when the rope connecting it to the tail section separated. The end of the makeshift kite flipped over and whipped out ahead of the plane. The wind drag continued to pull, but it wasn't enough to overcome the plane's inertia. And then, even before the aircraft came to a halt, the remaining line came apart and the tent canopy was whisked away to oblivion.
Despite the urgency of the situation, Dodge and Newcombe set a walking pace. In the low visibility conditions, at a dead run, they might easily miss the plane and spend the last few minutes of their lives wandering in the wintry wilderness. And as cautious as they were, they would have missed their destination if Jocasta had not been calling out to them from the relative shelter of the plane's rear hatch.
"Did you have to wait so long to cut the chute?" he complained, good-naturedly, once the hatch was shut behind them.
"You try monkeying about on the outside of a frozen metal plate in gale force winds," she countered.
Indeed, her role in the plan had been the most challenging. In addition to setting the grenade that had blown one of the anchor ropes and cutting another at exactly the same moment, she had also drawn the Herculean task of climbing onto the airframe and cutting the chute free before it dragged the plane all the way to the ocean or smashed it apart on the landscape.
All of them were chilled to the bone by their brief exposure to the elements and the cabin of the Trimotor, although heavily insulated for polar exploration, did little to warm them. But none of them needed to be reminded that the danger was far from past. Dodge remained in the rear cargo area only long enough to rub a little life back into his hands and arms, before moving up the center aisle to the cockpit.
The Tin Goose, like all of the vehicles that rolled of Henry Ford’s assembly lines, was strictly a no-frills affair. By comparison to the Catalina and some of the other airplanes that Dodge had become qualified to fly, it was quite simple to operate and yet there were some parts of it that were almost primitive. Most of the gauges were mounted on the engines, outside the aircraft and under normal circumstances would be visible through the side windows, windows that were presently obscured by a scrim of frost. Fortunately, there wasn’t much risk of the air-cooled engines overheating.
After a few minutes of familiarizing himself with the controls, he fired the starter on the main engine and the interior of the aircraft was filled with the throaty purr of a Wright radial engine. Dodge experimented with the levers and controls and when he felt a measure of confidence, fired the outboard engines. Only then did he realize that Newcombe and Jocasta were pressed up against the back of his chair, anxiously watching his every move.
“Better buckle up. I make no promises that we’ll still be alive in five minutes.”
Newcombe nodded and retreated to the passenger area, but Jocasta unexpectedly leaned closer. “What’s the fun of living if you don’t take a chance now and then?”
And then she kissed him.
He was so stunned that he didn’t think to push her away until it was already too late. The next thing he knew, she was sitting primly in the co-pilot's chair, fastening her safety belt. Her scent lingered on his lips. “Why did—?”
She smiled. “Just fly the plane, love.”
* * *
The Trimotor was still on the ice, picking up speed and perhaps fifteen seconds from lifting off, when the explosion Newcombe had been predicting finally occurred.
The interplay of heat from the source pillar and freezing conditions in the environment had created a sealed bubble. The pillar itself, now more than a thousand feet deep in solid ice and over three hundred degrees Fahrenheit, was now effectively sublimating everything it touched, transforming the ice directly into vapor. That vapor had risen up the sides of the cavity where it formed into ice crystals, but the process of deposition could not keep pace with the rapid evaporation. The natural processes were inadequate to the task of stabilizing the air pressure and there could be only one result: A steam explosion. The energy released in that instant was greater than any bomb ever devised; it rivaled a volcanic eruption for intensity.
A section of ice, much greater than the area that once defined the network of tunnels comprising the Outpost, was heaved skyward. The speeding Trimotor was hurled into the air, engulfed in a cloud of steam and ice shards. Then, like some kind of mythical creature struggling to be born from the fires of its own destruction, the plane emerged and winged away on its own power, outpacing the expanding nimbus of devastation.
Where the Outpost had once existed, there was now only a crater, a steaming caldera in the ice. The secrets of that ancient place — and indeed there were secrets that the very few humans to discover those tunnels had scarcely imagined, locked away in tunnels never found — were now gone forever, smashed into oblivion.
At the center of that ring of devastation, in a narrow vent that continued to hiss steam into the frigid air, the Source continued its downward journey. And the ever increasing cycle of destruction began its next evolution.

CHAPTER 17 — THE PILLAR OF THE ANCIENTS

Although he had asked to be let off at their first stop — the seaport of Nice, in the south of France — Sir Reginald made arrangements for the rest of the travelers to be met by a representative of the Trevayne Society upon their arrival at the Palam RAF Aerodrome near Delhi, India. Winterbourne, who was still on the mend from wounds suffered during the assault on his flat, had elected to remain with them for the duration.
"It's been too long since I was of any use to anyone," he had declared. "And this business of the skull child… well, let's just say I'd like to see it finished, one way or another."
Molly found that she enjoyed having the elderly gentleman along, enjoyed ministering to his injuries. Even so, it could not quite soothe her own hurts; the memory of that horrible attack and of her own actions, was like a sliver in her conscience, infected and festering, oozing poison into her dreams with each passing night. It didn't help that her father seemed to be growing more distant with each mile they traveled.
The uniformed man waiting for them at the aerodrome introduced himself as Chadwick or rather, "Colonel Graeme Chadwick, of His Majesty's Royal Air Force, at your service, sirs and madam."
Hurricane chuckled a little at the man's seemingly exaggerated military bearing, but Hobbs, dour as ever, simply said, "You were supposed to tell us something."
"Ah, so it's the old cloak and dagger routine, is it?" Chadwick laughed. "Jolly good. Let's see, I believe I the word for today was 'Rudyard.'
Hobbs nodded and Molly heard Winterbourne mutter under his breath, "'Go, bind you sons to exile.'"
Chadwick evidently heard him. "Indeed. It does rather feel that way sometimes. In any case, on behalf of the RAF and—" His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper—"the Trevayne Society, welcome to Delhi. The telegram did not specify your purpose here…"
"Sightseeing, actually. We'd like to visit the Iron Pillar."
"That old thing," Chadwick's smile was half-hearted. "Shouldn't be too hard to arrange. It's in the Qutab complex in Mehrauli."
"I know where it is," the priest replied tersely. "I've been there before."
Molly raised an eyebrow. She had assumed that her father, in his world traveling days, had visited India; how else would he have known of the Iron Pillar in the first place? But she knew him well enough to realize that the memory of that event in his past was causing him pain. She also knew that when Hobbs was in pain, he withdrew from everyone.
Chadwick seemed unfazed by the priest's brusque manner. "I've held rooms for you at the Imperial, but as it's still early, we can go there directly, if you'd like. It's only about ten miles from here."
Hobbs nodded mechanically. "We'd like."
Chadwick led them to his waiting staff car, a gray Lanchester saloon. He directed his driver, a handsome young Indian corporal, to remain behind with the aircraft in order to free up space in the car. Molly took the rear seat, sandwiched in between her father and Winterbourne, while Hurricane rode up front with the colonel. After the relatively cool and spacious environs of the plane, the interior of the car coupled with the warm humid air should have been stifling, but Molly found it strangely reminiscent of the Congo, where she had spent almost her entire life and in that familiarity she found a measure of comfort.
The breeze blowing in through the open windows carried with it the sounds and smells of a world that was nothing like the austere concrete landscape of Manhattan. The pungent odor of wood smoke, spices and animal excrement was oddly refreshing; she hadn't ever realized that she had missed it.
Though they both bore the unmistakable stamp of their colonial landlords, Delhi was nothing like the rugged backwater port of Leopoldville in the Belgian Congo — the nearest city to the rural mission where Hobbs had raised her. There had always been an undercurrent of desperation in the Congo, especially among the native population, who were virtually enslaved to their European overlords. India was…alive.
Enfolded by a juxtaposition of modern British buildings and magnificent ornamental Indian architecture, with arches and arabesques, the streets were teeming with activity. Chadwick was compelled to slow to a mere crawl as they pushed through a sea of pedestrians, oxcarts and rickshaws. Molly was dazzled by the array of colors swirling around her — red orange, saffron yellow and creamy jade. And yet, amid the bright hues, there was also misery and suffering. Naked beggars, many of them gaunt children, shared the street with fat merchants. Men in perfectly tailored suits and beautiful women wrapped in diaphanous saris walked seemingly unaware, past persons so ravaged by leprosy that it was impossible to tell whether they were men or women.
Winterbourne must have read the conflicting emotions in her gaze. "They call them dalits," he said. "The word literally means 'ground to pieces.' They are the outcasts, untouchables. Their life is one of unending suffering."
Molly was no stranger to human misery. It was woven into the fabric of life in the Congo and she had found it waiting for her in the Big Apple, where thousands of unemployed men and women lived in Hooverville shanties in the shadow of the tallest buildings in the world. But somehow, the contrast between rich and poor was much more pronounced. "Can't someone help them?"
"It's their way. The good or evil you do in this life will come back to you in the next. That’s called karma. It is one's duty… one's dharma… to play the hand he’s dealt."
"These people are paying for the sins of a past life? That's horrible."
Chadwick looked over his shoulder. "Actually, there is an effort afoot to improve their lot. A fellow named Gandhi has been working to end the oppression of the untouchables. He's even coined a new word for them: Harijan. It means 'Children of God.'"
"It's a sin to ignore the suffering of our neighbors. I've got to believe that's as true for karma as it is for Christianity." She glanced over at her father, hoping for an approving nod, but although Hobbs was sitting right next to her, he might as well have been in a different universe.
Hurley finally broke the awkward silence. "Looks like rain,"
* * *
Antarctica was now many hours and several hundred miles behind them, but it was hardly a distant memory for Dodge. The thought of what must be happening deep beneath the ice haunted him and the thought of what might happen kept him wide-awake behind the Tin Goose's control column long past the point when most people would have dropped from exhaustion.
If I sleep now, the world may die. And I'm not even sure I can stop it.
Despite what Jocasta had said about the man she called Schadel, he could not bring himself to believe that mere destruction was his aim. Self-preservation, not self-destruction, was the instinct of every creature. Despite the fact that Fuller — or Schadel or whatever his real name was — had deceived him from the outset and in the end even tried to kill him, he felt there had to be some kind of basis for reasoning with him, for convincing him to, if nothing else, put the brakes on the runaway engine of destruction he had set in motion.
If that was even possible.
As they waited for the plane to be refueled in Cape Town, they discussed their next move. Dodge expected the physicist to supply him with facts and figures and timetables, but what Newcombe revealed was even more unsettling.
"I touched that column," the scientist began, "and I saw things. Unbelievable things."
"You saw things? I don't understand."
"I don't understand either." He sounded bewildered. "I'm a scientist, I need to be able to understand how things function, but I never could figure out what made the things from the Outpost work."
"You once told me that the technology utilized the earth's magnetic field." Dodge recalled his first meeting with Newcombe, at the White House, of all places. "You mentioned principles similar to what Tesla proposed."
"It's one thing to know what is happening and quite another to know why. Yes, the devices did tap into that abundant energy, but I could never make sense of how they were able to do that. We can harness the energy of rivers to make electricity, but it requires dams and turbines and generators. The same is true of the earth's electromagnetic field. It's there and it's powerful, but that doesn't mean we can just reach out and take whatever we need.
"But that's exactly what these devices do and I could never explain how." Newcombe sighed and gazed out through the windscreen at the clear skies ahead. "Until I touched that column."
"You called it the Source," Jocasta supplied.
Dodge regarded her across the table. She seemed to have cast her lot with them, but Dodge was unsure of her motives. He had no reason to trust her and many reasons to be suspicious. In the end, Jocasta would do what was best for Jocasta above all else.
And of course, there was the kiss.
Surely it had been an impulsive thing; a good luck gesture and nothing else. What troubled him most about it was not the question of her motives, but rather his own uncertain reaction.
No time to worry about that now, he told himself.
Newcombe launched into his lecture. "Tesla theorized that it might be possible to take electricity out of the magnetic field using metal towers. The column served a similar function, acting both as a receiver and a transmitter. The flying devices did not draw their energy directly from the magnetic field, but rather from those columns."
"Columns?" Dodge asked. "There’s more than one?"
"Several actually, strategically placed at different points around the planet, to tap into the flow of electromagnetic energy. They were placed there thousands of years ago by the same prehistoric civilization that built the Outpost. Most, if not all of them, lie buried and forgotten, just like the people who built them, but they are still active."
"Could there be other places like the Outpost?" For just a moment, Dodge thought he saw a straw of hope to grasp at. "Maybe we could find the means to stop what's happening in Antarctica."
"It's possible I suppose. The ancients had a capital city; if we could find it, then I suppose we could…"
"But?"
"When I touched that column, it felt like I was remembering things that had happened to someone else. In this case, the memories of the men that lived and eventually died at the Outpost. They were not omniscient. They knew about the power network, but not necessarily where all the columns were located, much the same way that the average person on the street knows that the electricity they need for their light bulbs and radios comes from a power station and is delivered by copper wires, but may not know exactly where that power station is. I have memories of that city, but I don't know if I could find it. The world does not look the same way as it did ten thousand years ago."
"Schadel seemed awfully keen to learn where the city was," Jocasta said. "It was all he asked about."
"That makes sense. The real power would be at the heart of their empire, not some backwater station at the bottom of the world."
Newcombe continued to fidget, as if the conversation had once more escaped his control.
"Something else you want to add, Doc?"
"No, I agree. He probably wants to find the city for that purpose. But…well…yes, there's something else you need to know."
He took a deep breath. "Have you ever heard of atomic power? It's something that a number of scientists have been working to develop. I won't go into the details, but it is believed to be possible to release enormous amounts of energy by breaking apart atoms — infinitely small particles of matter. The problem is the best candidates for releasing such energy are transuranic elements, which are highly radioactive. You could receive a lethal dose of radiation just from being too close to these elements. And there are, even now, scientists who are trying to figure out how to use the process to build a bomb that could destroy an entire city and irradiate the landscape, making it uninhabitable for years to come."
"And that's what Schadel wants?" Jocasta asked. "Atom power?"
"No, you misunderstand. I merely meant to illustrate the risks inherent in trying to find greater sources of power. You cannot have something for nothing. And there are always unexpected consequences. That is what happened to the ancient civilization that built the Outpost. I told you that I could never figure out how the devices were able to make use of the earth's energy. When I touched that pillar, I finally discovered the answer.
"The men whose memories I experienced were wardens and the Outpost was a prison built to hold one extraordinary individual. He was their greatest mind; his genius was beyond the capacity of those men to comprehend; to them he was a magician. He found a way to open the door to other universes—"
"Other universes?" Dodge shook his head. "That's beyond science fiction, Doc. That's the stuff of fairy tales."
"In a way, you're absolutely right. It is almost certain that other universes exist, but everything about them would be completely alien to us. Our best attempt to understand such planes of existence would be to think of them as spiritual experiences; fairy realms, heaven and hell, wonderland. In fact, it seems likely that knowledge of these universes has shaped our mythology ever since… well, ever since the time of this ancient civilization.
"The prisoner at the Outpost discovered a way to open the door between these worlds, but that was only the beginning. His greatest accomplishment was in containing the entities that reside there and bringing them into our universe."
“Containing them?” Dodge saw the connection. "The strange metal."
"Exactly. I can't fathom how he did it, but this ancient scientist was able to trap those entities the way a child might catch fireflies in a jar."
"Or a genie in a lamp?" Jocasta suggested.
Newcombe inclined his head. "A very apt analogy. In this case, he trapped them in those columns. These entities are, like the universe they inhabit, beyond our ability to comprehend, but my hypothesis is that they are very reactive to focused human thought. They make it possible for someone using one of those metal devices to tap into the earth's energy. The flying devices do so in a very specific way, while the object that you call the Staff—"
"Is the master key," Jocasta finished. "But there would have to be more than one. You wouldn't ship something so important off to the ends of the earth if it was one of a kind."
"That's where you're wrong. You need to hear the rest. As you can well imagine, the entities on the other side did not appreciate being taken and used this way. They could not take physical action against their captors, because in truth, they do not have a physical existence, but they could manipulate the thoughts of humans who used their devices. Naturally, the scientist who made these discoveries was the first to be corrupted. He became their vessel and through him, a war was begun that nearly destroyed the earth. He was captured eventually and imprisoned in the Outpost, but the damage was already done. The risk inherent in the use of this technology was understood and so all of it was removed to the Outpost. Except of course for the columns, they were much too dangerous to move. Even that wasn't enough to save them; their civilization was completely destroyed."
Dodge chewed over this. "So Fuller…Schadel…basically used the Staff to tell the column to start heating up or maybe to destroy itself."
"Or it may be that the entity trapped within the column compelled him to give that command. Only by destroying the columns can their imprisonment end."
"And in order to destroy the columns," Dodge added, "they have to destroy the entire planet."
"Just like the prophecy," Jocasta murmured. "Schadel makes the earth uninhabitable."
Newcombe glanced at her, not comprehending, but Dodge steered the conversation back. "We have to assume that the Staff is the only thing that can stop this and that Schadel has the only one. We know he wants to find the ancient city, so that's where we have to go. Doc, you're the only one who's seen this place. The memories you experienced… there's got to be something in them that will help us."
"You mentioned mountains," Jocasta said. "Mountains running east to west. Process of elimination; how many can there be?"
"Hundreds." Newcombe closed his eyes, as if consulting a mental relief map. "But most of the major mountain ranges of the Western Hemisphere run north to south, so that narrows it down somewhat. Perhaps if I had access to a library and a stack of photographic magazines, I might recognize something."
Dodge bit his lip to hide his frustration. "I guess it's our only lead."
"There is another angle to consider," Jocasta said. "Schadel doesn't know where it is either. And it's him we're looking for."
"What are you suggesting?"
For the first time since he had met her, Jocasta looked uncomfortable. "Schadel believes he's the prophesized Child of Skulls, destined to bring the earth to ruin. Everything he does will be guided by his understanding of that prophecy."
"So you're saying we should learn as much as we can about the prophecy, so that we can outthink him?"
"That's what your friend the priest decided to do. They were going to London to visit this Trevayne Society. Now, I've never heard of Trevayne, but my contacts in London may be able to put us in touch with your friends."
Although it didn't sound like a solution to their immediate problem, for a fleeting instant, the prospect of seeing his friends again, of being with Molly again, filled him joy.
"However," Jocasta continued in a grave voice. "There's something else you need to know."
* * *
The heavens opened up.
In the space of only a few minutes, the streets filled with water and emptied of people. Lightning flashes danced in the black clouds that had appeared as if from nowhere and thunder rattled the steel canopy that was their only protection from the downpour. The gray Lanchester plowed through the deluge, more a boat than a car, but the six inches of water on the paving stones proved even more of an impediment than the traffic. A liquid curtain covered the windows faster than the windshield wipers could whisk the water away.
Chadwick stopped the car in the middle of the street. "Just give it a few minutes," he said. "It will clear up."
And clear up it did. It was as if someone had turned off the tap. Although the monsoon clouds still hovered above the city, throwing off thunderbolts like some angry god, the sky overhead was clear. The streets shed water, some of it running into the gutters and some of it evaporating in a haze of humidity.
"There it is." Chadwick pointed to the city skyline, now revealed as the shroud of water dribbled from the windshield. A tall reddish-colored tower, like a finger pointing at the sky, jutted above the city, directly ahead. "The Qutab Minar."
"That's the pillar?" Molly marveled. "It's enormous."
The Padre shook his head. "No, that's a Muslim minar — a prayer tower. The Iron Pillar stands in the courtyard of the Qutab Mosque."
"I thought the Iron Pillar predated Islam by hundreds of years."
"You are correct, madam," Chadwick supplied. "The Qutab Minar wasn't completed until the thirteenth century. But the Iron Pillar has always been very important to Delhi, so when a Muslim general conquered the city it must have seemed the natural place to build the first mosque. Sort of like planting your flag in the enemy’s front lawn."
The road from Palam to Mehrauli seemed to orbit around the tower, curving first to the south and moving in an out of populated areas as it wended back north. Chadwick finally pulled off the main road and navigated the narrow streets until arriving at the offices of the Indian Archaeological Survey, a white colonial-style building that lay conspicuously in the shadow cast by the enormous tower that stood, perhaps only a few hundred yards, to the west. Several rickshaws were parked in front of the building and even before Chadwick was out of the car, he was swarmed by a crowd of young boys offering souvenirs or guided tours of the site. The officer barely seemed to notice them, shooing them away like they were flies, as he opened the rear door to let his passengers out.
They were met on the steps by a middle-aged Indian man wearing a dark gray suit complete with a waistcoat, seemingly in defiance of the heat. Chadwick introduced him as Dr. Chandra Pradesh.
"Delighted to make your acquaintance." Pradesh spoke with a lilting, almost sing-song voice, but his accent was indistinguishable from that of the other subjects of the Crown Molly had met. "Colonel Chadwick tells me you are interested in the Iron Pillar."
"We are," Hobbs answered. "May we see it now?"
Pradesh's brow creased. "I had hoped to persuade you to sit for tea."
"Brilliant!" Winterbourne declared. "Consider me persuaded, sir."
As eager as she was to unravel the mystery of the metal pillars, Molly was inclined to agree. It had been several days since she'd had anything like a formal meal; they had been more or less subsisting on tinned food and stale rolls since leaving New York. Even in London, they had barely taken the time to catch their breath.
Perhaps sensing her weariness, Hobbs assented and they followed Pradesh inside. The interior of the building was like a combination of a history museum with the lobby of a luxury hotel. Several ceiling fans beat the air above their heads, helping alleviate some of the heat and humidity. Their host guided them to a long table where a jovial looking Englishman in an immaculate white linen suit, rose to greet them.
"We are fortunate to have many guests today," Pradesh intoned. "This is Mr. Steven Savile from the Royal Geographical Society."
Savile's round face was beaming like the moon as he inclined his bald head to them. "Sirs and M'lady. I should correct Dr. Pradesh, however. I am not an official representative of the RGS. I am just a humble writer, doing a piece for their journal."
Molly noticed Hurricane studying Savile, searching his expression for any hint that he might be like one of the poor devil's that had attacked them and the New York museum and again at Winterbourne's flat. To her chagrin, she realized she had done the same thing and immediately felt guilty for having done so. It seemed her capacity for trust, for faith in the essential humanity of her fellow man, had also been a casualty of this life into which she had been drawn.
Though he held her chair for her, Hurley did not sit. "If it's all the same, Doc, I think I'd like to stretch these long legs. I feel like I've been sitting for a dog's age."
He cast a wink and a smile to the serving girl — a young woman in a vivid blue sari, carrying an ornate silver tea service — which earned him an infatuated giggle and then he was gone. Molly wasn't fooled by his manner. She knew he was about to go on a reconnaissance patrol, familiarizing himself with their surroundings, as if surveying a potential battlefield.
Hobbs moved right to the business at hand, seemingly unaware of the refreshments set out for them. "Are you an expert on the Pillar, Dr. Pradesh?"
Their host gave a wry smile. "You tempt me to be immodest, sir. But yes, I am fairly well versed in the history of our namesake relic."
"Namesake?" Molly mumbled through a mouthful of cucumber sandwich.
"Many believe our city owes its name to the Pillar. We say 'Dhilli,' which is a Hindi word that means 'loose.' The story goes that the Iron Pillar originally had a loose foundation and had to be replaced." Pradesh spread his hands equivocally. "That story is from the fourth century, in the time of the Tuar Rajput and is but one of many. People have lived here for more than two thousand years, but the name Dhilli first came to be used around the same period that the Iron Pillar is first mentioned."
Hobbs asked, "What of the Pillar's origins?"
"Ah, that also is the subject of many stories, but it is generally accepted that the Pillar was fashioned as a tribute to King Chandragupta II — there's an inscription to that effect on the Pillar itself. But it may be that it was already in existence prior to that and that the inscription merely represented a re-dedication.
"We know that the Pillar stood in a Jain temple — one of twenty-seven that occupied this site for many centuries prior to the Islamic conquest."
"Jain?"
Hobbs answered Molly's question. "An ancient ascetic faith, similar to Hinduism in many respects."
"The Jainists so abhor any sort of violence," Winterbourne intoned, "that their monks will sweep the way ahead of them so as not to crush an insect."
Pradesh nodded. "Although their numbers are few today, Jain beliefs have certainly shaped the culture of India. In ancient times, Jain practitioners were the intellectuals and keepers of knowledge."
Hobbs tried to steer the discussion back to the matter at hand. "Did the Jains venerate the Pillar?"
Pradesh smiled, with just a hint of condescension. "Not in the way that Christians venerate icons. Rather, it stands as an enduring testimony to their advancement of knowledge. You are aware, I am sure of its remarkable properties; it is cast iron, yet it has not a spot of rust. It is an unparalleled achievement for its time and even more remarkable if, as some have suggested, it is older than the time of Chandragupta II.
"It may also have served another purpose," the archaeologist continued. "The Pillar originally stood on a hill called Vishnupadagiri, 'the hill with the footprint of Vishnu.' Vishnupadagiri is located exactly on the Tropic of Capricorn, near present day Bhilsa. The original purpose of the Pillar was to serve as a sort of solar calendar and on the summer solstice, the morning shadow cast by the Pillar would have touched the foot of one of the aspects of Vishnu. That site dates back to the first century BC. So, not only is the Pillar a metallurgical marvel, but also an astronomical one."
No coincidences, Molly thought. "The Pillar was moved?"
Her father shot her a warning look and she realized that she had almost tipped their hand. She glanced over at Savile, who was following the conversation with rapt attention. He noticed her look and chuckled. "I suppose I should be writing some of this down."
Pradesh nodded sagely. "There are a great many such wonders here."
The journalist took the cue to join the conversation. "So this Iron Pillar is one of a kind?"
"There are many pillars throughout India, dating back to the reign of the Mauryan Emperor Ashoka in the third century BC. Ashoka embraced Buddhism and commissioned the carving of pillars bearing his edicts throughout the realm. The style and proportions are similar, but they are all carved of sandstone, not metal. It seems evident that the artisans who crafted the Iron Pillar were imitating the style of the Ashoka pillars, if not their purpose."
"But it could be the other way around, right?" Savile asked. "For all we know, that Pillar has been around since the dawn of time and all the others were modeled after it."
Pradesh scowled, his enthusiasm for the topic wilting in an instant. "That is a rather sensational assertion, Mr. Savile. I doubt your readers would appreciate such a liberal interpretation of history."
The journalist smiled innocently. "It's just a theory."
"Not really." Pradesh's tone indicated that he would entertain no further fanciful discussion. "Well, I suppose you'd like to see it now."
They followed the archaeologist out of the building and at his direction boarded rickshaws. It seemed an unnecessary indulgence given the proximity of their destination, but Molly forced herself to relax. Savile accompanied them, his shiny bald head protected by a white Panama hat that matched his suit. He rode with Pradesh, but said little. As the little wheeled carts rolled them along a fairly well-kept path, Pradesh played the dutiful tour guide.
"To your right is the Tomb of Imam Muhammad Ali and further down you can see the base of the Alia Minar. It was to have been a tower to surpass even the Qutab Minar, but it never got beyond the foundation."
Molly glanced at the larger monument on their left, just on the other side of a courtyard wall. Up close, it was more beautiful than she could have imagined; the walls of cut red sandstone were delicately fluted, looking almost like several independent cords lashed together, with ornate balconies and decorative Arabic texts that looked almost like bas relief images at a distance. The courtyard wall was similarly beautiful, though in several places it had fallen into ruin and Pradesh led them through an arched gate into the courtyard.
"When he commissioned the building of the mosque, Qutab-ud-din Aybak used the debris from the Jain temples he ransacked. You can see the evidence in the pillars lining the courtyard. No two are alike and you will see many carved figures still preserved in some places, which is in direct violation of the laws set forth in the Koran."
Molly was studying those pillars when she noticed her father moving quickly toward what appeared to be a freestanding lamppost near the center of the open area. It took her a moment to realize that this rather ordinary looking column was the object of their quest.
"It's not the same, is it?" Hurricane spoke in a low voice, but Molly was close enough to hear. Indeed, although the Pillar was the exact size and shape of the column they had seen in London, save only for the different figure occupying the capital, there were several differences, most notably the color. The London pillar had been a dull silver color, while this was a slightly reddish hue of dark gray — the color of wrought iron.
"It doesn't appear so." Hobbs cautiously reached out a hand and touched it. Nothing happened.
Pradesh did not seem to notice their disappointment. "There is a translation of the inscription set into the base. And there is a tradition that if you stand with your back to the pillar and reach around it so that your hands meet, whatever you wish for will be granted. You should try it, miss."
"I wouldn't know what to wish for," Molly started, but then just as quickly realized that there was one thing she wanted. Without further prompting, the backed up to the column and extended her arms out behind her. The Pillar was only about a foot and a half in diameter, but the task proved more difficult than she had imagined. The width of the column was such that she couldn't bend her elbows enough to touch her fingers together.
Hurricane watched her struggle for a moment, then with a grin said, "Hang on, Moll. I'll help you."
Despite his warning, she gave a little yelp when he grasped her waist in his massive hands and thrust her straight up in the air. She reflexively clutched at the column and was pleasantly surprised when she felt her fingers brush together. Hurley had lifted her to where the column tapered enough for her to reach completely around.
"Now, that's cheating," Savile observed, with a good-natured smile.
Molly didn't care; she made her wish anyway.
Hobbs however seemed oblivious to the fanciful distraction. As Hurricane lowered Molly gently back down, the Padre knelt to inspect the translation of the inscription, which he read aloud:
"'He, the remnant of the great zeal of whose energy, which utterly destroyed his enemies, like the remnant of the great glowing heat of a burned-out fire in a great forest, even now leaves not the earth; though he, the king, as if wearied, has quit this earth and has gone to the other world, moving in bodily from the land of paradise won by the merit of his actions, but remaining on this earth by the memory of his fame.' "
He turned to Pradesh. "You said this inscription pertains to King Chandragupta II; is it possibly that it refers to someone else?"
Pradesh shrugged. "Anything is possible. But if you continue reading the translation, you'll see a reference to King Chandra; a very good clue when taken with the knowledge of when the Pillar was erected."
"Not what you were expecting?" muttered Winterbourne.
"No. This pillar is, I'm afraid, exactly what it appears to be. A column of wrought iron. It is the product of a very advanced knowledge of metal working, but nothing more."
"A dead end then."
Perhaps because she had successfully made her wish, Molly refused to admit defeat. "You said there are no coincidences. What if Mr. Savile is right?" She glanced at the journalist and then chose her words carefully. "What if there are other pillars and this one is a copy?"
Hobbs glanced at Hurley in a silent consult and upon receiving a nod of assent, turned to Dr. Pradesh. "Where again, did you say the Pillar originally stood?"
* * *
Savile whistled cheerily as he strolled toward his car, a luxurious black 1930 Rolls Royce Phantom I that he had purchased outright from a dealer in Delhi only the day before. As he drew near, his driver started to get out, but Savile forestalled him with a raised hand. He opened the rear door himself and slid into the seat.
"They're going to be going to a place called Bhilsa. It's about four hundred miles to the South. I'd like to get there ahead of them."
The driver raised his crucifix in a respectful salute. "Mine is to serve, Chevalier."

CHAPTER 18 — THE CHILD RETURNS

It was only as they were flying south from Delhi the next morning, that Molly realized she no longer had any idea what they were looking for. They had gone to London because of a vague remark from a thief in a hypnotic trance. They had come to India because of a similarity between two metal pillars — a similarity that evidently was not as profound as everyone had initially believed. And now? Now they were traveling into the Indian interior because of… what exactly? It seemed like they were moving further and further from the answers.
Her father also seemed to be moving further away with each passing day. But it wasn't just him; she felt herself being pushed in the opposite direction. It was almost like she was having an allergic reaction to her own life or rather, the life that had been thrust upon her. The strange events at the museum in the New York may have been the pivotal moment, but she realized now that it had been a long time since she felt any kind of control over her life.
At least the scenery was a welcome distraction. India was more beautiful that anything she had ever seen. The hinterlands of Delhi were arid grasslands, but further to the south, the landscape was green and lush like the Congo region where she had grown up, but with the rough edges sanded off. She could see the distinctive patchwork shapes of farms and villages below, not merely the stamp of human activity, but evidence of a civilization that had endured for thousands of years.
Their destination lay just to the west of the town of Bhilsa, near the ruins of an ancient village on the banks of Betwa River. There was a lake on the northern edge of the site and after a flyover, Molly determined that it was suitable for landing the Catalina.
From the air, the site looked like little more than an enormous dirt mound, devoid of human habitation or activity. But no sooner had the Catalina ground to a halt in the shallows than a young boy, wearing only the common dhoti garment, appeared to greet them.
Hobbs was even more pensive than usual as he followed the young boy to the ruins and seemed dismayed to learn that the archaeological excavation being conducted was also something of a tourist attraction, not unlike the Qutab Complex. "The tour starts on the hour sahibs," their young guide told them in heavily accented English. "But I can show you many things until the bus arrives."
"Bus?" Winterbourne snorted derisively. "You know, this place does resemble the land Nightjar described in his vision, but if there's aught to be seen here, it's either already been found or won't be dug up for another hundred years."
Hobbs glanced around anxiously then dismissed the boy with a word of thanks and an anna coin.
"End of the road?" Hurley asked.
"I'm not sure," the priest answered. Molly couldn't recall every having heard her father express uncertainty and the statement left them all a little shaken. He had been their navigator, the guardian of their faith and trust and now he was telling them that he didn't know what to do next.
Had the entire errand and all their sacrifices, been an exercise in futility?
Molly tried to put on a brave face. "We've come all this way; might as well have a look around."
For a moment, her companions' stares made her want to seek shelter under a rock, but then she realized that there was gratitude in their eyes. She had, by simply refusing to admit defeat, buoyed them up at a critical moment. Even Hobbs met her gaze with a rare, if subdued, smile and then to her complete amazement, put an arm around her.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I've been so… distracted."
She sorted through a list of replies, ranging from conciliatory to sarcastic, but finally could only manage to say, "Yes, you have."
He sighed. "Did you ever wonder why I chose to raise you as my own daughter? Unusual behavior for a man of the cloth, don't you think? I was told… I was ordered by the archdiocese to ship you off to the orphanage in Stanleyville, but I refused. Have you ever wondered why?"
She had of course and had taken comfort in the belief that he had been motivated by the desires common to the human species: the wish to love and be loved, to protect the helpless, to raise and shape and mold the next generation of life on the planet and maybe leave the world a better place. But the very fact of his asking challenged that delicate web of assumptions.
"The truth is that we are very much alike. I too was orphaned and raised in a house of God by a man of great faith." He took a deep breath before continuing. "And it happened right here, in India, not far from here."
"I thought you were born in America."
"The priest who raised me told me that I was. He said that my parents were lay missionaries, from the United States who had died of cholera when I was only an infant. I never knew them.
"Throughout my childhood, I was given to believe that there was but one path, the service of God. Although I studied at the seminary and took my vows, I was restless, hungry for answers about my origins and so I traveled, eventually making my way to America. But there were no answers; no long-lost family waiting to claim me as their kin." He paused, as if not quite sure what to say next and when he finally did speak again, it was evident from his expression that he was still holding back. "This whole affair has brought back many painful memories. It's been a reminder that I really don't know who I am."
"You're my father. You're Brian's friend. Isn't that enough?"
A pained smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. "It should be."
She knew there was more he wanted to say, but before he could find the words, Hurricane rushed over to them, his eyes dancing with excitement. "Molly girl, what did you wish for at the Pillar yesterday?"
His enthusiasm was so contagious that she couldn't help but laugh. "I can't tell you that. If you tell someone your wishes, they won't come true."
"Well, girl, I think this one may have. Look."
She followed his pointing finger to a reception area on the east side of the site. While she and her father had been conversing, a battered red open-air bus had arrived in a cloud of dust. Several passengers had already disembarked — an even mixture of European and Indian tourists — and it took a moment for her to realize why Hurricane was so excited. When she finally did, she couldn't decide whether to faint or run. She chose the latter, sprinting toward the bus, throwing her arms around the one man that she wanted to see more than anyone else in the world.
"My God," Hobbs whispered. "It's Dodge."
In the joyous reunion that followed, none of them noticed a group of people, wearing voluminous robes, faces hidden beneath turbans, also exiting the bus.
But the new arrivals were watching them very closely.
* * *
They begged off from the tour and gathered under the shade of an awning that extended out from the edge of the dig site office. A friendly argument ensued over who would be first in recounting their adventures. Molly felt like she was going to explode from the pressure of unanswered questions, but Dalton's argument won out. "You'd better let me go last, because once you hear what I've got to say, nothing else will matter."
Hurricane, always something of a natural storyteller, took charge of the tale, but the Padre and Molly broke in often with their personal accounts. Winterbourne listened quietly, since much of the tale was new to him as well. Dalton interrupted only once, when they were describing what had happened in London Underground.
"It came alive? What caused that to happen?"
She could see her father on the verge of saying something, but Hurricane pushed on with the narrative. "God only knows. It just happened."
When he had finally brought their tale to the present, Dalton said, "Well, a lot of things make sense now. Like, for example how Jocasta Palmer came to have the Staff." He began recounting his own tale, beginning with his abduction from in front of the Clarion Building in New York and ending with the escape from Antarctica. "The Outpost and everything in it was destroyed."
"How did you find us?"
"Miss Palmer's contacts alerted us to the fact that you had been in London and then gone on to India. I just missed you in Delhi."
"Where's Doc Newton?" Hurricane inquired, using his nickname for the scientist.
"And the dragon lady?" Molly added, using her own pet name for Jocasta.
"Both returned home. There wasn't anything more than Dr. Newcombe could accomplish and I don't think he was especially fond of travel. As for Miss Palmer, I believe she may have feared prosecution for her illegal activities."
"Why did you come to us?"
"This Skull character is looking for the ancient civilization that built the Outpost. With the Staff in his possession, he'll be able to unlock all of its secrets and rule the world. He believes that you may have the knowledge of where to find the ancient city, so it's only logical that he'll be hunting you. We need to find the city first in order to make our stand against him."
"That's exactly the way we figured it," Hurricane said. "Except for one small detail."
"We don't know where the ancient city is," Molly supplied.
Dalton's gaze darted from one face to another. "Then why are you here?"
"Following breadcrumbs," Winterbourne muttered.
Dalton ignored him. "You must surely be on the right track. The pillar you found in London can't be one of a kind. And the Pillar in Delhi has to be a rough copy, made by a later civilization in an attempt — probably a failed attempt — to harness that same power. It stands to reason that if the Iron Pillar was fashioned here, then the original column that it copied must be here as well."
"That's what we thought," Hurricane answered. "But look around. There's no lost city here. Or if there is, it's under tons of earth."
"Maybe no one has looked in the right place," Dalton suggested. "Maybe there's a locked door, just waiting for someone to come along with the right key."
"You mean the Staff?" Molly asked. "But we don't have it."
"True, but if we can at least find the keyhole, we'll know we're on the right track."
"We may not need the Staff," Hobbs said quietly.
The dour priest's tone was unusually grave, even for him and Molly felt a chill shoot down her spine. Though she didn't know what he meant, she felt like the explanation would be as dire as a death sentence.
"The pillar in London," Hobbs continued. "It came alive when I touched it. Me. How many others had touched it with no effect? But when I touched it, it awakened."
Hurricane seemed to share Molly's formless dread and when he spoke, it was almost as if he was pleading with the priest to keep his silence. "A coincidence. The time was right."
"There are no coincidences, Brian." Hobbs gave a heavy sigh. "I've lived my entire life with the knowledge that there was something…dark…within me. I've kept it at bay with my faith, with my opposition to the unspeakable evil that men do, but it's all been a deception. I cannot change what I am."
Molly felt tears welling in her eyes even as she shook her head in denial. Winterbourne and Hurricane both stood by solemnly and only Dalton appeared to be confused by what the priest was saying.
"I suspected it was true when I touched the Pillar," Hobbs said. "But when you told me the date the prophecy was given, Mr. Winterbourne, I knew it with certainty. My own birthday, the summer solstice of 1883. The priest that raised me told me I was the son of missionaries, but who were they? Where are their graves? Why could I find no relations in the United States? What if the priest simply saw that I was a white-faced child and assumed that I was the offspring of foreigners? What if he knew the truth and hid my true heritage?"
Molly felt the word form on her lips: Coincidence. But even if she could have forced it past the knot in her throat, it would have still rung hollow.
"You think you're the Child of Skulls?" Dalton asked, incredulous. "That's the most absurd thing I've ever heard. We know who the Child of Skulls is."
"I'm inclined to agree with Mr. Dalton," Winterbourne intoned. "Nightjar's prophecy was explicit. The Child would leave the earth devastated. Surely, you would never do such a thing. This Schadel fellow is working with the Nazis, raising an army, trying to build terrible weapons. I don't see where this is open to interpretation."
Hobbs spread his hands. "Would that I could take comfort in such false hopes. But I felt that column come to life at my touch; I can think of no other explanation."
"You've always fought evil," Molly protested. "You save lives. You won't even kill your enemies."
"I've heard enough," Dalton declared, startling Molly with the intensity of his ire. "I don't believe for a second that you are the Child of Skulls. None of us do. What matters is finding the ancient city before the real Skull Child arrives. We need to stop sitting here worrying about some crazy coincidence and search these ruins to find it."
Hobbs pursed his lips, then nodded. "You are correct. And whether I am right or wrong, the truth will become apparent."
* * *
Concealed in the relative shelter of the dig office, Chevalier Savile listened intently to the conversation taking place only a few feet away. He glanced over at his acolyte, whom he had named Ishmael in honor of the sole survivor of Herman Melville's fictional whaling ship Pequod and saw the horror in the man's eyes as he overheard their quarry discussing the events that had wiped out several of his brethren.
He did not consider himself to be a spiritual man and talk of prophecies did not concern him overmuch, but this supernatural manifestation was not something he could simply discount. Nor did he consider himself to be a particularly moral man, but the possibility that he was involved in something that might cause the death of thousands… millions even… Well, that was enough to make even the hardest mercenary reconsider his ethical obligations.
There had been no word from the client and the Grandmaster had directed him to use his best judgment in seeing the assignment through. He had known all along that they were working with representatives of the Third Reich — politics too, did not concern him — but it was hard to believe that the Fraternis Maltae would knowingly involve itself in any enterprise that had as its ultimate goal, widespread destruction. It benefited no one to have the status quo upset to that extent.
He gripped the hilt of his ceremonial sword, pressing the crucifix deep into his palm and considered what to do next. The discomfort helped him focus, bringing much-needed clarity of purpose. His ultimate goal had not changed; a successful outcome to this affair would ensure his place as Chevalier Premiere and eventually Grandmaster of the Fraternis Maltae.
As the group outside made up their minds to explore the ruins, he made up his. "If there is something to all this," he told Ishmael. "If they find something, we will seize it for the Brotherhood."
* * *
They kept apart from the tour group as they roamed the site and therefore were unable to put the statuary and petroglyphs in a proper historical context. This was of little concern since what they sought would not be found in the existing body of knowledge. Moreover, Hobbs was able to supply the spiritual background.
The site was known as Udayagiri, which meant "mountains of the sunrise" but once it had been known as Vishnupadagiri, "the hill of Vishnu's footprints."
"Vishnu is the supreme god of the Hindu pantheon, but he is nothing like our one true God. He exists in a variety of forms or avatars, each of which engages in some epic battle against evil." He pointed to shallow niche in the rock where stood an enormous sculpture of a man's body with the head of a tusked animal. A smaller female figure dangled from the tusks. "That is Vishnu as Varaha. In this incarnation, he battled the demon Hiranyaksha, who had captured the earth goddess, Prithvi and imprisoned her at the bottom of the ocean. The battle between Varaha and Hiranyaksha lasted a thousand years."
"Who won?" Molly asked.
Hobbs gave a tight smile. "Vishnu Varaha, of course. The hero always wins."
The site consisted of more than a dozen such cave sanctuaries hewn into the rock. Some, were merely scallops carved out around the statuary, as was the case with the image of Varaha. Others were much more developed. The cave immediately next to the Varaha sculpture had an elaborate T-shaped doorway and immediately inside, featured more animal-headed figures from Hindu mythology. Hobbs entered the cave, casually identified a couple of the statues and then shook his head. "Nothing here."
The next cave was an enormous domed chamber, partly carved by natural processes, with a massive hanging slab that had been recently buttressed to prevent collapse. The back wall, beneath the slab, was extensively decorated with carved inscriptions, but instead of entering, Hobbs abruptly turned away and moved into an adjoining cleft that opened like a canyon between the rock walls. The passage was longer than Molly first reckoned, with a series of carved stair steps that resembled a fractured riverbed at first glance, descending seemingly into the heart of the hill. A few tourists meandered on the steps, admiring the Sanskrit inscription and decorative niches, but Hobbs swept past them all, hastening to the lowest step. Dalton was right behind him.
Hurricane Hurley hung back as the rest of the group pushed forward. Although his manner was outwardly casual, his nerves had not been this on fire since the Great War. Some of his anxiety stemmed from the Padre's bizarre revelation. He had known the man for close to twenty-five years and while he had always found the priest to be something of an enigma, he would never have imagined anything as crazy as what Hobbs had just suggested. But that was only part of it and insofar as there wasn't a thing he could do about it, a relatively small part at that.
No, what really had his sixth sense buzzing was the more familiar threat of enemy action. Just as during the war, the longer it stayed quiet, the greater the certainty of an attack. It wasn't just paranoia. If Dodge had found them so easily, despite their best efforts to conceal their approach, then their foes could surely do so as well. The fact that there had been no overt attack did not mean that they weren't being watched. In fact, Hurricane was quite certain that they were being watched and he intended to do something about it.
Despite his massive size, he was very adept at melting into the scenery. He paused to study various pieces of statuary, scanning left and right with his peripheral vision, while his eyes stared straight ahead. He stopped to tie his boot laces, studying the reflection in the crystal of his wristwatch to see if they were being followed. When the rest of the group rushed after the Padre into the cleft, he too dashed around the corner, then spun on his heel and waited to see if the three figures, bundled up just a little too much considering the tropical weather, would hasten after them.
They did. And he was ready.
As he stepped back around the corner, the first of the robed pursuers crashed headlong into his chest and rebounded backward, sprawling onto the well-worn path. The other two stopped dead in their tracks, as if uncertain what to do, but Hurricane did not hesitate. In a single fluid motion, he swept them up together in the crook of his right arm, crushing them against his solid chest. At the same time, he planted his left foot squarely on the forearm of the fallen figure, pinning his right arm to the ground.
A muffled curse issued from behind the swath of fabric obscuring the man's face, but Hurricane ignored the outburst and instead used his free hand to strip away the disguises of the other two. The turbans fell away and Hurley's eyes grew wide with surprise and dismay. "But if… oh, no!"
* * *
Hobbs felt a tingling sensation in his extremities, like a static charge building up to deliver a stunning electric shock. He had felt this before. He felt it whenever he touched the Staff and he had felt it in London just before the metal column came to life and started killing. It was the feeling of power; a power that responded uniquely to him. It was, he now understood, his birthright.
He faced the blank wall of rock before him, studying it as he might once have studied a stained glass window in a cathedral. But never again, he thought. The doors of the house of God are no longer open to me. But this door…
Even as he formed the thought, he became aware of a T-shaped doorway, just like those in the other caves, set in the rock face.
"That wasn't there before," Molly gasped behind him.
"No," Dalton said. "But now it is. Open sesame." And then without another word or a look back, he entered the cave.
Hobbs' hand strayed to this throat, touched the clerical collar. Though it had been a part of him for longer than he could remember, it now felt foreign; like it might constrict at any moment and choke the life out of him. His fingers tightened on it and he felt an almost overwhelming urge to rip it loose.
But he did not.
If this is to be my destiny, he thought, then I will meet it as I have met every day; as a man of God.
He forced his fingers to relax and then reached out instead to take Molly's hand. He even managed a wan smile. "Let's go see what's in there, Molly girl."
* * *
The doorway may have been the work of human artisans, but the passage beyond appeared to be a continuation of the cleft in the hillside. The meandering path leading deeper underground had evidently been cut by the elements. The stone floor and walls were damp and speckled with a growth that, Molly soon realized, was providing a dim orange glow. Luminescent lichen, she thought and hoped that was all it was.
The rapid beat of footsteps echoing through the passage suggested that Dalton was running. Molly couldn't imagine why; she was dreading what they would discover and she could feel the same dread radiating from her father.
Father. He was her father. He was a good man. Therefore, he could not be the Child of Skulls and nothing they might discover would change that. So, she thought, no reason not to hurry.
The path sloped away steeply for about a hundred yards, then leveled out as another T-shaped doorway appeared. As they passed through it, Molly realized they were no longer in a cramped natural tunnel, but rather standing on a narrow walkway or possibly a bridge, that traversed a vast open chamber. The phosphorescent lichen continued to light the footpath, but the dimensions of the cavern were shrouded in complete darkness. Even the far end of the crossing remained hidden in shadow until she and her father crossed half the span. Only then did she see a sheer wall of rock, extending away into darkness in every direction, with a single doorway — a rough-hewn arch rather than a T — directly ahead. It took her a moment to realize that the light was streaming from the opening and she quickened her pace.
The first thing she saw beyond the arch was Dalton, standing motionless near the center of a domed chamber, like some kind of underground basilica, about fifty yards across. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw several more arched passages, at least a dozen, leading out of the round cavern, but these barely made an impression on her consciousness. Instead, her gaze gradually moved past Dalton to the object at the exact center of the room, a tall pillar of silvery metal, capped with the image of a coiled snake with a skull in its jaws.
"Don't touch it!" she cried.
He paid no heed, but instead reached out with his right hand….
Suddenly, Hobbs was beside him. The priest had moved in the blink of an eye, dashing around her to prevent Dalton from making contact with the pillar. He seized the young man's outstretched hand and thrust it aside.
The priest's usually taciturn manner evaporated in a blaze of passion. "Dodge, whether you believe what I said or not, this pillar is dangerous. You don't know what you're dealing with here."
"You old fool," Dalton rasped. He tore his hand free of the Padre's grip, then in the same move tried to backhand him. Hobbs was taken completely by surprise. The blow, which he could have deflected almost without thinking, struck his jaw and sent him reeling a few steps back. He recovered quickly, instinctively striking a te stance, even though his face betrayed his confusion.
Molly too could not believe what had happened. She rushed in from the opposite side and attempted to interpose herself between Dalton and the column. He immediately gripped her shoulders, squeezing hard enough to make her wince and tried to thrust her aside, but she got hold of his shirtfront and when he sent her stumbling, she pulled him along. As they crashed to the floor together, for just a fleeting instant, she wondered if the pillar had somehow affected his mind or if perhaps he had become like the people from Flight 19. But then he smashed his fist into her solar plexus and drove that thought, along with every other, right out of her head. She doubled over in pain, unable to breathe for several seconds.
Dalton was back on his feet immediately, squaring off against the Padre. And this time his hands weren't empty. He held a familiar metal object in both fists, like a baseball slugger awaiting a pitch. "You and your delusions," he hissed. "Like you could ever be the Child of Skulls."
"Drop it or I'll drop you!" Hurricane's roar thundered in the chamber.
Molly caught her breath in a gasp and looked up to see Hurley standing just inside the arch, with both pistols trained on Dalton…
Except Dodge was standing right next to him, along with three others: Winterbourne, who also had his revolver drawn; the scientist she had met once or twice, the one Hurricane called Newton; and the blond jewel thief that had escaped them in New York. But if Dodge was with Hurricane, then who…?
"I think you know," the man holding the Staff said, in a cold condescending voice that was nothing like the voice of the man whose face he wore, "that you haven't got a prayer of hitting me. If you thought otherwise, you'd have already pulled the trigger."
As if to underscore his point, a corona of violet energy erupted up and down the length of the Staff.
Hurricane did not waver, but nor did he pull the trigger. "Don't suppose anyone else has a better idea," he muttered under his breath.
"I do." Hobbs moved again, this time with his usual deft purposefulness. His attack was slow enough to slip right through the invisible force field. His left hand closed around the Staff, while his right formed into a claw that tore into his foe's false face. Theatrical putty fell away in ribbons to reveal a gleaming skull face beneath, but the damage Hobbs inflicted was literally only cosmetic.
Neither man would release their hold on the Staff. As they struggled for possession the blaze of electricity grew to blinding intensity. Hobbs, who had trained for many years in the art of unarmed combat, was clearly the better fighter, but his foe seemed to have tapped into a vein of primal resolve. He planted his feet, threw all of his weight sideways and both men careened into the column. The Staff struck the larger metal post a glancing blow, but it was enough. The enormous pillar rang like a bell, vibrating with such intensity that Molly had to clap her hands to her ears. Even then, she could feel the low hum resonating through her entire body.
At that instant of contact, the Staff seemed to explode out of the hands of the two men who fought for it. It hit the stone floor without bouncing and began rolling toward the quintet gathered at the entrance arch. Hurricane fluidly holstered his pistols and knelt to retrieve the relic, but before he could grasp it, he froze statue still. Molly saw the others react to something as well, but it was only when Hurricane straightened up that Molly saw a gleaming strip of metal pressed to his throat.
It was the blade of a sword.
The man Molly knew as Mr. Savile stepped around Hurricane, the sword in his right hand pressing hard enough that the tip had already opened a flow of blood. Molly saw a that a smaller blade was being held to Dodge's throat — the real Dodge — in the hands of the young man who had rescued them outside Winterbourne's London apartment. Though she could not see the decorative hilts of those weapons, she recognized them instantly. The Fraternis Maltae!
Savile swept up the Staff in his left hand and tipped it to his forehead in a mocking salute. "Thanks ever so much."
The sudden appearance of the assassin monks had caused a lull in the struggle between Hobbs and his skull-faced opponent. All traces of the disguise had fallen away, removing as well all traces of the man's humanity. There was only bleached scar tissue, indistinguishable from the white bone of his skull. His shrunken skin had drawn away from his teeth to give him a perpetual death's head grin. His lashless eyelids seemed barely able to contain the round orbs of hatred that bulged from his eye sockets. And when he saw Savile holding the Staff, he discovered some untapped reserve of rage. He hurled the priest away and wrapped both arms around the towering column.
"I am the Child that was prophesied!" he cried. "And I claim my kingdom. Armies of Hell, I summon you! Lay waste to this world!"
His shout echoed tinnily beneath the dome, sounding to Molly like the histrionic ravings of a madman shouted in a subway tunnel. But even before the last syllable was uttered, the air in the basilica began to hum once more. Orange light, the color of a funeral pyre, blazed to life in the vast space beyond the arched portals. A hot wind rushed in, laced with the stink of sulfur and in the distance, a sound like the coils of a serpent sliding over stone or the unfolding of enormous leathery wings, signaled that something had heard the Skull's call and was answering.

CHAPTER 19 — TO REIGN IN HELL

Although he could feel the keen knife edge pressing into the vulnerable skin of his throat, Dodge knew that every second counted and that getting cut or even killed would matter little against what was about to happen. He hoped his captor would be distracted enough by what was going on all around, to give him a slight advantage.
Now or never, he thought.
His left hand snaked up across his chest and wrapped around the dagger man's wrist. At exactly the same instant, his right fist went straight out in front of him then recoiled like a piston, driving his elbow into the man's ribs. He heard the stunned attacker's breath whoosh from his lungs, even as he pushed the blade away from his throat and twisted the arm holding it. The bones and tendons in the man's arm popped and the stiletto fell harmlessly to the ground, but Dodge wasn't finished. He threw his weight back, driving his elbow in once more, crushing his assailant into the wall of the chamber.
Hurricane moved just as quickly, jerking away from the deadly sword tip and drawing his enormous hand cannons in a single fluid motion. The twin barrels came together, tracking the swordsman even as the latter tried to dart away.
The man wielding the long blade knew the sword would be useless against Hurricane's guns and so decided instead to grab a shield. He twisted away from Hurley's sights and with the same hand that still held the Staff, snatched a handful of Jocasta's hair and hauled her in close. "Put your guns down or I'll cut her head off," he hissed, holding the naked blade to her throat and dragging her toward the arched exit.
Hurricane cocked his head sideways. "Mister, you couldn't have picked a worse hostage. I wouldn't give a plug nickel to save her pretty little head."
"Hurricane!" Dodge warned, stepping forward, while not quite putting himself in the line of fire. He faced Jocasta's captor. "I don't think you understand what's going on here, but trust me when I say, that the fate of the world is at stake. Just give me that Staff, let her go and you and your friend can walk out of here."
"Fate of the world?" The man laughed contemptuously. "Is that the best you've got?"
"Good God, Savile!" Winterbourne exclaimed. "Look around you. The gates of Hell have opened."
"Gates of Hell? And I suppose this is the key to shut them again? I'd say that only improves my bargaining position." He took another backward step, through the arch.
Dodge followed, keeping his hands held out to show that he posed no threat, but refused to let the man get more than a few steps away.
Only thirty-six hours earlier, in South Africa, he, Newcombe and Jocasta had been trying to figure out their next move. Ironically, the story that Schadel, disguised as Dalton, had told about using Jocasta's criminal contacts to follow the movements of Dodge's friends across Europe, was not that far from the truth. Dodge had sent out telegrams to every airport along their flight path, trying to figure out where the Catalina had set down to refuel. Their first positive response, from a seaplane port in France, had yielded up a second, very important piece of information, regarding a passenger that had been let off there, a man named Sir Reginald Christy.
Christy's body had been found floating in the harbor, not far from where the Catalina had briefly docked. It was evident that he had been tortured before death. Jocasta had inquired of her sources, in this case, corrupt policemen in both France and England and had learned two things: Sir Reginald had been a high-ranking member of the Trevayne Society; and the police believed his death to be the work of an international mercenary group called the Fraternis Maltae, recognizable by their stylized swords and stilettos. Dodge had a pretty good idea why the man had been tortured; the Fraternis Maltae wanted to know the final destination of the Catalina's passengers.
At the time, it had been unclear whether the mercenaries were working with Schadel, but the knowledge that his friends were being pursued by such a brutal organization supplied further impetus to the search. More inquiries had been made and it soon became evident that the Catalina was on its way to India. Newcombe had studied photographs of the Himalaya and Hindu Kush mountains and identified them as being the same distinctive peaks in his borrowed memories. They had missed catching them in Delhi by mere minutes, but just before Dodge could ask after their final destination, he had caught a glimpse of a very familiar face — his own — boarding an airplane bound for the southern city of Bhilsa. Disguised with a little local color, the three survivors from the Outpost had blended in with the passengers and followed the phony Dodge all the way to the Udayagiri caves. The one thing they hadn't factored into their hasty plans was that possibility that the Fraternis Maltae might already have some of their agents in place.
Or that they might make their own play to seize the Staff.
Dodge caught Jocasta's eye as she was pulled out onto the long bridge. After the brilliant light show in the domed chamber, the lichen growing on the floor of the span provided only enough illumination to see vague outlines beyond a few feet, but Dodge could tell that the beautiful blond thief was preparing to make her own play. Her hand dropped down to her right thigh and her fingers drew something — an oblong metal rod only about eighteen inches long — from a concealed pocket.
Dodge shook his head, silently imploring her not to do anything that might get her killed, but he could see the determination in her eyes. Jocasta Palmer would not tolerate being drug around like chattel. Her fingers released a hidden catch on object and with a faint snick, a spring-loaded section telescoped out, nearly doubling the rod's length. Jocasta did not attempt to use the rod as a weapon against her captor, but instead let it fall noisily onto the stone path.
Savile reacted exactly as she expected, brandishing his sword in the direction of the sound. As soon as the blade came away from her throat, Jocasta did what only she could do. In an astonishing display of acrobatic ability, she sprang backward, pivoting on Savile's awkward grip on her hair and went up and over his shoulder. Though he still held her, he no longer had any control and as she landed lightly on her feet behind him, she caught his forearm and pulled it over his shoulder until, in a howl of agony, he released both her hair and the Staff.
But Savile wasn't beaten yet. He twisted around, easing the strain on his left arm, even as he slashed with the sword. Jocasta was forced to release her grip and retreat, which she did in equally dramatic fashion, doing three rapid handsprings backward until she was well beyond the reach of his blade.
Hurricane was right behind Dodge, his guns trained on the mercenary, but at such close range, his .50-caliber bullets would likely obliterate Savile and keep right on going, endangering Jocasta. Dodge didn't think Hurley was serious about not caring whether the jewel thief came to any harm, but he decided not to put it to the test. Instead, he leaped onto the discarded metal rod and then charged the flailing assassin-monk, swinging it like a bludgeon.
For just a moment, Savile was on the defensive. He managed to parry Dodge's strike, deflecting the impromptu club at the last instant in a ringing shower of sparks. But unlike Dodge, whose knowledge of the finer points of swordplay was limited to what he had picked up as young boy, watching Douglas Fairbanks dueling with legions of inept foes, Savile actually knew what he was doing. He parried another overhead attack from Dodge and then went on the offensive.
Dodge deflected one ringing blow after another, but the attack was wearing him down. His fingers were numb from the shock that traveled through the metal with each blow that was struck and it was all he could do to keep Savile's blade from sliding down the length of the rod and slicing off his fingers. It wasn't enough to parry Savile's attacks, he had to retreat each time to avoid a lethal riposte. Then, Savile's sword struck just right and the rod fell from Dodge's grasp.
Dodge took another step back, his empty hands raised. "Touché."
A triumphant smile crossed the mercenary's broad face as he drew back for a killing thrust, but then he saw that Dodge's gesture was not one of surrender. Instead, he was jerking a thumb over his shoulder, directing Savile's attention to….
The killer monk's eyes widened for just an instant as he stared into the barrels of Hurricane's pistols. Then the guns thundered and Savile was hurled backward, off the span and disappeared into the depths.
Dodge sagged in relief. "Took you long enough."
"I thought you might beat him," Hurricane answered with a grin.
"Not even a plug nickel, Brian? You certainly know how to make a girl feel loved." Jocasta, standing about twenty feet away, shook her head sadly, then knelt and picked up the Staff.
Dodge's relief at having survived the brutal battle with Savile evaporated in instant as he contemplated the possibilities of what she would do next. Jocasta seemed to be contemplating this as well; she glanced over her shoulder, to the T-shaped doorway leading back up out of the cave and then made up her mind. She strode forward and proffered the Staff.
Dodge made no attempt to hide his relief. "For just a second there, I thought you might—"
"Yes, well for just a second I thought I might, too. Then I saw them." She pointed back down the length of the span to where a crowd of figures was emerging from the gloom. Dodge only recognized one of them — the man he knew as Burton. Jocasta had probably recognized several more of her fellow passengers from Flight 19.
* * *
Molly got to her hands and knees and then rose unsteadily to her feet. Winterbourne had followed after Hurricane and Dodge in pursuit of the fleeing mercenary, leaving only the frizzy-haired scientists and of course, her father. The latter regarded the skull-faced man who continued to hug the metal column as if he had somehow become affixed to it. Molly however was drawn like a moth to a flame, toward nearest of the arch openings.
What she saw was the stuff of nightmares.
The basilica seemed to have been constructed atop a pinnacle looking out in every direction over a vast scorched landscape. At first, she saw nothing but dark patches, like islands, surrounded by frothing fountains of bright orange lava. But as her eyes adjusted to the contrast, she saw that the dark islands were moving — writhing. They were heaps of tortured souls and the hot wind carried their screams to her ears.
She tore her gaze away from the shocking tableau and instead found her eyes drawn to the inky blackness high above, where a mass of bestial shapes swirled about, their demonic eyes ablaze with the evil they were about to unleash upon the world.
A scream gathered in her throat.
"That's not right at all."
The words were so bland when held against the horror she was witnessing, that her fear melted into anger. She turned to face the man who had spoken them. Newton, no that's not it…Newcombe. "What?"
"This," he gestured out at the inferno raging beyond the arches. "It's all wrong. It doesn't make any sense."
Molly could only shake her head, unable to comprehend how to even begin communicating with the strange man.
"This is like a hallucination," he continued. "A nightmare, probably taken from his mind."
"What's that?" Hobbs' stern voice broke through Molly's horror and she turned to find him gripping Newcombe's shoulder. "Say that again?"
The scientist pointed again at the hellscape. "This is something out of classic literature; Dante‘s Inferno. It's not what I saw when I touched the Source… the pillar at the Outpost."
"You've been to the Outpost."
"Yes." Newcombe seemed very excited at the fact that someone was at last asking the right questions. "With our skull-faced friend over there, though we didn't realize it at the time."
Hobbs pressed him. "You saw something when you touched the Pillar?"
"More accurately, I experienced the memories of the men who were stationed at the Outpost. It was a prison for one of their greatest minds…"
There was a scraping noise on the other side of the arch and in spite of her fear, Molly looked out again. She caught just a glimpse of roiling scaled limbs, tipped with claws like daggers, before Hobbs pulled her back. "Dr. Newton, our time is very limited. What did you mean when you said that this is wrong?"
Newcombe's face betrayed that he didn't appreciate being interrupted. "I'm getting to that. The Outpost was a prison and the prisoner in this case was the man who discovered how to tap into that other universe. He was imprisoned in a sort of constant dream state—"
"The Abyss," Hobbs whispered, his face alight with dawning comprehension. "A prison cell where you become trapped in your own mind. So you're saying that what's happening out there is all in our minds?"
"Or in his." Newcombe pointed to Schadel, still hugging the column.
A clawed talon appeared on the threshold of the opening and Molly jumped back, seeking shelter in her father's arms. "Can this hallucination hurt us?" she asked.
"I… I don't really know." Newcombe scratched his head.
"What else did you see? What's really going on here?"
Newcombe blinked, as if mentally translating the question into a more familiar language. "Those pillars! They have entities trapped within them."
"Demons?"
"That might be your word for them, but no. They are just… well, entities… from a universe that is completely removed from ours. The ancients trapped them, enslaved them really, but it didn't end well."
Hobbs pointed at the misshapen mass that was heaving itself through the arch. "Could that be one of the entities?"
"I don't know. They shouldn't be able to exist in our universe. Unless…"
"Unless what?"
"The metal pillars. The entities are trapped within them and scattered all around the globe, but it might be possible for them to manipulate the metal, to wear it like a… a deep-sea diving suit."
"Not just possible," Molly said. "We've seen it happen."
Hobbs glanced around, his gaze finally settling on the pillar in the center of the room. "Why isn't that one moving?"
Molly sensed that the question was rhetorical, but suddenly she realized what he was about to do. "Dad, no!"
But Hobbs had already pushed away from her and was moving toward the pillar.
* * *
There were more than a dozen of them, moving in what was almost a precise military rank, three abreast, down the length of the span. Their faces were vacant, as if all traces of personality had been wiped away, but when they moved it was with the cautious grace of stalking lions. When the vanguard of the approaching group caught sight of Dodge, Hurricane and Jocasta, they immediately broke into a run.
Dodge reacted just as quickly, brandishing the Staff and willing it to life, imagining a force field to rebuff the advance.
Nothing happened. The Staff did not so much as tingle against his palm. It was as cold and inert as Jocasta's telescoping burglar tool had been. Once more, the technology from the Outpost had failed him in his moment of need.
Hurricane reached out with one massive arm and swept Dodge and Jocasta behind him, back through the arch leading into the domed chamber and blockaded the entrance with his own body. It was a natural choke point. Hurley would be able to fight them off one at a time, but Dodge knew from bitter experience that Schadel's zombie slaves would fight to the death. He didn't doubt that Hurricane was capable of killing them all, but in the end they were victims of a greater evil and it wasn't right that their blood should be on the big man's conscience… or on his. There was however an alternative.
"Padre!" Dodge shouted over his shoulder. "We could use a little help."
The priest did not answer, but Dodge heard Molly cry out and turned to find Hobbs wrestling to pull Schadel away from the pillar. Then he saw the claws and tentacles and slavering jaws of the beasts struggling to push through the other arches and realized that beating off the Skull's hypnotized zombies was the least of their worries.
Schadel's grip on the column was beyond anything remotely human. Hobbs tugged at his fingers and when that didn't work, tried striking various pressure points and nerve bundles, but the skull-faced man was as impervious as a statue.
"Dodge, they're getting through!" Molly shouted.
He didn't know whether she was talking about Schadel's thralls or the demonic monstrosities, but since the result would be the same either way, he chose not to waste even a single second in looking to find out. Instead, he hefted the inert Staff and ran toward the column. It might have lost its capacity to summon phenomenal technology, but it still had a few uses.
With something like a war cry, he raised the Staff overhead and then brought it down in a hammer blow against Schadel's elbow. Although the ferocity never left the Skull's eyes, his left arm went limp and flopped impotently from his shoulder.
Hobbs instantly seized the advantage and peeled the villain away. "My turn," he said and then embraced the column.
A burst of light flooded the room and when Dodge's vision cleared, he saw that everything had changed.
They were still in the basilica or rather in a structure that was similar to the domed chamber, but the portals around the perimeter no longer looked out onto the Lake of Fire. Instead, the arches framed a sprawling city under a canopy of stars. The architecture looked ancient at first glance, with pillars and domes and for just a moment, Dodge wondered if they had somehow been transported through time and space to the imperial city of the Outpost's architects. But then he began to recognize specific structures in the landscape and realized where they were: Rome.
But this wasn't the Eternal City, any more than what had preceded it had been the inner circle of Hell. That had been a construct of Schadel's fevered delusions and this was a product of Hobbs imagination.
Dodge turned a slow circle and realized that Hurricane's struggle against the last survivors of Flight 19 had ended. Hurley still stood in front of the arch, but the passage leading back to the cave was gone, along with everyone that had been on the other side. In its place was another spectacular view of the city. The giant stood with his hands on his hips, staring in perplexity through the changed portal, then turned and walked over to join the others.
Schadel lay curled in a fetal ball, not moving and clearly no longer a threat. Molly and Winterbourne, like Dodge, were stunned by the sudden translocation, while Newcombe just shook his head dismissively. "It's just another hallucination."
Hurricane shrugged. "It may well be, Newton, but I'll take this one over the other any day."
Dodge was inclined to agree. He turned to Hobbs and found that while the priest was still standing in the center of the basilica, the lofty metal column had vanished. Then he saw that Hobbs was not alone. In fact, where the pillar had stood, there was a tall figure — taller even than Hurricane — wearing the robes and cassock of a Benedictine monk. And then Dodge realized that they were surrounded by several more similar figures. Each was at least nine feet tall, but their hoods hung low, completely concealing their faces… if they even had faces.
In a flash of intuition, he realized that these monks had, moments before, been slavering demons. Their new manifestation was perhaps easier on the eyes, but no less ominous. "Doc, these are the entities, aren't they?"
"The entities don't have physical form in our universe."
"No, but we're not in our universe right now, are we? We're in some kind of dream state and these are like psychic projections."
This gave the scientist pause. "I suppose you are correct. They would be free to move about here, unrestricted by their metal prisons."
"So the columns are still out there. Still scattered all over the planet. And the one in Antarctica is still melting its way to the earth's core."
"No," Hobbs declared in a flat but certain voice, his back still turned away. "That ended as soon as he—" The priest pointed to Schadel—"issued the summons. He awakened them all, just as the one in London was awakened and they came.
"This may not be reality, but they are here, just outside the borders of this… representation."
"What do they want?"
Hobbs turned and Dodge saw a sad smile on his face. "They want what every slave or captive has ever wanted. To return home. But the door is closed."
"Door?" Dodge held up the Staff. "Is this the key that opens that door?"
"There is no key. The door can only be opened when our world ceases to exist."
"Then they're trapped here," Molly said. "That's terrible."
Dodge heard the sympathy in her voice, but he didn't share it. All the pieces of the puzzle lay before him, but they didn't quite fit together. He glanced at the motionless robed figures, then came back to meet Hobbs' stare. "They're not trapped, are they? They have the power to destroy the world, but something prevents them."
"That's true!" Newcombe declared. "When they were brought into her world, they were compelled to obey the commands of the man who opened the door. Even as they gave his civilization the power to dominate the world, they were trying to trick him into destroying everything."
"Talk about havin' a tiger by the tail," Hurricane remarked.
"It drove him insane," Newcombe said.
"That's what the prophecy was about," interjected Winterbourne. He pointed at Schadel. "They were looking to find someone else to command them. This poor fool thought he would set loose the Armies of Hell, when in reality, he would be letting these entities slip their leash. And he very nearly succeeded."
Dodge thought about what Jocasta had told him; how Hobbs had appeared when he had entered her mind to free her from the Skull's spell. "The prophecy isn't about Schadel, is it?"
"No." The Padre gave a heavy sigh. "Just as they do not truly exist in our physical universe, they also are not bound by the linear flow of time. They do not see the possibilities of our uncertain future; rather, they exist in past, present and future simultaneously."
"How did you know that?" Newcombe inquired, but no one paid him any heed.
"So the prophecy will come true?" Winterbourne asked. "No matter what we do, the real Child of Skulls will eventually come along, take command of these entities and set them loose on the world?
"He's already here," Dodge murmured, loud enough that only Hobbs could hear. The priest met his stare and gave a slight nod. "They wait now for the command. If it is not given, they will become more… persuasive."
"What can we do?"
Hobbs' smiled his sad smile again. "There is nothing you can do. It's fate."
"I don't accept that."
The Padre shrugged. "Then if it pleases you to think otherwise, know that I freely choose this destiny. Now, take my daughter away from here. Promise to protect her and I promise that I will hold the line until such time as it no longer matters."
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, the robed entities took note. In unison, they began moving toward him, their robes seemingly floating over the floor.
The significance of her father's words finally hit home for Molly. "What?"
"Molly, girl. Who else would you trust with this job?" He turned back to Dodge. "Go back the way you came. The way is clear. I've freed those poor souls from the airplane. Go quickly."
Molly however was not finished. She darted forward and grasped her father's lapels. "You're coming with us. I won't leave without you."
There was a scrabbling sound and before anyone could move to stop him, Schadel sprang to his feet and hurled himself through the arched portal, vanishing instantly into the illusion. Hurricane started to pursue, but Hobbs forestalled him. "Let him go. His power is broken. He's no threat to anyone anymore. But you are all in great danger. I can hold them here…"
Suddenly the cassocks fell away to reveal hideous demon faces, hissing and sneering at Hobbs. The entities were now fully aware that Hobbs, their ruler long foretold, was not going to deliver them to the land of promise, but would instead force them to wander a while longer in the wilderness and they weren't happy about it.
"Take her!" Hobbs ordered more forcefully. He pushed Molly away, into Dodge's arms and struck a fighting stance as the robed giants began to tighten the circle. "Go!"
Molly struggled in his grip, but Dodge held fast and backed away, careful not to brush against the robed entities. Maybe there was no danger from a glancing contact, but he wasn't going to take any chances. As soon as he was past, the illusion began to fade like fog at the sun's rising. Instead of robed figures, he now saw what looked more like enormous snakes made of quicksilver writhing in a sinuous dance around the center of the original carved basilica. With each passing moment, more of the shapes flooded in. Entities trapped in the strange metal columns, awakened from their long sleep in buried ruins scattered across the planet, had burrowed through the earth's crust to demand one thing from their new master.
At the center of the gyre, Hobbs sat lotus-style, head bowed slightly and refused them.
Molly, sobbing, still fought against Dodge's restraining embrace and despite their difference in size, it was all he could do to hold her back. Hurricane, sensing that she might give him the slip, clamped a beefy hand on her shoulder. "You can leave on your feet, Molly or I can take you out over my shoulder, but either way, you're doin' what your father told you to."
Her red-rimmed eyes shot daggers at him, but she nodded, relenting in her struggle. Dodge didn't wait for her to change her mind, but instead hastened her toward the arch. The others followed, with Hurricane bringing up the rear. Dodge cast a final glance over his shoulder, but Hobbs was gone, completely hidden behind a wall of fluid metal.
Then, a groaning rumble shuddered up through the stone and Dodge knew that things were about to get a lot worse.

CHAPTER 20 — THE CHILDREN OF GOD

The last remaining survivors of Flight 19 were the only remaining obstacle to freedom, not because they were still enslaved to Schadel's hypnotic command, but rather because the puppet strings had been cut. They had awakened from a nightmare to find themselves on a narrow stone bridge, over an evidently bottomless abyss, in the middle of what seemed to be an earthquake.
Something was happening on the other side of the arch; something that even Newcombe with all of his scientific expertise would probably never be able to fully explain. Perhaps it was the sheer weight of so many entities in one place or perhaps it was a result of the energy they drew from the earth's magnetic field. Whatever the cause, the basilica seemed to be wrenching itself free of the cave system.
Enormous cracks shot through the blank wall surrounding the arch and a few of the fissures spread to the bridge. There was no time to explain any of this to the confused passengers and barely even enough time to grab them by the hand and lead them to safety. But, despite the urgency of the situation, they responded sluggishly. For almost a week, their minds had been switched off and during that time they had eaten little if anything and had endured considerable physical punishment, much of it at the hands of the very people who were now trying to save them.
Molly pushed away from Dodge in order to marshal the escape. She ran through the group, telling everyone she passed to follow her. Winterbourne, although not as spry, managed to motivate a few more with his commanding voice. Dodge, stayed to the rear of the throng, shouting a seemingly paradoxical exhortation to "Stay calm! Run for it!" while Hurley swept up in his arms those few too paralyzed with fear or exhaustion to heed the message.
The shaking seemed to increase with each step and before Dodge was even halfway across, the lurch of stone underfoot made movement nearly impossible for the haggard group of survivors. Dodge saw one of them, a middle-aged woman, pitch sideways, toward the edge and dove to arrest her fall. He succeeded in catching her wrist, but her momentum yanked him to the brink as well. He flung out his free hand but his fingernails scraped across the stone unable to find a purchase.
Then, as he felt his torso scrape over the edge, someone caught his hand. He thought it might be Hurricane, but the giant literally had his hands full with four passengers — two under each arm — as he tried to navigate the pitching surface. Dodge's savior immediately began pulling him back and Dodge in turn reeled in the woman. As he got her back onto the relative safety of the span, Dodge saw that his savior had been one of the passengers or more accurately, their pilot — the man he knew as Burton.
Before he could offer his thanks, the span shuddered again and then the end where it met the arched opening broke free and dropped several feet. The walkway tilted sharply and everyone that had not yet reached the T-shaped passage at the other end was thrown forward. The strain on the broken bridge was palpable; an ominous vibration rattled the stone beneath them all and Dodge knew that in a matter of seconds the span would either drop again or simply disintegrate. Some of them might make it off, but some of them certainly wouldn't.
But then something silver streamed out of the arched opening and wrapped around the fractured bridge like a jungle vine, insinuating into the cracks and completely arresting the collapse.
Father Hobbs was still looking out for them. Although they even now fought to compel the priest to issue the command that would completely destroy the world, the entities trapped within the metal columns were nevertheless bound to obey him. Dodge knew that the Padre planned to resist the urge to employ their power, but he was grateful that the priest had made this one exception.
The quicksilver entity not only prevented the destruction of the span, but lifted it back to something approximating its original position. The cavern continued to groan and shake, but the bridge was steady beneath their feet. Only when Hurricane crossed through the T-shaped door, did the entity retreat, allowing the stone span to crumble into the depths.
The narrow passage back to the surface was further away from the source of the tremors, but Dodge was acutely aware of the fact that thousands of tons of earth were suspended overhead. The tunnel felt even more confining with a crowd of frightened people ahead of him, slowing his escape to what seemed like a snail's pace. But then he glimpsed daylight ahead and a few steps later, emerged from what he had feared might become his tomb.
Relief at having escaped being buried alive quickly gave way to pandemonium as the frightened survivors of Flight 19 began demanding answers. One of their number however quickly took charge, firmly telling the crowd to stay calm, then turned and introduced himself to Dodge.
"I'm Captain Elliot Berlitz of the Tradewinds Clipper and these people are my passengers… or at least some of them. Can you tell me what's happened?"
Dodge shook his head. "Captain, it's a long story and I'm not sure where to begin."
Molly stepped forward. "The story can wait. These people are in terrible shape; they need immediate medical attention."
Berlitz nodded. "Absolutely. But can you tell me what's become of the rest? And my crew?"
Dodge glanced at Molly, then at Hurricane, who shook his head sadly. Berlitz seemed to understand and bore the news with stoic calm. Dodge tried to shift the focus to something more positive. "Captain, you saved my life back there. Thank you."
"It was the least I could do." Berlitz seemed almost embarrassed by the expression of gratitude, but graciously accepted Dodge's handshake. "Say, you look very familiar. Have we met somewhere before?"
"I think I may have flown with you once or twice," Dodge answered with a grin.
"Dodge!" Newcombe was calling from the other side of the crowd and continued shouting as he pushed through their midst.
"What's wrong, Doc?"
The scientist was frantic. "I can't find Jocasta."
"I didn't see her," Hurricane offered, his expression troubled, in spite of his professed disdain for the jewel thief. "But she might have… when the bridge started to fall…"
Dodge turned back to the doorway, but any hopes that he might have entertained that she was simply lagging behind were dashed when he saw that the doorway was gone. The canyon wall at the end of the descending steps was blank stone, all evidence of the T-shaped opening and the tunnel beyond erased completely from existence.
"Do you think she made it?" Newcombe asked, his tone betraying the faintness of his hope.
"Doc, if there's one thing I've learned, it's to trust Jocasta to do what's best for Jocasta." He clapped a reassuring hand on the scientist's shoulder. "I'm sure we'll see her again someday."
* * *
When Jocasta saw Newcombe dashing back and forth through the crowd of her fellow passengers from the ill-fated plane ride, she knew that he was looking for her. She felt an odd fondness for the strange scientist. It pained her, just a bit, to think that she had caused him a measure of grief. But there was business to attend to and an opportunity like this might not present itself again.
She kept her telescope trained on Newcombe as he ran back to, she correctly presumed, tell Dodge of her absence.
Jocasta didn't know quite how she felt about Dodge. The young adventurer reminded her just a little too much of the only man she felt she had ever truly loved and that led to one inescapable question. Where was the redoubtable Captain Falcon?
She recalled the way Hobbs and Hurley had talked about Dodge during and following her brief captivity. To inspire such loyalty from those two men was an enduring testament to Dodge's character, but she could only think of one reason why they would be following someone other than Zane Falcon… and that was something she didn't want to contemplate.
She was sorry now that she had kissed Dodge in Antarctica. It had reminded her of the happiness she had felt, if only briefly, in Falcon's company. Her greatest regret in life was that she had exploited their shared affection—why don't you call it what it was, Jo? Love— to steal some silly bauble. She would have done anything for a chance to live that moment again and make a different choice. She probably wouldn't have given up her hobby, but at the very least, she wouldn't have left Falcon and his companions buried up to their necks in the best beluga caviar.
Was Dodge the kind of man who could make her feel that way? She thought he just might be and that scared the hell out of her because a second chance at happiness was really just a second chance at disappointment. Besides, he had his red-haired girl and there was no denying the fire that burned there. She had heard it in both their voices and against impossible odds, they had found each other yet again.
At least someone got a happy ending.
She swung the telescope away from Dodge's ruggedly handsome face and started searching the other faces; the faces of people she had left Bermuda with so long ago. There had been thirty of them then; now just a handful remained. She hadn't recognized the pilot, Berlitz, in his disguise as Burton, which was unusual since she was usually very good at recognizing faces. Now, of course, she saw through the unkempt hair and beard. His co-pilot — she didn't know the man's real name — had been Stevens, the pilot lost in the Antarctic storm. It didn't look like any other members of the flight crew remained, but she gradually matched the haggard faces below to her memories of the people whose holiday had gone so horribly wrong.
Then she saw the one she was looking for; the one she didn't recognize.
* * *
The hardest part had been donning his disguise with a broken arm.
The pain didn't bother him. He had long ago learned the secret of controlling his body's responses to stimuli and pain was just another sensation that he could suppress at will. But crafting a convincing disguise with theatrical make-up — one that not only concealed his hideous skull head, but also looked real enough to pass the closest scrutiny — required fine motor skills. Difficult, with only one functional hand, but not impossible.
With his disguise complete, he slipped into the group. He didn't understand how they had slipped the shackles of his hypnotic command, but he knew that the priest was somehow responsible. Ah, well. They were just pawns, easily enough replaced. Perhaps he would take control of Dalton and his friends directly this time, simply to make them suffer for thwarting his plans.
For now, he was content to bide his time and let his enemies unknowingly tend to his many hurts. Ambulances and other hired cars were summoned from the city and in the space of about an hour, he was removed to the tiny hospital in Bhilsa along with everyone else.
In hindsight, his one regret was in excluding the agents of the Third Reich from the execution phase of his plan. He had been worried that they would attempt to betray him and steal the prize away for themselves and thus had held them at a distance. Even the agents he had set to minding the slaves from Flight 19 had been kept away from the nexus of his plan. Perhaps if he had trusted the Nazis with the location of the Outpost or if they had been waiting to seize the priest and the others as soon as the door to the ancient city was opened, perhaps then the outcome would have swung in his favor.
Merely a setback, he decided. Not a defeat. The world will become of place of skulls and I shall grind them all under my heel.
He lay impatiently in his hospital bed for what seemed like hours, enduring the attention of doctors and nurses who set his fractured arm and administered antibiotics and even offered morphine to ease his discomfort. He refused; he needed full command of his mental faculties in order to make his final escape. When at last the lights in the shared hospital ward were turned down, he slipped from his bed, stole past the night duty nurse's desk and found his way to the hospital's rear exit. After the odor of antiseptic, even the humid tropical air was refreshing; it smelled like freedom.
"You're one of the people from that aeroplane, aren't you?"
Child of Skulls and master of evil he might have been, but the woman's voice startled him so badly that he almost fell over backward. He reflexively flailed for balance and succeeded in slamming the cast on his arm into the door frame. The jolt tore through even his iron grip and his world blossomed into an inferno of pain.
"Oh, look what I've done," the woman cooed. "I've gone and scared the dickens out of you."
"It's fine," he hissed through clenched teeth. "Just help me back inside."
"Of course, love." She proffered her hand, but as he reached for it, she drew it back halfway. "The silliest thing just occurred to me. I was on that flight as well and I just don't remember seeing you at all. I'm usually very good with faces."
The pain melted away, replaced by icy dread and he looked up into a very familiar face. The blond flashed a dazzling, if insincere, smile.
Damn! His mind raced with possibilities of how to play this charade out, but it was obvious that she had found him out. There was nothing to be gained by trying to convince her otherwise. "I'm also very good with faces, Jocasta. And I most certainly was on the flight."
"Oh, yes. I remember you now. You're the bloke who hired me for a job and then tried to double-cross me. No, 'double-cross' is far too kind. You turned me into some kind of mindless drone and then left me to die at the bottom of the world. And need I mention, you refused to pay me what we agreed." She cocked her head sideways in mock thoughtfulness. "What's a good word to describe that?"
"You've got me dead to rights, my dear. But come, let's be professional about this. There's no reason that I can't honor our original agreement and perhaps compensate you for the additional troubles." He smiled, the cosmetic putty feeling strange against the withered skin of his face.
"Just like that? Name a price and all is forgiven?"
Her tone was coy, so he responded in kind. "I didn't ask for your forgiveness."
"Maybe you should have." Her smile melted into something less pleasant, but infinitely more sincere. "When we were at the Outpost, you asked me how I was able to slip your hypnotic leash. Nathan — Father Hobbs — did it, when he caught me in New York. And do you know what I did? I went looking for you. Not for my money and not for an apology."
She took a step closer and for the first time, it occurred to the Skull that maybe he should be afraid. "Jocasta, we can work something out. I can get you whatever you want."
Something metallic glinted in her hand. "Actually, there's only one thing I want from you."
* * *
Molly found sanctuary in the hotel garden, but peace continued to elude her.
She had seen terrible things in her short life, but her father had always been there to hold her hand and assure her that there were also good things in the world. If anyone knew about that, it was her father. He had witnessed firsthand the horrors of the Great War. How many times had he faced death? How many friends had died in his arms?
She had always known that he was haunted by the ghosts of his past, but he had found strength in his faith and had somehow been able to pass that strength along to her whenever the suffering she witnessed became too much to bear.
Now he was gone and she was alone.
"Molly?"
She raised her head and managed a wan smile. "Dodge. Is it the real you this time?"
"The one and only. May I?" He gestured to the empty space on the bench beside her and waited for her nod of assent. "In all the confusion, I never got a chance to…well, catch up."
"You should talk to Hurricane. He can tell you everything."
"Yeah, he told me a little bit." Dodge's voice was subdued. Hurricane had evidently told him a lot more than just a little bit.
"We didn't know if you were dead or alive." It wasn't what she wanted to tell him, but it was the first thing that she thought she could say without bursting into tears.
"He saved us all, Molly. He saved the whole world."
Her heart leaped into her throat and the tears came anyway. "Dodge, don't."
Cautiously, as if more afraid of being rejected than offending her, he put his arm around her. She did not push him away, but nevertheless remained aloof. If she accepted his embrace, she knew she wouldn’t be able to go through with her decision.
Still, she knew she owed him an explanation. "They're all still a little shell-shocked you know, but they're starting to ask questions. 'Where am I?' What do we tell them? A crazy man hypnotized you, enslaved you and turned into a killing robot?
"But that's the easy question. Today, a man asked me if I knew where his wife was. How do I answer that? How do I tell him…" She couldn't finish.
"You are not responsible for any of the bad things that happened, Molly. He did this to them; always remember that."
"I'm a doctor, Dodge. I'm supposed to heal people, not—"
"You know that you can't save everyone. Every doctor knows that. But you helped a lot of people today."
"I know." She took a deep breath. "Dodge, I'm not going back to New York."
He said nothing and for about a minute, she was grateful that he didn't try to talk her out of it. After that, the silence unnerved her.
"I want to help people that really need help. There's a whole class of people here — the outcasts, untouchables — people that are born and live and die with nothing. But there's a man who wants to change that. He calls them 'Children of God.' " She laughed, trying to cover a very different emotion. "Sounds like something Dad would say, doesn't it? I want to help them, Dodge."
"There are a lot of people like that in New York, Moll. People with nothing left. They could use a good doctor, too."
"I don't belong there. And here at least, I can be close to Dad."
There was another long silence, but Molly knew she had said what needed to be said and finally allowed her head to rest against his chest.
"I could stay here with you."
"Oh, sure. You'd stay for a while and then pretty soon you and Hurricane would run off to save the world." She tried to make it sound like a joke, but somehow it came out all wrong. "But hey, you've got the Catalina. You can come visit whenever you want."
"How long will you stay?"
"I don't know," she lied.
"I love you, Moll."
"I love you, too."

EPILOGUE — A PLACE OF SKULLS

Deep beneath the Udayagiri caves, sealed away for all eternity, Nathan Hobbs wrestled with demons.
He lived now only in a dream — his or theirs, he could not say — and he knew not to trust anything that he saw or heard. Yet, for all their schemes, they did not lie to him.
You should have let the Skull Child fulfill his destiny, they whispered. You have denied your world a merciful fate, in favor of great suffering.
And then, they showed him the darkness to come.
The Skull's agents, deprived of their mastermind's guidance, free to execute their own depraved and insane desires, would bring about the death of millions. A second Great War, more terrible than the first, would kill tens of millions and end with a weapon more terrible than anything Hobbs would have thought men capable of creating. From the ashes of that war, a time of false prosperity, in which millions more would die — some victims of malevolent intention, but most sacrificed on the altar of greed. And then… something unspeakable.
You are God's instrument to end this suffering, they whispered and he knew that this too, was not a lie. Will you release us?
Or will you make the world a place of Skulls?
They already knew the answer, of course. They knew the exact moment when he would fail and set them free. They knew exactly how many years he would endure the suffering of humanity before finally surrendering to the inevitable.
They knew, but he did not.
He recalled his promise to Dodge. I will hold the line until such time as it no longer matters.
"A little while longer," he whispered. "A little while longer."
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