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Аннотация
The Golden Age of Adventure has a new champion!

Twice before, Dodge Dalton proved himself a worthy heir to the heroic Captain Falcon, but saving the world has been more costly than he could have imagined. The scars of that sacrifice have only just begun to heal when disaster strikes again. Dodge's friend Doc Newcombe has been kidnapped by a gang of terrorists who plan to use his scientific expertise to build a weapon capable of destroying entire cities.
To save his friend, Dodge will have to unravel a web of intrigue where no one can be trusted, face off against enemy spies trained in the ancient arts of stealth and assassination, and travel to the very gates of Hell.
Dodge Dalton has emerged from the Shadow of Falcon's Wings…
He survived the Outpost of Fate…
But is he ready for the dangers that await on the High Road to Oblivion?


Sean Ellis
On the High Road to Oblivion


…IN THE GOLDEN AGE OF ADVENTURE…

Prologue: A Passage to Nowhere

They left at midnight.
A wan moon was just beginning to climb from behind the hills on the other side of the valley as John Perdue crept to the eaves of the Hathaway farmhouse and tossed a pebble at the second floor window.
“Johnny!” A voice hissed from under the porch to his left.
He ducked reflexively, but he already knew who it was. “Zeb! I thought you’d be sleepin’.”
Zebediah Hathaway slid out from the dark recess. “Not on your life. I couldn’t sleep.”
Johnny knew the feeling. They had been planning this for more than a week, waiting for the moon to be right. The lights never came when the moon was full. “C’mon. We gotta beat feet if we’re gonna make it there and back.”
Zeb trundled his bicycle from its usual place of rest alongside the porch and walked it alongside his friend as they hastened down the drive to the main road where Johnny’s bicycle was stowed. In the interests of stealth, both boys had removed the playing cards clothes-pinned to the front forks. Once clear of the immediate vicinity of the Hathaway house, both boys mounted their tubular metal steeds and charged off into the night.
Their destination was only about ten miles as the crow flew, but the road and the power of the legs pumping the pedals could only get them so close.
They dismounted and stashed their bikes in a stand of brush near the railroad crossing. The tunnel that cut through Saddle Mountain was a few miles from the intersection, but while the boys had no qualms about riding their bikes along the rail bed, their bravery did not extend to riding in the pitch black underground passage where the slightest deviation in course might send them crashing at full speed into the rough hewn gutrock.
The tunnel, they felt certain, was the key to the mystery.
The Saddle Mountain tunnel was about fifty years old, and for most of that time, it had been as innocuous as any other such passage. But all that had changed in the last year. At first, the stories had been discounted as the product of overactive imaginations or the delusional ravings of drunk hobos. But soon, even the town’s most respectable citizens admitted to having seen strange lights in the night sky high above the mountain, or having glimpsed the ghost train passing like a silent shadow through the darkened woods, vanishing into the tunnel, but not emerging on the far side. The rumors had begun to sprout like weeds. Someone remembered that three workers had died clearing a partial collapse five — or was it fifty? — years previously, and although no one could remember their names they were reportedly migrant workers with the Job Corps, or possibly Chinese laborers, who in their death throes had uttered a curse unleashing elemental magic to haunt the rail line. Fear of a spectral encounter was enough to keep all but the most intrepid young thrill seekers away, but Johnny and Zeb, who imagined themselves to be a modern Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, saw only an opportunity for adventure. Armed with battery powered lanterns, they had twice walked the length of the tunnel, but found nothing to explain the rumors. Of course, that had been during the daytime, and the ghost train only rode the rails at night.
Their speculative conversations dropped to a whisper as they reached the tunnel mouth and as the last hint of starlight was swallowed up by the darkness, they fell silent altogether. Unsure of what exactly they hoped to find, they simply groped along in the darkness, eagerly waiting for something — anything — to happen.
Their diligence was rewarded.
Not half an hour later, they heard a shrieking noise like metal grinding against metal. The ground began to vibrate underfoot, a sensation both boys associated with the approach of a locomotive, and they immediately sought refuge against the rough tunnel walls. Suddenly, about two hundred yards ahead of them, a sliver of light appeared in the veil of darkness.
“That’s it!” Zeb whispered, and pulled his friend along.
They got only about halfway when the ground shifted under their feet like the floor in a funhouse and both boys went sprawling. The rumble was even more pronounced, but Johnny was certain that the surface beneath them was moving, and he lay completely still. Further down the line, the light was getting brighter as a section of the tunnel wall opened up. The rumbling continued for a full minute, then ceased as abruptly as it had begun. The light continued to shine, but as Johnny’s eyes adjusted to it, he realized it wasn’t much brighter than a kerosene lamp. Then, the light moved.
With a sound barely louder than that made by the chains of their bicycles when they rode, the source of the light rolled forward, out of the previously hidden recess. The boys could not make out any details, but judging by the size of the silhouette blocking the light, it was about as big as a boxcar. The shape stopped moving with the faintest hiss of pressurized air, and then the rumbling sound resumed.
“It’s a turnaround,” Zeb whispered in Johnny’s ear. “The whole section of tunnel moves to connect with another tunnel.”
“Where does it go?”
“Let’s find out.”
Shrouded in darkness, they hastened toward the closing gap from which the silent train car had emerged and slipped into the side tunnel with only a few seconds to spare. The tunnel section rotated back to its original configuration and the dim light cast by the train car was shut off altogether, returning the boys to total darkness.
“So much for a ghost train,” Zeb remarked. “Just ordinary men, up to no good I’ll wager.”
“Who do you think they are?”
“Bootleggers, maybe.”
Johnny swallowed nervously. “What should we do now?”
“This tunnel has to lead somewhere,” Zeb returned, ever fearless. “Come on.”
At some point in their trek, Johnny decided to start counting his footsteps. There was no other way to measure the passage of time. When they had traveled perhaps two miles, he felt a change in the air. “I think we’re almost out,” he whispered, unnecessarily.
“I feel it too.”
Sure enough, about a hundred steps further on, they saw starlight overhead and the moon off on the horizon. Johnny had studied maps of the county and knew that this line did not appear on any of them. Nevertheless, the simple fact that he was now once more beneath a familiar sky bolstered his spirits. No matter what else they discovered, he could use the moon and stars to navigate his way out of this strange place.
They continued along the rail line for at least another two miles. In the dim moonlight, they could discern that the landscape was flat, almost unnaturally so, and covered only with scrub and a few small trees. Then, without any warning, the ground sloped away.
“Lookit that,” gasped Zeb, pointing down to where the rail line vanished in a misty depression. A few hundred yards to their left, a collection of familiar but completely unexpected shapes rose like islands from a sea of silvery fog. Barely visible wraiths moved between the shrouded structures. “There’s folks down there.”
“Might be folks,” Johnny answered gravely. “Might be somethin’ else, though.”
“Let’s go find out.”
Before Johnny could cast his vote on the matter, Zeb bolted from their vantage and made for the buildings, crashing through the brush on the hillside. The second boy breathed a curse that would have earned a mouthful of soap bubbles had his mother been within earshot, then chased after. He hadn’t gone ten steps when lights appeared.
It might have been swamp gas, except that there weren’t any swamps in the whole valley, or ball lightning or any number of other things that people usually attribute as the explanation for strange lights, but up close Johnny and Zeb saw that it was none of those things.
“Holy God,” whispered Johnny, reaching his friend’s side and gazing up at the blue corona that had taken station directly above. A second luminous shape rose from the mist and spiraled lazily toward their position, falling into an orbit around the first.
“Zeb, we need to run.”
“No, Johnny. Don’t you see? It’s not Martians at all.”
Suddenly a finger of brilliant light stabbed down and transfixed them. Primal panic took over and Johnny could think of nothing but the need to flee. He scrambled out of the circle of light and dashed for the tree line, but skidded to a halt when he realized Zeb wasn’t beside him. His friend remained fixed in place, staring up at the light as though he were gazing at a window into heaven itself.
“Zeb! Get over—” A bloom of pain, more intense than anything he could possibly imagine, stole the cry from his lips. Every fiber of his body seemed to on fire, and his head felt like a balloon about to burst. He dropped to the ground, writhing in a fetal curl, consumed by the agony.
Time ceased to have any meaning for him as he lay there. In fact, only a few seconds passed before the sky exploded.
The brilliant but focused spotlight became a supernova that filled the night from horizon to horizon. A blast of intense heat buffeted Johnny, but it was a welcome change from the other sensation, which had ceased at the moment of the blast. Flaming debris rained from the heavens, but Johnny could only lay motionless, quivering like a jellyfish washed up on a beach, as the memory of the assault slowly dribbled out of his nervous system. It was an oddly pleasant feeling.
Gradually, other sights and sounds began filtering into his perceptions and it occurred to him that perhaps he should flee. “Zeb!” he hissed, but no answer came.
He struggled to rise, but found that he could only move his left arm. His other extremities were held fast, and as he struggled to free himself, he realized that it was the earth itself that held him prisoner. He was half buried in the ground, as surely as if someone had dug a pit, thrown him in, and then packed the dirt down upon him.
“Zeb, help me!” He made no effort to whisper now. In a panic, he thrashed about, loosening the soil beneath him enough to wrestle his other arm free and prop himself up. “Zeb!”
A few fires still burned on the ground around him, but their dim glow revealed no trace of his friend. In fact, the entire area where Zeb had been standing was gone…or rather changed. Where there had once been a sloping hillside, there was now an abrupt drop-off, falling perhaps fifteen feet. The ground below was completely flat and smooth; aside from the smoldering debris, there was not so much as a blade of grass, and no sign at all of Zeb.
Johnny was still struggling, still crying out for his friend, when more of the wraiths emerged from the mist.
* * *
Three days later, a railroad detective rousted a young man from a freight car bound for Baltimore. The unresponsive deadhead sustained a nasty wound in the course of his ejection, which led to a brief hospitalization, followed by an even longer convalescence in a sanatorium. It would be two weeks before the boy would be able to identify himself as John Perdue from central Pennsylvania. He had no memory of what had happened during those lost days, and no idea what had become of his friend Zeb Hathaway.
* * *
The Road to Tomorrow

What will the world be like one hundred years from now? Former Presidential Science Advisor Findlay Newcombe and adventure writer David “Dodge” Dalton answer your questions here, every week.
Bill C. from Topeka, Kansas writes: Dodge, I love the Captain Falcon adventures. Last year, Captain Falcon stopped the Skull Brigade from using their death ray to destroy the Statue of Liberty. A lot of my favorite stories have things like heat rays and such, so I want to know: Are death rays real?
DD: Thanks for the question, Bill. Here’s what Dr. Newcombe has to say about death rays.
FN: “Death rays” are not only real, but they’re around us all the time. If you’ve ever gotten a nasty sunburn, then you’ve been exposed to a type of “death ray,” namely ultraviolet radiation from the sun. Solar radiation — literally rays — appear to us mostly as visible light, but there are also invisible rays that can burn your skin, and if you’re exposed to them long enough, give you second degree burns. Light, visible and invisible, is also heat, and if you know how to focus it, such as with a lens or parabolic mirror, you can create your own heat ray.
The ancient Greek mathematician Archimedes allegedly created a giant mirror which was used to focus the sun’s rays as a weapon to burn enemy ships. Unfortunately, as any mischievous boy who’s ever tried to burn an anthill with a magnifying glass knows, you have to position your lensing device at a precise distance from the target. Move just a little bit closer or further away, and your death ray simply becomes a very bright light.
Using the sun’s light to power a heat ray also underscores one of the big limitations of man-made death rays, namely energy. In order to produce an electrical lamp capable of creating enough energy to be focused into a death ray, we would need a huge amount of power, so much that the copper wires transmitting the electricity would probably melt long before we achieved any kind of useful result. In short, it’s very unlikely that we will ever see a handheld ray gun weapon. Larger weapons, like the one the Skull Brigade tried to create in the Captain Falcon story, or those used by the Martian invaders in H.G. Wells’ novel War of the Worlds, are more plausible, but again the energy requirements would be enormous. If you want to take over the world, skip the death rays, and stick to high explosives.
Jim P. from Burden Valley, Pennsylvania writes: Mr. Dodge, there are a lot of strange things going on here in the valley. Strange lights in the sky and noises in the woods. Folks say there’s a ghost train that runs the rails late at night and then vanishes. And worst of all, my brother and his friend disappeared a few weeks ago. My brother turned up hunerts (sic) of miles away with amnesia and his friend is still missing. Everyone thinks they ran away and got into trouble, but I think they were captured by ghosts, or mebbe (sic) Martians. Can you please send Captain Falcon out here to look into it?
DD: Jim, that sure sounds like something Falcon would have been keen to investigate back when he was fighting evil. And we’re very sorry about what happened to your brother and his friend, but I think we can ease some of your worries. Here’s what Dr. Newcombe has to say about ghosts trains, strange lights and sounds, and Martian invaders.
FN: Scientists believe in the principle of Occam’s Razor, which briefly states that the simplest explanation is usually the correct one, or put another way, when you hear hoofbeats, you think horses, not zebras.
When you hear weird noises at night, or see strange objects in the sky, there are any number of possible explanations. If you were to make a list of those explanations, and then put them in order from most to least likely, you’d find that there are a lot of more probable explanations for the phenomena than Martians or ghosts. But thousands of years of superstition have caused us to leap to the opposite, most unlikely conclusions.
That’s not to say that we can completely dismiss the possibility of phantoms or visiting spacemen; after all, until we can prove otherwise, anything is possible. But let’s consider a few facts.
First, ghosts. As a matter of science, nothing ever truly goes away. The same may be true of the energy that keeps us alive. However, physics also tells us that energy continues to descend toward entropy — a state where the energy is essentially useless. That’s why the coals of a fire will eventually go cold. We should expect the same to be true of the energy that our bodies produce. Once we die, the energy radiates away.
Most of what we think we know about ghosts and specters and hauntings comes squarely from fiction. Credible accounts of so-called “real” hauntings are uniformly dull. They usually amount to nothing more than a series of odd occurrences — strange noises, lights that come on unexpectedly, shapes glimpsed out of the corner of our eyes. Most of these occurrences probably have a very mundane explanation, but for argument’s sake, let’s say that phantoms are the cause of such things. This should give us a good indicator of what real ghosts can actually do in the physical world. In short, there is no reason to believe that ghosts, if they exist, can do much more than stir the air and make some noise.
Which brings us to Martians, or visitors from some other planet. Scientific principles support the idea that there must be life elsewhere in the universe. An experiment is considered successful only if it can be repeated, and since we don’t dispute that life has occurred on our world, then it stands to reason that life is not a singular occurrence. We might also suppose that intelligent life on some other worlds might have gotten an earlier start than it did here, and that their technology is advanced enough to set sail among the stars.
But the level of technological advancement required to make such a leap also would, we can safely assume, be accompanied by a similar degree of ethical and cultural advancement. Anthropologists and ethnographers studying primitive cultures recognize the importance of not interfering with the activities of the people they study. We should expect that a species capable of traveling between the planets would almost certainly be advanced enough to know not to interfere in the activities of our relatively primitive culture. So, ultimately, we can consider the Martians-as-kidnappers scenario to be one of the less likely choices.
Though it may not be much comfort, the mundane explanations for your brother’s misfortune seem much more plausible. If there’s a silver lining, it’s in the fact that a simple explanation, such as your brother and his friend running away, is much more likely to result in a successful resolution, than would one of the more incredible possibilities.

DD: Thanks Bill and Jim for your questions. Next week, Dr. Newcombe will talk about rocket-powered backpacks, and whether it is possible to travel back in time.

Coming soon!
The Clarion is proud to present a new series: The Real Adventures of Dodge Dalton!

Written by the legendary author “Lightning” Rod Lafayette.


Chapter 1—A Rough Day at the Office

“What the hell is this?”
David Dalton — known to most by the nickname “Dodge”—seldom used curses in the course of everyday conversation, and ordinarily would have reckoned it absolutely unthinkable in the presence of the man who signed his paychecks, but this was one of those rare occasions when he felt perfectly justified in doing so. In recent months, he had squared off against some of the most evil men on the planet, but he could not recall being as angry at them as he was at his editor, Max Beardsley. He slammed the Sunday edition, which had gone out all across the city the previous day, down on the other man’s desk and then slammed his fist down as well.
“The Real Adventures of Dodge Dalton? And that hack, Lafayette? What the hell are you trying to pull?”
Beardsley, who looked kind of like a bulldog, with a reputation to match, seemed uncharacteristically timid in the face of the verbal onslaught. Part of that may have been due to the fact that Dodge Dalton was no cub reporter, but rather an immensely popular writer of both fact and fiction. Mostly though, it was because of who had followed Dodge into the office, a towering mountain of man known to an adoring public as “Hurricane” Hurley.
For more than three years, Dodge and Hurricane had collaborated to write a serial ostensibly based on the latter’s adventures with a team of heroes fighting various criminal threats around the globe. The six-foot, six-inch Hurley had supplied the raw, unrefined stories, and Dodge had used his skill as a wordsmith to turn them into gold, in the form of a weekly feature. The Adventures of Captain Falcon had not only raised the readership of The Clarion — a daily tabloid with a reputation of being an excellent paper in which to wrap fish, and not much else — but had ultimately been syndicated nationally. It had only been in recent months that Dodge had learned that Hurley’s stories weren’t as fictitious as he had first believed. This incredible discovery had come when a diabolical villain had abducted the President and demanded to meet Captain Falcon in a duel of honor, leading Dodge to embark on an epic adventure of his own to find the absent namesake of the stories. In so doing, Dodge had earned the undying loyalty of Brian “Hurricane” Hurley. Hurricane would follow Dodge into Hell itself — in fact, he had done exactly that on more than one occasion — so there was little question that he had Dodge’s back here in the Clarion editor’s office.
Not that Dodge needed any help with Max Beardsley. The sandy-haired athletically built Dodge could hold his own in a battle of wits as easily as in any life or death struggle. He had paid his dues as a sportswriter and illustrator long before taking on the Captain Falcon adventures, and there was little question that his skills and reputation could get him any job he wanted. The problem was, he didn’t want just any job.
The editor placed his hands, palms down, on the desk, and tried to smile around the stub of the unlit cigar clenched between his teeth. “Dodge, m’boy, you’re looking at this all wrong.”
“Show me how to look at it right, Max, because from where I’m standing, I can’t see past how much it stinks.”
Beardsley sighed. “They were great stories, Dodge, but they’re yesterday’s news, if you’ll pardon the expression. It’s time for Captain Falcon to…hand off the ball, so to speak.”
“How can you even suggest that? Falcon has never been more popular.”
“It’s not Falcon that’s popular, Dodge. It’s you. They read the stories because of you.”
“He’s got a point there,” Hurricane rumbled.
Dodge shot his friend a look that no other man would have dared, but returned his stare to the editor. “So you mean to stop running the Falcon stories in the Clarion? Fine, I’ll just take them somewhere else.”
A faint twitch at the corner of the editor’s mouth suggested that he was trying not to smile, and for the first time, Dodge got the sense that Beardsley was one step ahead of him. He took the cigar from his lips and jabbed it at Dodge. “You do realize that we hold the copyrights to the character.”
“Then I’ll start a new series. And I’ll sue to keep you from using my name in Lafayette’s abomination.”
“Your name?” This time, Beardsley didn’t try to hide his condescending grin. “Your name is David Dalton, not ‘Dodge.’ And we’ve secured the rights to that character as well.”
Dodge leaned over the desk until he was almost nose to nose with the editor. “You don’t want to play this game, Max. There are other papers in this town that will be more than happy to help me ruin you.”
Beardsley spread his hands. “Dodge, at least hear what I’ve got to offer.”
“Your offer? You’re shutting down my story at the peak of its popularity and…and libeling me with this ridiculous ‘Real Adventures’ nonsense. What could you possibly have to offer me that would make this better?”
“Well, for starters, we’ll pay you just to be yourself. Make a few public appearances now and then to promote the new series, and I’ll pay you — and you as well, Mr. Hurley — as much as you’re making right now.”
“You think this is about money, Max?” Dodge rolled his eyes as he said it, but deep down he knew he was going to have to swallow his pride. There were other considerations — expensive considerations — that might very well force him to accept Beardsley’s terms.
After the episode with the President’s kidnappers, Dodge and Hurley, along with another of Captain Falcon’s old teammates, Father Nathan Hobbs, and a young lady named Molly Rose Shannon, had become the trustees of a fantastic secret: a repository of ancient, but somehow otherworldly, technology. Their possession of that secret had led to a unique partnership with the government, which included among other things, the gift of a Catalina flying boat. But more recent developments had thrown that partnership into limbo. The technology they protected had been stolen by an agent provocateur working with the Nazi government of Germany, and in order to prevent it from falling into the wrong hands, Father Hobbs had sacrificed himself in a climactic showdown in India. When the smoke had finally settled, the unusual devices were no longer functional. That loss meant that the government no longer had any reason to offer financial support. Between the rent on his apartment, and the fees for the slip where the Catalina was moored, there was no way he could afford to give up a regular paycheck, no matter how it was earned.
The editor wasn’t finished. “Then there is the matter of your new column to consider. I’ve got to be honest with you, Dodge. I’m only running it as a favor to you. Let’s face it, without your name attached to it, no one would even give it a second glance. So if you’re dead set on fighting this, then consider the Road to Tomorrow a dead end.”
Dodge sagged in defeat. Beardsley had found the chink in his armor and gone right for the heart.
He made one last half-hearted attempt. “Does it have to be Lafayette? He’s kind of screwy.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” Hurricane remarked.
Unlike Dodge, who had begun his career as a sports writer, Rodney Lafayette had only ever written fiction — salacious, sensational, scandalous fiction for the pulp magazines — in such copious quantities that he had begun promoting himself as “Lightning Fast Lafayette.” His reputation for erratic behavior, however, had modified his moniker, at least among those whom he imagined to be his peers; in the brotherhood of pulp magazine writers, he was called “Lightning Rod.”
“He’s a damn fine writer,” Beardsley said. “Fastest in the city, and he’s never missed a deadline.”
The last was a none-too-subtle dig against Dodge, who had himself been a paragon of punctuality right up until his own first brush with adventure. When the fate of the world was at stake, priorities had a way of being reorganized.
“Look on the bright side, Dodge. You’ll have more time to go gallivanting off to Timbuktu, or wherever it is you go.”
Dodge glanced at Hurley. “It’s not just my decision.”
Beardsley pushed away from his desk and stood. The change in his demeanor was unmistakable. He knew he had won, and even Hurley’s imposing presence no longer served to intimidate him. “Tell you what. Rod’s waiting downstairs; why don’t we go down and have a cup of coffee together. We’ll see if we can’t ease some of your lingering concerns.”
As they moved out of the editor’s office, Hurricane clasped Dodge’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Dodge. It was fun while it lasted.”
“We’re not down for the count yet.”
“No, but maybe it is time to retire the Cap, what with all that’s happened.” Though he was capable of emitting a roar to rival a stalking lion, Hurricane’s Tennessee drawl had the effect of soothing Dodge’s wounded ego like the purr of a kitten. And the big man was right; things were different now.
When Captain Falcon had been nothing more than a fictional creation, Dodge’s muse sang loud and strong. But the stories hadn’t come quite so easy of late. And losing Molly, who had decided to remain in India, hadn’t helped either. Maybe it was time for a change.
As he followed Beardsley out of the office and down a flight of stairs to the newsroom on the second floor of the Clarion building, where reporters and copywriters were busy pecking away on typewriters, Dodge’s ire began to subside. He knew he was probably going to have to swallow his pride, and he was looking forward to washing to bitter taste from his mouth with a pint of lager at McSorley’s. There was a pretty barmaid there who made no secret of her crush on Dodge, and while he wasn’t over Molly — not by a long shot — this was proving to be one of those rare days when the distraction afforded by a little empty adulation would actually be welcome.
Then, just as quickly as it had formed, that notion frayed and evaporated when his gaze was drawn to the woman lingering at the top of the ornate staircase leading down to the lobby.
It was impossible not to notice her. A statuesque blonde with piercing blue eyes, she would have been absolutely beautiful if her demeanor had been less severe. It was easy to imagine other women, and even men, calling her disparaging names behind her back, accusation to which she would have been completely indifferent. Her bearing alone would have sufficed to draw attention, but that was only the tip of the iceberg. In a city where most women assiduously followed the dictates of fashion, and would not have dreamed of venturing out into public unless dressed to the nines, this woman was scandalously out of uniform. She wore what appeared to be a man’s work shirt and trousers, and her long blonde hair was pulled back in a single ponytail. And despite the fact that at least half of the eyes in the newsroom were either openly or discreetly fixed on her, she seemed not to care. Her own gaze continually swept the room, back and forth like the beam of a spotlight.
Then she saw Dodge. There was a flicker of recognition as, for just an instant, the woman’s eyes met his own, and then her visual sweep resumed.
Dodge kept watching, wondering if he had imagined that momentary pause, but she did not look directly at him again. Nevertheless, she lingered in his consciousness as he followed Beardsley into the adjoining conference room where the department editors met every morning to brainstorm the day’s headlines.
“Dodge! Did you see it yet?”
The source of the eager shout was a tall, wiry man with dark frizzy hair and wire-rimmed spectacles, waving an exact duplicate of the tabloid Dodge had left on Beardsley’s desk. It was Dr. Findlay Newcombe, Dodge’s friend and presently his collaborator on the Road to Tomorrow segment. “Yeah, I saw it.”
“Now you’ll be a hero to rival Captain Falcon,” Newcombe continued, overflowing with enthusiasm and evidently oblivious to Dodge’s lack thereof. The scientist gestured to the other two people with whom he shared the room: a stocky man with a shock of red hair, wearing what appeared to be a silk smoking jacket, replete with a bright red ascot; and an attractive brunette woman wearing a staid gray suit with a matching pillbox hat. “Rodney and Miss Holloway have been telling me all about the plans for the series.”
“Asking for advice is more like it,” intoned the woman, flashing a smile that was more adoring than coquettish. When she spoke, her manner was confident and effusive. “Nora Holloway, Mr. Dalton. It’s an honor to finally meet you. I’ve read every word of your Captain Falcon stories. They’re inspirational.”
“Indeed.” The man, who could only be “Lightning Rod” Lafayette, harrumphed, and strode forward to grasp Dodge’s hand. “Fanciful tales. Almost as good as my own. But just wait and see; soon the world will be buzzing about the Adventures of Dodge Dalton, and saying ‘Falcon? Who’s that?’”
Dodge smiled politely, but shot a look at Beardsley that could have set the editor on fire. “Do tell, Mr. Lafayette.”
The red-haired man didn’t miss a beat. “Fantastic adventures with dastardly villains and diabolical schemes. Narrow escapes, romance, intrigue; exactly what your public clamors for.”
“That’s your idea of ‘Real Adventures’?”
“Artistic license,” Lafayette answered smoothly. “The audience isn’t sophisticated enough to know the difference, much less care.”
“Really? I guess that’s the difference between us, Mr. Lafayette. I don’t harbor contempt for my readers.”
If he took offense, Lafayette gave no indication. He seemed impervious to any kind of character assault. Beardsley quickly stepped forward, as if he feared the men might come to blows, but it was Nora Holloway who broke the uncomfortable silence. “Actually, Dr. Newcombe tells us that your real-life adventures are quite exciting.”
Dodge shot a look at the scientist, who quickly shook his head and raised his hands in a gesture of innocence. “I only mentioned that we’ve had some narrow scrapes.”
She flashed her smile again — a sincere, almost pleading smile. “I’d love to hear all about them.”
“That’s an excellent idea,” boomed Lafayette. “Miss Holloway is my secretary and researcher. She should spend some time getting to know all about you. It will lend a modicum of verisimilitude to our endeavor.”
“That’s a mighty big word,” remarked Hurricane, surreptitiously winking at Dodge. “I don’t reckon I even know what it means. Is that how sophisticated folks talk?”
For the first time, Lafayette’s facade seemed to crack a bit. “I meant to say it will…ah, be more authentic…believable…”
Dodge enjoyed watching the bombastic writer squirm under Hurley’s scrutiny. The big man was a lot smarter than most people gave him credit for, but it wasn’t his intellect that made ordinary men tremble. However, Lafayette’s momentary discomfort did little to put Dodge at ease. He glanced at Newcombe, who seemed perplexed by the level of tension in the room, and knew that no matter what was said, he would have to accept the new arrangement. He owed the scientist that much.
Only a few weeks earlier, Findlay Newcombe, sometime science advisor to the President, had been happily conducting research in a top secret laboratory on the grounds of Fort George Meade in Maryland, seeking to unravel the secrets of a technology recovered from the ruins of a lost civilization. And then Dodge had shown up and ruined his life. The Nazi agent, bent on locating the outpost where those secrets had been unearthed, had launched a series of attacks against Dodge and his friends. Separated from the others, Dodge had turned to Newcombe. The scientist had grudgingly agreed to follow Dodge literally to the ends of the earth, and had proven instrumental in keeping the technology out of the enemy’s hands. Unfortunately, for the military and governmental officials who had overseen Newcombe’s work, that happy outcome wasn’t good enough. Newcombe had broken their rules, and could no longer be trusted. To avoid embarrassment, the military had decided not to pursue criminal charges against Dodge and Newcombe, but any goodwill that Dodge had earned rescuing the President from his kidnappers had been completely used up. That was of little consequence to Dodge and Hurley, but Newcombe had no safety net. His exile extended beyond the secret research conducted by the War Department, to prevent him from getting work in academia. The Road to Tomorrow column had been just the thing to lift him out of his despondency, and eased Dodge’s guilt for having upset the balance of Newcombe’s life. There was no way he was going to let Beardsley take that away too.
Dodge finally broke the uncomfortable silence. “There’s not much to say, Miss Holloway. My ‘real adventures’ aren’t that interesting, but I’ll do whatever I can to help.”
“Perhaps we could—”
Dodge turned away from her and addressed the editor. “If there’s nothing more Max, I think I’ll call it a night.”
Beardsley looked less than happy, but gave a satisfied nod. Before he could say anything however, the door to the conference room opened. The editor opened his mouth, presumably to bark at the intruders, but no sound came out. His unlit stogie fell to the floor as he gaped in disbelief.
Hurricane reacted quicker than anyone, whirling around and crouching into a defensive posture, as if preternaturally sensing that they were all in great danger.
His premonition was right on the mark. Standing in the entrance were two figures — probably men judging by their builds — wearing dark clothes with faces concealed behind balaclava masks. That should have been cause enough for concern, but Dodge’s attention was instantly drawn to the object one of the men held in his right hand — a large firecracker with a long fuse that was throwing off dazzling sparks. Somehow Dodge knew it wasn’t a firecracker.
“Bomb!” Hurricane’s voice was like a thunderclap, and broke through the fog of incredulity that had left everyone in the room paralyzed, but before anyone could make a move, the man lobbed the lit dynamite stick into the center of the room and pulled back out of view.
Dodge reacted without thinking, whirling around and tackling Bearsdley and Nora — the only people other than Hurley who were within his reach — to the floor. He knew instinctively that Hurricane could take care of himself, and sure enough, his friend’s response was far more effective. Instead of seeking cover, the big man deftly reached under the massive conference table and with a decisive heave, flipped it onto its side and spun it around so that it stretched across the width of the room like a half wall. He then dropped to his knees behind the makeshift barrier and placed one massive shoulder against it, bracing it in place with his own body.
Dodge knew what was coming next, but there was no way to adequately prepare for it. With his head down, he couldn’t see anything, but in an instant everything changed. He didn’t hear an explosion, but instead felt the slap of the shockwave across every inch of his body and even inside his head.
How long he lay there, he could not say, but as he fought his way back to the surface of consciousness, he became aware of two indistinct figures — doubtless the two masked men — moving through the haze of dust and fumes. His eyes were burning from the acrid residue of the explosives and his ears were ringing. He knew he needed to get up and start moving to deal with the aftermath of the blast, and perhaps confront the architects of this unprovoked attack, but his body seemed to be disconnected. Even his best effort to call out to Hurricane resulted in nothing but a croak.
The masked bombers pushed through the debris and bent down to examine something. Dodge knew that they were talking, and while he couldn’t make out what they were saying, realized that they had found what they were looking for. Each man hefted a burden onto his shoulder, a burden that could only be a human body. Marshaling all his willpower into a single effort, Dodge propped himself up onto his elbows to get a better look.
The conference room was completely unrecognizable. The row of windows facing out over the street were gone and only a few tattered shreds of fabric remained of the roller blinds. The interior wall had buckled with the force and the plaster ceiling now hung down in jagged chunks that resembled broken teeth. Hurricane’s quick thinking had spared them the full fury of the blast, but they had nevertheless all taken quite a pounding. For his part, Hurley lay beneath the pieces of the conference table, which had broken around him like a stick snapped across a knee. Dodge noted that the big man was stirring, and then turned his attention to the other people in the room.
He remembered having tackled Beardsley and the woman — he couldn’t remember her name — and they were both right where he had left them, likewise shaking off the effects of the explosion. That meant…
Dodge swiveled his head toward the two masked men and the burdens they carried. The dust-streaked shapes were barely recognizable as human bodies, but he saw a flash of coppery hair that could only belong to Lightning Rod Lafayette. Muddled though his thoughts were, Dodge deduced that the entire purpose of the bombing was to provide cover for an abduction, but he could not fathom why anyone would go to such great lengths to kidnap a pulp writer. Then he realized that the other figure, longer and leaner, had to be Doc Newcombe, and everything fell into place.
He hauled himself to his feet and moved, reeling more than walking, toward the men. They ignored him moving purposefully toward the gaping wound in the side of the building, and then, as if possessed of some kind of divine power, took turns stepping out into empty space.
Dodge approached the same point with a good deal more caution, but as he eased out into space, he saw the ladder they had used, still propped against the side of the building, and caught just a glimpse of the two masked men closing themselves inside the back of a waiting Ford panel delivery truck. Without really knowing what he was going to do next, he eased his right foot out onto the top rung and then swung himself onto the ladder.
The truck’s engine roared as it pulled away, and by the time he reached the debris-littered sidewalk, it was racing down the street, heading south. Dodge could just make out a round red shape painted on its back door, the only distinguishable feature on its otherwise uniform black exterior. It’s a tomato, he thought.
“Where’s Rodney?” The voice, a mixture of confusion and near-hysteria came from just behind him, and he half-turned to see the Lafayette’s assistant stepping off the ladder. Her face and hair were liberally coated in plaster dust, making her look like a refugee from the court of Louis XIV, and her hat sat askew on her head, but she seemed otherwise unhurt.
Dodge gaped at her for a moment and then pointed at the receding truck. “They took him.”
Above them, Hurricane ventured out of the enormous wound in the building and began descending as well, but when he was halfway down, he began listing to one side. Before Dodge could move to steady the ladder, it leaned sideways and crashed to ground. So did Hurricane. The big man let loose an oath that would have made even Dodge blush under any other circumstances, and struggled to his hands and knees.
“Dodge! Damn it, everything’s spinning. What happened? Where’s the Doc?” It was perhaps a measure of his concern that Hurley did not employ his favorite nickname—‘Newton’—for the quirky scientist.
“Tomato truck.” Dodge’s head felt thick, and he wondered if he was making any sense.
“Tomato truck?” The woman — Nora, Dodge remembered, that was her name — seemed likewise unable to make sense of his statement. “Why would they leave in a—”
Hurricane hauled himself erect, but was still clearly having trouble staying that way. “Well, go after them!”
“How?”
The big man pointed to the row of automobiles parked across the street. One of them stood out from the rest; a sleek fire-engine-red 1936 Auburn 851 Boattail Speedster that was Hurley’s pride and joy. “You’ll have to drive. I’m still seeing double.”
“Drive?”
“You do know how to drive, don’t you?” Nora asked.
Dodge nodded slowly.
She tugged at his arm. “Well then, let’s go.”
The sports car was designed to seat two people comfortably — two average sized people. Hurricane Hurley usually rode alone with the top down, his massive frame leaving only a little bit of room for a passenger. This time, he simply slumped into the seat on the passenger’s side, leaving Dodge to squeeze in behind the steering wheel.
“Where am I supposed to sit?” Nora inquired, daring either man to tell her to stay behind.
Under normal circumstances, both men probably would have done exactly that, but Dodge’s bell was still ringing and it was all he could do to focus on the task at hand. “Well, you can’t sit in my lap,” he told her.
Her lips turned down in a pout, then with one hand pressing her skirt down, she scooted her rear end onto the door panel and with considerably less gracefulness than she probably intended, dropped into Hurricane’s lap. The move caught the big man by surprise and he gave a little “oomph” as she landed on something tender. The sound was repeated as she awkwardly folded her legs to get them into the car and down into the crowded floor well.
Dodge watched her contortions in disbelief for a moment, then decided he could wait no longer. He activated the starter and coaxed the Speedster’s 150 horsepower engine to life. Revving the engine, he let out the clutch, and the sports car exploded out of its parking spot.

Chapter 2—Rotten Tomatoes

Initially, Dodge couldn’t see the panel truck, but it seemed likely that the kidnappers would continue in the same direction and remain on the main thoroughfares, at least until they drew near to whatever their final destination might be.
The cool breeze blowing across his face helped clear his head and soon the unanswered questions began to bubble to the surface. “Why dynamite?” he asked, inclining his head toward Hurley. “It’s not the subtlest of methods.”
“Anarchists.” This opinion did not come from Hurley, who was still trying to shake off the effects of the blast, but instead from Nora. “They like to blow things up. Cause mayhem. It’s a good way to distract attention from their real motive.”
“Which was to grab the Doc.”
“No offense, but I doubt your friend rates this kind of attention from the anarchists.”
“Then why…you think they were after Lafayette? Why on earth would they care about him?”
“Rodney gets death threats all the time from crazy people who don’t like the way he presents their cause in his stories. Why, just last month, he did a story where Detective Jack Bixbee tussled with a gang of Fennian’s in Hell’s Kitchen. You wouldn’t believe the letters we got after that one. Someone even sent us a dead rat.” She shuddered at the memory.
Dodge’s forehead creased. “I never get death threats.”
Hurley made a choking noise. Evidently he was feeling better as well.
“You know what I mean,” Dodge countered, his cheeks suddenly feeling hot with embarrassment. “But still, dynamite? They could just as easily have killed us all.”
“I don’t think so. If they’d wanted to do that, they would have used a lot more’n just one stick, and they’d’ve put it in a sack full of washers or nails. One stick in a big room like that? I’d say they just wanted to knock us all senseless…Scratch that, they probably wanted to knock me senseless.”
“You?” Nora retorted. “How could they have even known you were in that room?”
“No offense, miss, but I’m afraid I have to agree with Dodge. This was about grabbing Doc Newton, and they know that I’m watching out for him.”
Nora rolled her eyes. “Why on earth would they want him?”
“Because he just happens to be one of the smartest men in the country.” Dodge didn’t want to elaborate, but he knew that answer would only further stoke the woman’s curiosity. He quickly changed the subject. “Does anyone see them?”
Hurricane squeezed his eyes shut, and then opened them, straining to see into the distance. Under normal circumstances, Hurley had the eyes of an eagle, but Dodge knew how the explosion had affected him, and could only imagine what it had done to Hurley’s senses. The big man squinted, staring straight ahead, then abruptly looked skyward. “Well that’s not something you see every day.”
Dodge took his eyes off the road only long enough to glance up. In that brief instant he saw a pair of aircraft, moving in the same direction and just a little bit faster than the Speedster. The two flying machines were relatively low to the ground, only a little higher than most of the rooftops, and despite the fact that his gaze lingered on them for only a moment or two, he was able to make out several key details. The aircraft had long tapering fuselages with swallowtail rudder assemblies in the rear, just like most airplanes, but had no wings. Instead, there was a faintly transparent disk above the body, and when Dodge blinked, he saw that the disk was actually a spinning assembly of long fan-like blades.
“Why, it’s an autogyro!” Nora exclaimed. “It’s like an airplane, but instead of having wings, it has a giant propeller on top that can lift it almost straight up off the ground, so that you don’t need a runway for take-off and landing.”
Dodge rolled his eyes. He knew what an autogyro was, and was irked that the woman had assumed he would be ignorant, but he withheld the sarcastic reply that had welled up automatically from his bruised ego. “Think it’s a coincidence?”
Hurley shrugged. “The Padre would say, ‘There are no coincidences.’”
Nora glanced first at Hurricane and then at Dodge. “I’m sorry, are you actually suggesting that anarchists have autogyros? That’s absurd.”
“Who said anything about anarchists,” Hurricane answered, winking at Dodge. “Did you, Dodge? I sure didn’t”
Nora folded her arms and made a pouting face. “Hmmph.”
Before Dodge could even think of an answer, he realized that the autogyros had banked to the right and were moving east. “Decision time. Do we follow the gyros, or keep looking for that panel truck?”
Hurricane grimaced. “Well, we know where the gyros are. Can’t say the same for your tomato truck.”
That was good enough for Dodge. He accelerated ahead looking for the cross street that marked the new heading for the two aircraft. Although traffic was light, he veered and wove through the moving maze, occasionally cutting off other drivers and when necessary blowing through traffic signals with his horn blasting a warning to clear the way. A policeman, his traffic control whistle shrieking like a banshee, tried to wave them to a stop at one intersection, but Dodge dared not comply.
“There!” Hurley shouted, too late for Dodge to make the turn. “That was the one.”
Dodge twisted the wheel and feathered the brakes. The rear end of the Auburn slewed around in a half circle, leaving curving streaks of rubber on the macadam. He downshifted to second gear and let out the clutch, even as the car was still sliding, and charged back into the intersection, cutting a wide turn onto the cross street. Dodge had no idea where they were, but the two autogyros were plainly visible, flying directly above the roadway, perhaps three blocks further down.
Dodge kept the accelerator pedal pushed to the floor and watched as the speedometer needle swept past the ten mile an hour increments like the sweep second hand of a stopwatch.
“Tomato!” Hurricane exclaimed. “Maybe four blocks. They’re stopped at a signal.”
“Unbelievable,” Nora said, shaking her head.
Dodge wasn’t sure what exactly was proving to be such a challenge to her credulity — maybe she just couldn’t fathom Hurley’s astonishing eyesight — but just then, he didn’t much care. With one foot resting on the brake but never depressing it, he charged ahead, passing other cars like they were parked, and after a few seconds, the panel truck appeared before his eyes.
The signal changed and the tomato truck began moving forward with the rest of the cars, but then it abruptly charged ahead, and Dodge knew their prey had at last been alerted to the fact that they were being hunted. Since there was no longer any reason to mask their approach, Dodge laid on the horn and kept the pedal to the floor.
The cars between the Speedster and the panel truck seemed to quickly grasp that they were in the middle of a veritable dogfight, and one by one they slowed down and got out of the way. Dodge seized on this advantage, and in a few moments pulled to within about fifty feet of the more cumbersome delivery vehicle.
“How do we stop them?” he shouted to Hurricane.
“Get alongside them.” The big man said extended one long arm down into the gap behind the seat, and when he drew it back, in his fist was one of his legendary, custom-made .50 caliber semi-automatic pistols. “I’ll persuade them to pull over.”
Dodge nodded and angled the front end to the left side of the panel truck. But before he could close the remaining distance, the back door of the truck opened and he saw one of the men that had earlier attacked them, no longer masked, but smiling like he knew a secret that would ruin Dodge’s day.
As it turned out, he did.
* * *
Although they had been partially protected from the dynamite blast by Hurricane’s hasty barrier, Newcombe and Lafayette had been standing at the moment of detonation, and as such had been hit that much harder by the shockwave. Whereas the others had been left dazed, the scientist and the writer had been knocked unconscious, and remained that way as the two masked bombers had manhandled them down the ladder and into the back of the panel truck. So when he gradually floated back to the surface of awareness, Findlay Newcombe had no sense of the passage of time; in fact, even his memory of the bomb attack itself had been knocked out of his head. One moment he was visiting with Dodge and Hurricane — and who could forget the rather charming Nora Holloway? — and the next he was…
Where am I?
Newcombe jolted in place, as if waking from a dream of falling. He would have thrown his hands out to catch himself, but they didn’t respond. That was when he realized that his wrists were bound.
He struggled for a few moments, even as his eyes grew accustomed to the dim conditions. There was enough illumination — indirect light that seemed to be constantly moving and shifting — for him to make out the cramped dimensions of the enclosure in which he now found himself. That, coupled with the vibration and occasional shift from side to side, told him he was in a moving vehicle. He was also able to make out two men, squatting near his feet, at what he took to be the rear of the vehicle, quietly conversing. They both wore dark clothes, and had saturnine features and unkempt facial hair. One of them was smoking a foul cigar, and its smoke hung in great brown curls overhead,
“What the devil’s going on here?” This indignant eruption was practically in Newcombe’s ear — which he only now realized wasn’t working properly — and he started again. His foot struck the man with the cigar, but the only reaction from the man was a disdainful glance. The source of the shout, whom he now realized was Rodney Lafayette, was lying alongside him, similarly bound.
“Rodney!” Newcombe shouted. He felt awkward doing so; he wasn’t a loud person by nature, and his evident deafness didn’t make it any easier. It actually took several attempts to reach a level of volume sufficient to overwhelm the other man’s bluster. “Shut up!”
Lafayette did not shut up, but he did change the focus of his outrage. “How dare you take that supercilious tone with me? Have you any idea who I am?”
“Of course I do, you cretin. I called you by name, didn’t I? And in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re in a heap of trouble here, and you’re just making it worse with all your shouting. So…shut…up!”
Lafayette continued to writhe in righteous indignation, but Newcombe’s efforts earned a chuckle from one of the men seated at his feet. But a moment later, the man looked away, his attention fixed on something in the front of the vehicle. Someone from the front seat had spoken to him, and after exchanging a glance with his comrade, the man fired off an answer in a language Newcombe did not recognize. At least his ability to hear was returning.
“What was that?” Lafayette demanded. “What did he just say?”
“I don’t know,” the scientist answered patiently. “It sounded like Greek.”
“Well, it’s all Greek to me, too, but you don’t have to be obsequious.”
“What I meant was…” Newcombe sighed and rolled his eyes. “Never mind.”
The subject of the exchange in a language that was either Greek or something very similar, became evident a moment later as the man with the cigar cracked the rear door open a few inches, allowing daylight to stream inside. Newcombe lifted his head and caught a glimpse of the New York city streets flashing by…and then he saw something that made his heart soar. About fifty yards behind them, and closing fast, was a very familiar red sports car: Hurricane Hurley’s Auburn Speedster.
He was on the verge of whispering to Lafayette that they would soon be saved, when the man with the cigar did something that dashed his burgeoning hopes. The man delved into the box on which he had been sitting and produced what Newcombe initially took to be a long candlestick. He then puffed on his cigar until its tip glowed bright orange, and touched it to the wick.
Only it wasn’t a wick.
* * *
As the bearded man tossed the lit stick of dynamite toward the Speedster, Dodge did the only thing he could think of. He slammed on the brakes and lowered his head.
The Speedster’s tires shrieked across the pavement, and started veering out of control to the left. In that same instant, the dynamite hit the pavement, and even though there was still a bit of fuse left, it exploded.
The blast threw up a foul cloud of dust and smoke, and the shockwave slammed into the Auburn, buckling one of its side panels and peeling the paint. Nevertheless, Dodge’s instinctive reaction minimized the actual damage. In the fraction of a second between when Dodge applied the brakes and the dynamite was thrown, the truck traveled a hundred feet or more. Shop windows on either side of the thoroughfare were shattered and when the dust settled, there was a new pothole in the street, but the dynamite might simply have been an enormous firecracker for all the injury it caused.
Dodge restarted the stalled engine.
“You’re not serious,” Nora gasped. “We’ll be blown to smithereens.”
He didn’t answer, but started forward again. He wasn’t exactly sure how he would avoid subsequent explosive attacks, but now he was forewarned. Beside him, Hurley pushed Nora down into the footwell, and then extended his arm, sighting down the barrel of his pistol as the Speedster began once more closing in on their quarry. But then, inexplicably, he thumbed the safety down and lowered the weapon.
“Can’t risk shooting at them. I might hit the Doc, or worse, make ‘em crash, and with that load of dynamite they’re driving around, we can’t take that chance.”
Dodge nodded, chastened. He held back this time, keeping a healthy distance, while he wracked his brain to come up with a strategy to rescue his friend. For the moment, he could come up with nothing better than simply following the panel truck and hoping for his luck to change.
Suddenly, the back door of the delivery vehicle flew open again, and the bearded man threw out another stick of dynamite. He did not simply toss it on the pavement, but instead drew back and, to the best of his ability given the cramped space in which he sat, hurled it in a high arc, directly in the path of the sports car.
Dodge watched the sizzling end of the fuse as it tumbled end over end through the air, with the practiced eye of a home run slugger watching the pitch. He didn’t just see it, he saw where it would eventually end up, and this time his reaction wasn’t a reflex, but a perfect synchronization of eye, mind, body and machine. He punched the accelerator, steering sharply to the right, and the car swerved under and away from the dynamite. When the inevitable explosion came, it was at their back, lending its energy to the Speedster’s momentum.
Dodge immediately tapped the brakes, falling back to maintain a standoff distance. “How much more dynamite do you think he has?”
“Enough,” Hurricane answered. “You’ll know when he’s running out because he’ll get desperate.”
“People are going to get hurt if we keep this up.” Dodge chewed his lip thoughtfully. “We need to figure out where they’re going. And why they want the Doc.”
“Or Rodney!” Nora chirped from her place of concealment.
Hurricane ignored her. “They don’t want him dead; we know that much.”
“He’s a scientist. He knows about…” Dodge glanced at the huddled woman and chose his words carefully. “Important things.”
“But those…ah, things…don’t work anymore.”
“These anarchists, or whoever they are, might not know—”
“Look out!”
Ahead of them, the panel truck door came open again, and Dodge reacted even as Hurley shouted his warning, preparing himself physically and mentally for the next dynamite attack.
But nothing could prepare him for what happened next.
* * *
Newcombe gasped in alarm as the man with the cigar tossed the dynamite out, mostly out of fear for his friends’ safety. But when the dynamite exploded less than a second later, and the panel truck rang like a bell from the close proximity of the blast, he realized that the explosives were as much a threat to him as they were to Dodge.
Dynamite was really nothing more than a way of making nitroglycerine — an extremely delicate and very explosive liquid — safe to handle by binding it in a matrix of inert material, sawdust or diatomaceous earth, wrapped in paper. But if the dynamite wasn’t stored and maintained properly, the nitroglycerine could seep out of the matrix. When that happened, you didn’t need fuses or blasting caps to make the dynamite explode; simply dropping it on the ground might be enough to ruin your day. Evidently, this was true of the dynamite his kidnappers were using.
The two men exchanged angry words in their shared tongue, and the man with the cigar hung his head in embarrassment. Newcombe didn’t have to speak their language to decipher the gist of the conversation.
“Good heavens!” Lafayette exclaimed. “They’re using trinitrotoluene.”
Newcombe frowned. “No, I’m pretty certain it’s dynamite. Trinitrotoluene would be more stable—”
“What difference does it make, man? We’ll be blown to smithereens.”
Newcombe thought Lafayette seemed more upset about having been corrected, or perhaps about having failed to impress him, but he couldn’t argue with the man’s conclusion. Before he could respond, however, the man with the cigar delved into the box and brought forth another stick, which he promptly lit. This time he waited a few moments, letting the fuse burn down more than halfway, before opening the door wide, drawing back and heaving it with all his might.
He slammed the door well ahead of the blast, but the concussion nevertheless reverberated through the vehicle. The other man nodded approvingly and then the unseen driver made a comment, which prompted the man to begin preparing yet another stick of dynamite.
“Inspiration dawns!” Lafayette announced abruptly.
“What?”
Lafayette did not answer, but as soon as the smoking man opened the door in preparation to launch another bomb, the pulp writer drew his knees up, then kicked straight out. His feet slammed into the wooden box holding the dynamite. Like one billiard ball striking another, the box in turn struck the man with the cigar and knocked him right out of the moving truck.
The remaining captor dove forward to catch the box before it too slid out. He succeeded, barely, wrapping both arms around the crate as it teetered on the edge. Newcome sagged in relief, knowing that they had come within a whisker of being erased from existence.
And then Lafayette kicked again.
* * *
Dodge was ready for another stick of dynamite to come flying his way, but not one that was still in the hands of the bomber.
The man pitched forward, out of the back of the panel truck and slammed face down into the macadam, where he skidded and tumbled to a stop. Dodge angled the Speedster to go around him on the left, but before he could pass, the dazed bomber weakly propped himself up in order to fling one arm out. A hissing stick of dynamite arced through the air, directly in the Speedster’s path.
Dodge hauled the wheel in the opposite direction, but he was going too fast. The rear end swung around and the car went into an uncontrollable spin, sliding diagonally across the street, away from the dynamite but right into the man who had thrown it. The Speedster’s unique boat-shaped tail end clipped the bomber and sent him tumbling once more down the road toward the retreating delivery truck.
The gravitational forces caused by the spin pushed Dodge across the seat, crushing him into the immovable Hurley, and at almost the same instant, the explosive detonated in mid-air, hammering them with the shockwave. Dodge’s hands slipped from the steering wheel and his feet were pulled right off the control pedals as the vehicle turned two complete circles before slamming into a parked car.
Waves of vertigo and pain rolled over Dodge. Even though he was now motionless, the entire world seemed to be whirling around him like a tornado, and at the center of the gyre, a strange series of images appeared: A wooden box, poised on the edge of the panel truck… A man diving to prevent it from falling… Both suddenly pushed out of the truck. Then, Dodge’s gaze was inexplicably drawn to the bright red letters stenciled on the box as it dropped toward the pavement.
“Oh, no!”

Chapter 3—Aftermath

The crews aboard the two Cierva C.30 autogyros, high above the street and well away from heart of the blast, had the best view of what happened next. Even so, most of it was faster than the human eye could follow.
The shock of hitting the pavement was enough to detonate the nitroglycerine that had oozed from the old dynamite sticks. The man holding the box was vaporized instantly, erased from existence in the flash. A wave of energy rolled out in every direction, blasting apart the other kidnapper, even as he was still tumbling from the impact with the Speedster. An enormous cloud of smoke and heat rose heavenward like a blossoming flower, and then, perhaps a full second later, a booming noise louder than any thunderclap reached the ears of the pilots overhead. They could not move fast enough to fly away from the ensuing shockwave, and while it was not quite enough to knock them from the sky, they were nevertheless buffeted by what felt like a hurricane-force wind gust. After a few uncertain moments, however, they regained control and got their first look at the aftermath.
From the air, the radial blast pattern was astonishing to behold. An enormous crater, at least forty feet in diameter, had been gouged out of the macadam, exposing sewer tunnels and shattered pipes that gushed water. Around that focal point, everything had been pushed out. Trees growing along the sidewalk had been flattened, their branches and bark stripped away. Decapitated lampposts canted away from the crater on all sides, and a number of parked cars had been shoved onto the sidewalk and in many cases, into the storefronts and residences beyond. The Speedster, no longer quite so bright red, was now almost inextricably intertwined with another vehicle, though through some miracle, the trio within had survived the explosion by ducking down at the last instant. The sports car, however, was not the vehicle that concerned the pilots of the autogyros.
The black panel truck had been closer to the detonation than any other vehicle, but because it was already moving away at more than fifty miles an hour, the energy of the explosion catapulted it forward rather than blasting it apart. By some fluke, the rear door of the truck swung closed as the doomed kidnapper fell out, which afforded the occupants of the vehicle some protection from the heat and kinetic energy, but even so it was not a smooth ride. The vehicle was lifted off the ground, and for a moment it nosed down as if it might flip end over end, before finally slamming once more onto the pavement and rolling straight forward in a shower of sparks.
The autogyros circled the crater, observing the blast zone to ensure that there would be no secondary explosions, and then swooped down like predatory raptors. Unlike airplanes, they did not need long runways to land, but instead dropped in almost vertically to settle onto the debris strewn street only a few hundred feet from the panel truck. The pilots, occupying the rear seats in each craft, remained at their respective controls, keeping the engines of the gyros at idle. The passengers — two men decked out in leather jackets and flying helmets — cautiously climbed out of their cockpits, mindful of the free-turning rotor blades whirling overhead, crouching low as they moved out from under the lethal spinning disk, and then hastened to the battered delivery vehicle.
The frame of the panel truck had been battered out of square by the explosion, and the two men had to work together to wrench the rear door open. Once inside, they quickly assessed the status of the two captives, verifying that the dazed men were not seriously hurt, then hoisted them out. Unlike the original kidnappers, the two men from the autogyros carried their burdens as a team, with one man holding the shoulders and the other the feet. They took Newcombe on the first trip, shuttling him to the cockpit of the nearest aircraft and depositing him within as gently as possible, no mean feat considering that the struts which supported the overhead rotor assembly were directly above the passenger’s seat. Once the scientist was safely ensconced within, they raced back for Lafayette and transferred him to the other aircraft. As soon as they were finished, the two leather-clad men insinuated themselves into the cramped forward cockpits. The whole process took less than five minutes,
During the time spent on the ground, the pilots had engaged the take-off transmission, diverting power from the engines that powered the forward propellers, to keep the overhead rotor turning. With their passengers aboard, they revved those engines until the rotors were spinning fast enough to lift the autogyros off the ground. The rotor functioned much the same way as the wings on a traditional airplane, but because the rotor blades were always moving, they could provide lift even when the aircraft wasn’t moving forward. Once aloft, the transmissions were disengaged, and the rotor wings were kept turning simply by the flow of air. The two craft leaped from the blast site, and raced away above the city rooftops.
* * *
The explosion made the blast in the conference room seem like a bump from a careless pedestrian by comparison. The metal body of the Speedster helped deflect some of the concussive force, but for several minutes Dodge could do little more than lay where he was, slumped in the seat of the misshapen vehicle. He felt like he’d just gone fifteen rounds with Joe Louis, and wanted nothing more than to just lay on the mat for the full count and let someone else carry him out of the ring. But because he was still alive, and because his friend was still in danger, he reached down to his core and found the strength to lift himself up one more time.
The explosion had utterly transformed the street. Where there had been orderly rows of parked cars and neat storefronts, there was only ruin. It took him a few seconds to get oriented, but his eye was quickly drawn to the idling autogyros on the far side of the enormous blast crater. Any lingering question about whether the presence of the aircraft over the escaping panel truck might be just a coincidence was now unequivocally answered.
Wincing, Dodge clambered over the side of the Speedster, then remembered that he was not alone. “Hurricane!”
The big man opened one eye, then managed a nod. “I’ve survived worse. Not much worse, though. Miss Holloway, are you still with us?”
Nora groaned something that sounded like an affirmative.
“Those gyros, they’ve landed by the panel truck.” Dodge glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t know what they’re up to, but…”
“Better find out. I’ll be along as I’m able.”
Dodge nodded and then lurched into motion. He felt unsteady on his feet, punch-drunk, but once he got moving, his forward momentum kept him upright. Unfortunately, between him and his goal lay the massive crater, stretching across the entire street. The only way past it was to go around, and even that was easier said than done.
The sidewalk on the right was still more or less intact, save for a five-foot section that had collapsed into the pit. There, the concrete had cracked apart, with some jagged portions protruding like broken teeth from the underlying earth, but directly next to that, the twisted remains of an overturned automobile presented an impassable barrier. Getting over that gap would require either a jump worthy of an Olympic decathlete, or the skills of a world-class mountain climber. Dodge was neither, but decided that in his current state, climbing was the safer option. Using the broken sidewalk pieces like stepping stones and the undercarriage of the wrecked car like rungs on a ladder, he started across the void.
He had just reached the far side when he heard the engines on the autogyros rev up. A moment later, they were both airborne, and before he could get both feet on solid ground, the two aircraft had already disappeared beyond the skyline. In the stark silence that followed, he could hear the distant sound of sirens — police cars and fire engines, he surmised. A sick, sinking feeling that had nothing to do with pummeling he had received from collisions and more explosions then he could remember, settled over him.
He felt a little steadier on his feet as he dashed across the intervening distance and plunged without hesitation into the back of the delivery truck. Its emptiness left him stunned, and for a moment he feared that the hostages had been thrown from the vehicle. He drew back, looking for them, dreading the moment when he might find their shattered bodies, but there was no sign at all of his friend.
“They took them,” he whispered. The autogyros had landed for the sole purpose of absconding with the two captives. Why? That didn’t matter nearly as much to Dodge as the next logical conclusion. “They’re alive!”
A noise, like someone groaning, issued from the cab of the truck and he hastened over, ready to confront the surviving kidnappers. The door had sprung open, revealing the driver and sole occupant of the truck.
“You!” Dodge recognized the driver immediately; it was the statuesque blond he had noticed in the Clarion newsroom. Curiously, she reacted to him with equal surprise, and then grimaced against the pain caused by the steering wheel that been crushed into her legs. Dodge understood now that she had been the lookout, scouting ahead to identify which room to attack; wherever Dodge went, Newcombe would be waiting. He wondered if the two masked bombers had intended to grab him, and gotten Lafayette by mistake. He leaned close to the woman. “Where did they take him?”
She winced. “Who?”
“Those autogyros that were following you. They landed and took them both.”
The woman craned her head around, as if to visually confirm what Dodge was saying, but pinned as she was, the effort yielded nothing. Finally she sighed, sinking back into her chair resignedly. When she spoke, Dodge noticed a thick, eastern European accent. “I know where they will take your friend. I can take you to him, but you must help me.”
“Help you?” As he said it, Dodge realized that the sirens were getting closer, and that bewildered survivors were venturing from the ruins of their stores and homes to investigate.
“We did not want to hurt your friend. We did not want to hurt anyone. We were trying to protect him from…from them.”
“From the men with the autogyros?”
She took a deep breath. “Yes.”
“Why do they want him?” Dodge persisted.
The woman shook her head, just once. “Please. If you do not help me, I will not be able to help you.”
Dodge felt the urgency of her request. When the police arrived, he would be obligated to explain her role in the bombing at the Clarion Building and ultimately the destruction of a city block, albeit accidentally, and all of that in connection with the kidnapping of two men who had been kidnapped again by an unknown third party. Perhaps she would tell the police the secret that she now offered Dodge, perhaps not, but it was abundantly clear that she did know who was behind the second abduction.
He reached out and curled his hands around the steering wheel. “What’s your name?”
“Anya.”
“Well, Anya. This is probably going to hurt. A lot.”
Without further comment, he braced one foot against the door frame and hauled back on the steering wheel with all his might. It didn’t budge.
“Need a hand, pardner?”
Dodge looked back and saw Hurricane and Nora approaching, the former favoring his right leg and the latter, improbably, wedged under his arm as if trying to assist him.
“What’s wrong with your leg?”
“It’s my fault,” Nora volunteered, her face creased with guilt. “I was holding onto him when we crashed, and I guess I squeezed too hard.”
“I’ll mend.” Hurricane glanced past him at Anya. “What’s the story here?”
Dodge gave him the briefest possible account of what he had been told. “I still don’t know if I trust her, but she’s our only lead.”
The big man nodded, then gently moved Dodge aside. He wrapped one hand around the steering wheel and grabbed the doorpost with the other, and using what looked like hardly any effort at all, he bent the wheel away from Anya’s legs. The blonde gave a little whimper of pain, but then seemed to almost melt in relief as pressure abated.
“Can you walk?” Dodge asked.
“I’ll manage.” She swung her legs out of the cab, but as soon as she tried to put any weight on them, the grimace returned.
“I’m not so sure about that.” Dodge reached down and got an arm around her, lifting her up and holding her in much the same way that Nora was attempting to assist Hurley.
“Go, Dodge,” Hurricane told him. “Get her out of here.”
“You’re not coming?”
“I’ll stay here and keep the cops off your tail. I’m afraid I’m the kind of guy people notice, and if I go with you, they’ll find us lickety-split.”
Nora glanced between the two men. “What about me?”
“Better stay with me,” Hurley announced. “Dodge Dalton in the company of two lovely young ladies would be positively scandalous.”
Under any other circumstances, his comment would have earned polite chuckles at the very least, but just now it seemed nothing but pragmatic. “He’s right.”
Nora made no attempt to hide her disappointment, but crossed her arms and made a pouting noise.
“Come now, Miss Holloway,” Hurricane chided. “I’m not such bad company.”
“I’ll try to get to the office at the Empire State Building. It’s only a few blocks. As soon as you get free, you can drive over and…” Dodge trailed off as he remembered what had happened to Hurley’s beloved red Speedster. “Oh, Hurricane, your car. I’m so sorry.”
“Spilt milk, Dodge.” Hurley’s voice was steady, but Dodge could tell his stoic facade was being maintained only through a monumental effort of will. “I’ll rebuild her, or buy a new one. It’s just a thing. Now, get going.”
* * *
The survivors of the chase were all acutely aware of being observed by the local residents who were now beginning to poke their heads out of the rubble, but they had no idea that they were also being watched intently by a group of men who had emerged from a sedan parked more than a block behind the broken remains of Hurley’s car. Under ordinary circumstances, these four men would have automatically attracted the attention of locals, even in the cosmopolitan environment of Midtown, but given the events that had only just transpired, they might just as well have been invisible.
No one thought it the least bit strange that these men were intently following the movements of Dodge and the others through binoculars and cameras equipped with long telephoto lenses.
As Dodge and Anya moved off, the men exchanged a few quick words in their shared language, after which two of them got back in the car. The driver executed a quick U-turn and drove off back the way they had come. The others kept watching.
* * *
No one seemed to be following Dodge and Anya from the scene of the crash, but just to be on the safe side, he avoided the streets and kept to back alleys whenever possible. Behind them, the sound of approaching sirens peaked as the police and fire responders arrived on scene, and then were silenced. Dodge knew the clock was now ticking; soon, the police would learn from witnesses that two people had fled the scene of the accident and would begin combing the area to find them.
Anya made no effort to resist or escape him. When she was finally able to walk unaided, albeit with some difficultly, she stayed close to him, almost brushing against him. Dodge wasn’t fooled. “So who are you really?”
“I told you. I am Anya.”
“I don’t mean your name. Why did you kidnap Doc Newcombe? And dynamite? For Pete’s sake, why blow everything up?”
“That was not my idea. Sergei…” She closed her eyes and gave an involuntary shudder. Her accent seemed even thicker now, choked with emotion. “Sergei, God rest his soul, liked to make a spectacle. He said the dynamite would confuse everyone, and give us a better chance to escape.”
“You could have killed a lot of innocent people.”
“Sergei did not think so. He said he would be careful. Ivan wanted to use guns, but Sergei said no; guns were much more likely to cause deaths, and that was never our intention.”
Dodge withheld comment on the irony of Sergei’s fate. “I take it you are part of some kind of…revolutionary movement?”
“Revolutionary? We are dedicated enemies of fascism and imperialism, goals that I would think all sane people would share. Does that make us revolutionaries? Only in the fashion of your George Washington or Benjamin Franklin.”
“So why are you here in America? As you pointed out, we already had our revolution against imperialism. Shouldn’t you be blowing people up in your own country? Which would be…where exactly?”
“The ambitions of imperialists are universal. They will not be content until they have enslaved the world. Our struggle is, of necessity, a worldwide one. Here in the United States, agents of imperialism seek to exert their influence in the halls of power, using their illegally-gotten wealth to shape international policy so that it harmonizes with their agenda.”
Dodge got the impression she could have gone on like that for hours so he steered her back to his original question. “Why did you try to kidnap my friend?”
“In the past, the imperial powers of the world sought the natural wealth of other nations — their gold, precious stones, copper, trees or the soil on which they grew — and their human wealth — laborers, slaves really, whether in the literal sense or in a more insidious way, by exploiting wage-workers.”
Dodge had seen examples of this personally during his journey to the Congo, and that made him think about Father Hobbs and Molly.
Anya did not see the pained expression that crossed his face, but continued speaking. “This power has ever been maintained by military might, but in the last fifty years, the definition of military power has changed, as have the ambitions of empires. The lords of wealth know that the size of one’s army or navy alone is not sufficient, not when an entire company of infantryman can be killed by a single man with a machine gun, or when a great battleship can be sunk by a single torpedo dropped from an airplane or shot from a U-boat. The wars to control the world’s resources will not be won by the kings with the largest armies, but by those with the most advanced weapons. And do not mistake my meaning when I say ‘kings.’ There is power available to anyone with the resources, with the wealth, to build such weapons. The new empires will be built by captains of industry. The man who now has your friend is one such. His name is Walter Barron, and his business is war.”
Dodge finally understood. “So you think this Barron wants Doc Newcombe to help him build a better bomb?”
“We know it to be true. Not a bomb though. A weapon he calls the ‘death ray.’”
“You’re kidding. The Doc and I just wrote a column on that topic—”
“Yes. Barron’s interest in the scientist is not a coincidence.”
Dodge shook his head in disbelief. “There’s no such thing as a death ray. That was the whole point of the column.”
“Evidently, Barron believes otherwise.”
Dodge mulled over this revelation. The presence of the two autogyros lent a certain credibility to her story; as Nora had suggested, aircraft like that weren’t really the norm for anarchists. Still, her story was predicated on the notion that Walter Barron, whomever he was, had planned to abduct Newcombe, and that the only response of Anya’s revolutionary group was a pre-emptive kidnapping, and that was a lot to swallow in one gulp. “So, Barron has the Doc now? Where will he take him?”
“I said I would take you to him. The knowledge of his location is the key to my freedom.”
“Can you at least narrow it down a little?”
She glanced down the length of the alley at the cross street ahead. “We must go to Pennsylvania Station. We can reach our destination by train.”
“I told Hurricane we’d meet him at—”
Anya turned and looked him in the eye. She was an imposing figure, as tall as Dodge, with an athletic physique that was in no way diminished by her injuries. She reminded Dodge of the Amazon women of Greek mythology, beautiful but unmatched in combat. “Time is of the essence. Now that Barron has your friend, he will not stay in one place for long. You must trust me.”
Dodge nodded and gestured for her to continue onward. I’ll follow you for now, he thought. But I sure as hell am not going to trust you.

Chapter 4—Steel Highway

At no time did Dodge allow Anya to move out of reach, but despite the fact that she was for all intents and purposes his prisoner, he felt like he was the one chained to her. She revealed nothing about their ultimate destination. Even when he booked two tickets for a Pullman berth on the Broadway Limited, a passenger train operated by the Pennsylvania Railroad that offered service between New York and Chicago, with stops in Philadelphia, Washington D.C., and Baltimore… even with his tickets in hand, he was no closer to learning where they were really going.
While they waited for the train, he stopped at a Western Union kiosk and dashed off a telegram to Hurley.
Going to find N [STOP] Will call as able [STOP]

The message was short not because of the need for brevity, but because he really didn’t know what else to say. As an afterthought he added:
Who is Walter Barron [STOP] D

He pondered this question in silence while he and Anya waited at the station, and then as they boarded the train for its 2:55 p.m. departure. He had never heard of the man, but based solely on Anya’s description of him, he sounded, at worst, like any other industrial capitalist. Had it originally been Barron’s plan to snatch Newcombe at gunpoint? Would he now threaten the scientist with violent consequences if he didn’t deliver the desired results? Or would the man instead have stepped forward with a polite job offer? Dodge imagined his core values—vis a vis the influence of modern day robber barons and war profiteers — were probably closer to those espoused by the revolutionary, but when it came to putting those beliefs into practice, they were miles apart.
“Tell me something,” he said, breaking the long period of quiet. “If you and your friends had succeeded today, what would you have done with them — with Doc Newcombe and Lafayette?”
She didn’t look him in the eye, but instead gazed out the window at the passing landscape. “We planned to take him to a safe house and keep him there. We felt certain that once we explained what Barron wanted, Dr. Newcombe would have voluntarily remained with us, in order to avoid having his work perverted. But we were prepared to hold him against his will, for as long as necessary to prevent his knowledge from being used for evil ends.”
Dodge didn’t think she was telling truth, but he did not challenge her. “Why did you grab Lafayette?”
This time, she turned to meet his gaze. “That was a mistake. I told Sergei and Ivan to get the scientist and the writer, but they misunderstood. You see, we meant to take you.”
* * *
Brian “Hurricane” Hurley read the message on the yellow paper again — he’d lost track of how many times — and breathed a silent oath. It had been a rotten day, his head hurt like the Dickens — in fact, his whole body felt like one great big bruise — and now Dodge had changed the play.
He and Nora had stayed with the wrecked vehicles for more than an hour, fielding a barrage of questions from the police and deflecting the really important ones about where Dodge and the blonde kidnapper had gone, and why. Hurley suggested that the woman had escaped on foot and that Dodge had gone off in pursuit, and while this didn’t quite agree with other accounts, the officers on the scene weren’t inclined to doubt the word of an upstanding citizen and hero like Hurricane Hurley. With their statements given, Hurley had retrieved his guns and a few other possessions from the Speedster, and then made the arrangements to have it towed to a repair shop. It had been his intention to send Nora home in a hired taxi, but she would have none of it.
“I’m not letting you out of my sight, buster,” she had told him defiantly. “Not until this is over.”
Hurricane had grumbled, but all things considered, he didn’t mind her company. Better her than “Lightning Rod” Lafayette. When he and Nora arrived at the Empire State Building, the note from Western Union was waiting.
It was just like Dodge to run off headlong into danger; it was one of the things he greatly admired about the young man. But that didn’t ease the sting of being left behind to tend the home fires and worry. Add to that the fact that Dodge was in the company of one of the people who had, earlier in the day, tried to blow them all to smithereens, and it was a recipe for an ulcer.
“Going to find Newton,” he muttered. “Like you have the slightest idea where they’ve taken him.”
He turned to Nora, who was gazing breathlessly out the large window at the vista of the city below. “My goodness, this is your office?”
“It was. I’m afraid it’s sort of outlived its purpose, but we signed a lease.”
The view was about the only thing to recommend the office space on the seventy-eighth floor of the world’s tallest building. Aside from the enormous windows, the room was virtually bare. There was no decor to speak of, only blank white walls. The furnishings consisted of a few chairs and a long folding banquet table, both supplied courtesy of building management. Of course, even when it had served the purpose to which Hurley had alluded, there hadn’t been much in the way of creature comforts.
Dodge and his friends had rented the space a few months before, solely for the reason of studying an artifact they had recovered from the ruins of an ancient outpost in Antarctica. That artifact, a rod made of an unidentifiable metal, had been the key to an amazing technology that imbued its holder with a range of uncanny abilities, including the power of flight, an invincible energy field, and even a weapon that could cast directed bolts of electricity. Although their possession of the relic, which they had called simply “the Staff,” had been wrapped in secrecy, a foreign agent had learned of its existence and launched an audacious campaign to seize control of the artifact, and ultimately the Antarctic outpost. A thief in the employ of that villain had breached their elaborate security measures and absconded with the Staff, doing considerable damage to their impromptu headquarters in the process. The battle scars had all been repaired, but in the final struggle with their foe, the Staff had lost its unique properties, obviating any further need for a special facility in which to study it.
Hurley sank wearily into one of the chairs, and he waved the telegram at his guest. “Walter Barron? Does that name ring any bells?”
“No, but that’s easily enough remedied.” Nora picked up the telephone, which sat innocuously on the floor near one wall, and brought it over to the table. She lifted the receiver from its cradle and held it to her ear, as she dialed the operator. “I’d like the Clarion newspaper office please.”
Within a matter of minutes, her call was put through to the Clarion morgue. If Hurley was amazed that it was possible to have a question answered simply by picking up the telephone, then he was also a little disappointed when, after about five minutes of searching, a negative answer came back. She put the earpiece back on its hook and frowned. “Why do you suppose Mr. Dalton wanted us to find out about this Barron fellow? Do you think he’s behind it all?”
“Your guess is as good as mine, miss. Dodge obviously didn’t know either.”
Nora’s face scrunched up in thought, then she reached for the phone again. “Operator? Brooklyn, please. Floyd Bennett Field.”
Hurley watched with mild amusement as he listened to Nora work her magic. He could only guess at the reaction on the other end of the line. “How do you do, sir… Sam, is it? Nora Holloway, with the Clarion, here. I’d like to know about autogyros… No, I know how they work. I want to know who makes them.”
As she spoke, she reached into her clutch and produced a pen and notebook, in which she jotted down the information she was getting. “And where are they located?…Spain? Well, that’s no good…Pennsylvania? Yes, that is a good deal closer to home…Right. One last question for you, Sam. Do you know of anyone who owns two autogyros? Newer models, judging by the look of them…Thanks, Sam, you’re a champ.”
She was smiling when she hung up again. “Well, Mr. Hurley, do you want the good news or the very good news?”
Hurricane chuckled. “I think I’ll defer to the lady’s judgment.”
“A regular southern gentleman, you are. All right, hang on to your hat. The autogyros we saw were probably Cierva C.30s. The design is from the parent company in Spain, but there are a number of companies that have the license to build the aircraft, and one of them is Pitcairn Cierva, located in Willow Grove, Pennsylvania.”
Hurley nodded. “As good as place any to start looking.”
“Hold your horses, big boy. That was just the good news. The really good news is that an American businessman recently purchased, not one, but several C.30s for his company.”
“Barron?”
She flashed a grin. “Sam at the airport didn’t know the name of owner, but the company is called Royal Industries. Care to guess what they make? I’ll tell you: war machines! Guns, munitions, battle tanks.”
Hurley put his fingertips together in thought. “I can think of a few reasons why a weapons manufacturer would want to get his hands on one of the world’s leading scientists.”
Nora nodded her head excitedly, and then promptly called the Clarion morgue again. This time the search was not fruitless. “Royal Industries’ main office is in Pittsburg. I guess they buy a lot of steel.”
“Pennsylvania again. Maybe a coincidence, but like my old friend the Padre always said, ‘There are no coincidences.’ But that’s well beyond the range of those gyros, especially with the added weight of extra passengers.”
“Wait, there’s more. Royal Industries also has a hangar at Lakehurst, New Jersey.”
A grin split Hurricane’s craggy face. “Excellent work, Miss Nora.” He stood and headed for the door.
Nora was on her feet in a flash, and hastily interposed herself between him and the exit. “And just where do you think you’re going?”
“I should think that was obvious to a bright lady like yourself.”
“So you’re going to go crack some skulls until someone tells you where Rod and Dr. Newcombe are?”
Hurricane chuckled. “If it comes to that. I find the mere possibility of a cracked skull is often a better tool for persuasion.”
“And just how do you plan to get there?”
“Why I’ll just…” He frowned. “I guess I’ll have to hire a taxi.”
“We could take Rodney’s car! It’s parked at the Clarion Building.”
“We?” Hurricane’s brows drew together. “I don’t suppose there’s any way I’m going to talk you into staying here and minding the store. Dodge may try to contact us again, and it would be nice if there was someone here to pick up the phone.”
Nora put her hands on her hips in a defiant pose, as if bracing for a fight she had no intention of losing. “Not a chance, buster. Besides, I’m the one who’s done all the work so far.”
“You do have a point there, Miss Nora. But something tells me that very soon, we’ll be moving into territory where I’ll have a chance to be a bit more useful.”
* * *
Shortly after the train chugged out of Pennsylvania Station, Anya folded down the bed and stretched her tall frame out on its flat surface. She closed her eyes immediately, and judging by the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest, Dodge guessed that she had gone to sleep almost as quickly. Lying in repose, she reminded Dodge of a cat; sublimely confident, showing no sense of vulnerability, and able to fall asleep seemingly as she pleased. Though he was tired and felt like a mass of bruises, Dodge felt no similar inclination to let his guard down.
As the miles rolled by beneath them, the rhythmic rumble of the steel wheels made keeping his eyes open nearly impossible. He struggled to occupy his mind with the details of the attack on the Clarion Building and everything that followed. If Anya was telling the truth, then Newcombe and Lafayette were already in Barron’s clutches. But was Barron the villain Anya presented him as? Even if he was intent on building a “death ray” device, as improbable as that sounded, how was that any different than the ambition of gunsmiths and engineers the world over? Perhaps Barron intended nothing more than the construction of a weapon to add to the arsenal of the United States military.
By the same token, he had only Anya’s word that she was who and what she claimed to be. And if she was part of a worker’s revolutionary movement as she purported — anarchists, as Miss Holloway might say — then who was to say that she and her co-conspirators weren’t equally interested in possessing a fantastic new weapon.
He was pondering these riddles, or at least thought he was, when a flash of movement startled him back to wakefulness. It took a few moments for him to become fully alert, a moment to realize that he had fallen asleep, and another to make sense of everything that was different now. His last memory was of daylight — it was dark now.
“How long was I out?” he mumbled. He glanced at the pull-down sleeping berth, and felt a surge of dread as he realized what else was different.
Anya was gone.
Dodge bolted out of his seat and leapt for the door. He threw the sliding panel aside and burst into the narrow corridor, all the while berating himself for having let his vigilance fail. He glanced to the right first — saw a man in a gray suit hastening toward him — then left, where he caught a glimpse of Anya’s flaxen ponytail, visible just for an instant as the door at the end of the car swung shut. He immediately gave chase, passing through the same door a few seconds later.
As he stepped onto the landing, he was almost overwhelmed by the choking exhaust fumes and noise of the train’s progress along its steel highway. Beyond the guard rail that ringed the landing upon which he stood, there was only absolute black — not the velvet textured night sky, shot through with pinpoints of starlight, but the complete lightlessness of a premature burial.
We’re in a tunnel, Dodge realized, as he dashed nimbly across the articulated steel plate that joined the sleeping car to dining car. Maybe I wasn’t out for as long as I thought.
He opened the second door and immediately saw the object of his pursuit striding briskly down the narrow path that led between the tables. A few heads had turned to follow her, but as soon as Dodge noisily intruded, all eyes were on him.
No point in trying to be discreet now, he thought, and sprinted headlong down the length of the car. Anya never looked back, but she did quicken her pace and a moment later disappeared through the next door. At a near sprint, Dodge reached the door before the latch clicked shut.
He caught another glimpse of the woman as she crossed to the next car, but now she too was running. As he entered the third class compartment, Anya had dashed to its far end, once more widening the gap. Dodge raced down the aisle, ignoring the curious looks of passengers in the rows of bench seats, and threw open the rear door.
He half expected to find yet another door closing behind the fleeing woman, but to his dismay he discovered that he had run out of train. Only the brake car — more commonly known as the caboose — remained, and a heavy gate stretched between the rails of the landing at the end of the third class car. While the gate could easily be surmounted, Dodge suspected the door to the brake car would almost certainly be locked; it was firmly closed, suggesting that Anya had not utilized it moments before.
What did that leave?
He glanced to the side, into the impenetrable darkness of the tunnel, and realized where the woman had gone.
He felt a mixture of admiration and disbelief. Captain Falcon and his band of heroes had jumped from moving trains in the stories Dodge wrote, but it was almost unthinkable to him that anyone would actually choose to leap from a vehicle moving at close to fifty miles an hour, and into the total darkness of a tunnel, no less.
His next realization rode in on a wave of dread and apprehension; if he was going to bring Anya to heel, he would have to leave the train by the same route.
“Oh, boy,” he whispered gazing out into the darkness. He found that his breathing had quickened; he was almost hyperventilating. He felt rooted in place, as if some desperate animal part of him believed that by staying still, the problem might resolve itself. And it would, he knew; with every second that passed, the distance separating him from his quarry increased. If he didn’t act quickly, she would be lost to him even if he did manage to jump. Steeling his nerves, he grasped the side rail and started to climb over.
At that exact moment, the train burst out into the open. The sky was darkening; the sun had already dropped behind the hills to the east, but after the impenetrable black of the subterranean passage, the dim light was a welcome relief. Or rather, it was until he looked out at the passing landscape. Now that he could actually see what he would be jumping into, his dread only increased.
The train track rested on an elevated mound which sloped steeply away from the rails, probably a good five feet higher than the surrounding landscape. The mound was built entirely of rocks, each one at least as large as both of his fists put together. The jagged rocks disappeared into a bramble of grass and brush, interspersed with stunted pine trees. The brush might cushion his landing; the trees certainly wouldn’t.
The rhythmic thump of the steel wheels hitting track joints reminded him that the distance separating him from Anya was still growing, and he tore his gaze away from the passing scenery, and focused on climbing down from the landing.
He reckoned his best chance of surviving the leap was to get as close to the rocky rail bed as he could. Using the side rail like a ladder, as well as other protuberances that sprouted from the landing, he lowered himself down until his feet dangled only a few inches above the rail bed.
“On three, Dodge,” he told himself. “One… two…”
Just as he was about to unclench his fingers, he glimpsed something tall and solid whizzing past behind him: a telephone pole. He glanced back down the track and saw dangling telephone wires suspended between a chain of stout poles, running parallel to the rails. It was impossible for him to judge the distance between them, but if he timed his jump wrong, he would almost certainly wind up wrapped around one of those poles.
Great. Like I needed one more thing to worry about.
Another pole flashed by and Dodge started counting. Five seconds later, the train passed another pole. Five more seconds, and another. That was the narrow window of opportunity in which he would have to act. Hesitation would spell disaster.
Dodge breathed a curse, then searched for some vestige of courage to do what he knew he had to do. Another pole whizzed by and he let go.
He knew better than to try and land on his feet. Instead, as he pushed away from the train, extending his body out perpendicular to the rails, he covered his head with his arms.
The impact was like the worst football tackle he’d ever taken, magnified a thousand times. The explosion from Anya’s co-conspirator back in the Clarion conference room was a pat on the shoulder by comparison. For a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, he felt as though he’d fallen into a giant rock crusher, with mechanized hammers pounding every square inch of his body. He rolled, lengthwise, dozens of times before crashing into a bramble. Even then, his momentum carried him several yards into the thicket where thorny branches tore at his clothes and flesh.
Then, mercifully, the motion stopped.
How long he lay there, he could not say, but when he finally dared to open his eyes, the noise of the train had diminished to a mere whisper. Perhaps because he expected his leap from the train to result in broken bones or worse, he was pleasantly surprised to discover that he had suffered nothing more than scrapes and bruises — a lot of scrapes and bruises, but nothing worse. He gingerly got to his feet and disentangled himself from the thicket, then made his way up the slope to the rail bed.
In the descending twilight, he could only just make out the silhouette of the mountain through which the tunnel had passed, perhaps half a mile away. Anya was in that tunnel, though why she chose that place to make her escape, Dodge could not fathom. He lurched into motion, trying to coax his battered limbs into a run, and managed instead only a halting jog. After a few stumbles, he managed to match his stride and pace to the spacing of the wooden ties, and once he fell into a routine, he found it easier to ignore his myriad aches and pains. In no time at all, or so it seemed, he arrived at the ominously gaping mouth of the tunnel.
He stopped abruptly there, as if the blackness beyond exuded a repulsive force field. Only now, as he stood poised on the threshold, did it occur to him to think about what his quarry was doing out here. Miles from the nearest town — probably hundreds of miles from the nearest city — what had Anya hoped to accomplish by jumping from the train, particularly in the benighted depths of the tunnel? Dodge was still pondering this when he heard the footsteps.
His first thought was that he had caught her, that Anya was herself running out of the tunnel toward him. But no, the footsteps were definitely coming from behind him.
Did I pass her?
The thought, barely formed, lasted only as long as it took for him to turn around. It wasn’t Anya.
It took him a moment longer to recognize the man in the gray suit, the man who had been standing at the far end of the sleeper car when the mad chase had begun. Dodge had only glimpsed him for the merest fraction of a second, and the figure shambling toward him now did not exactly resemble that man. His suit was dirty and torn, his face — Dodge faintly recalled thinking that the man had looked Chinese — was all but completely obscured by a mask of dust, sweat and not a little blood, evidence that he too had leapt from the train.
A question formed on Dodge’s lips, but went unasked. Something about the man’s expression told him that polite conversation was out of the question. Instinctively wary, he widened his stance and braced himself to meet the impending attack.
The man stopped abruptly, only a few steps away, stamping his left foot, and striking a fighting stance that was all too familiar to Dodge. It was a te stance — the curious Oriental martial art he had written about and even seen practiced by Father Nathan Hobbs — or something very much like it. The man’s hands came up, and then with a fierce cry, he launched into motion.
Dodge threw up his arms to ward off the blows, but the man’s open hands, flat and rigid like knife blades, swept through his defense and slammed into his torso. A blow to his solar plexus stole his wind away, and another strike knocked him flat on his back between the steel rails.
He flailed his arms in a futile attempt to rise. His assailant remained upright, lapsing back into his ready stance, both hands extended forward in preparation to attack again. Then, to Dodge’s utter surprise, the man spoke. “Where is the woman?”
His English was perfect, without any trace of accent, but there was something different about it; an almost sing-song quality that Dodge associated with the Far East. Not Chinese, Dodge thought. Something else. Japanese, maybe?
Dodge’s mouth worked to form his honest answer — he didn’t know — but there was no breath to form the words. He shook his head and raised one hand in a gesture that he hoped wouldn’t be misinterpreted as a challenge. His other hand grasped one of the rails, in preparation to pull himself back to his feet, but as soon as his fingers made contact with the sun-warmed metal, all thought of getting up was forgotten.
A faint vibration tingled against his palm. Something was sending a tremor through the steel track, and as he held on, the sensation grew more intense, spreading to the ground on which he lay. Something was moving on the tracks.
Impossible, he thought. The train just passed.
There was no sign of another train coming from the west, and no tell-tale chugging of a locomotive, but the tremor was getting stronger.
He found his breath in that moment, just enough for a groan of dread as he looked over his shoulder, into the black hole of the tunnel, and saw movement. Something was coming… something big.

Chapter 5—Majestic

Everything was a blur.
Of course, that was what Findlay Newcombe thought every morning when he awoke. The first few minutes of every day, as he fumbled on the bedside table for his spectacles, were spent squinting blearily at a world made of indistinct shapes and colors.
But even though he was legally blind without the thick corrective lenses, Newcombe could make out enough about his surroundings to know that he wasn’t in his bedroom.
Despite the unfamiliarity of his environment, he reached out to the space alongside the head of the rather comfortable bed in which he lay, probing to see if there was a nightstand. There was indeed a side table there, but his fingers felt only a thick vase… or maybe it was a water pitcher? His eyeglasses were nowhere to be found.
“You’re awake. Good. It’s about time.”
Newcombe sat bolt upright at the sound of the voice. He could make out the shape of a man standing at the foot of his bed — bald head, stocky physique, dark clothes — and not much else, but the voice was unmistakably familiar, and with the recognition came a feeling of dread. “General Vaughn,” he groaned.
The blurry figure gave a short, guttural laugh. “I can tell you’re happy to see me. If it’s any consolation, I share your enthusiasm.”
Newcombe doubted that very much. The last time he had seen the US Army general, Vaughn had left him, along with Dodge Dalton and the lovely socialite cat-burglar Jocasta Palmer, to freeze to death at the bottom of the world. Newcombe had heard that Vaughn had since been forced to retire from his post. He wanted to believe that the punitive action had been taken in response to his cowardly behavior in Antarctica, but it was much more likely that Vaughn had been drummed out of the army for losing the marvelous otherworldly technology that Dodge and his friends had originally brought back from the outpost there. Inasmuch as Newcombe had played a key role in stealing some of that technology from Fort George Meade, it was understandable that Vaughn might harbor a grudge against him. Still, the curtailment of a career hardly seemed to balance the scales with being left to die on the southern polar ice.
“So who’s your ginger-headed friend?” Vaughn asked.
Newcombe followed what he assumed to be Vaughn’s line of sight, and saw another bed arrayed parallel to his own, a few paces away. Its occupant was mostly a blur, but he recognized the shock of auburn hair resting on the pillow. “Rodney Lafayette,” he answered slowly, trying to remember how he was acquainted with the man. “He writes adventure stories.”
Vaughn snorted. “I see your taste in friends remains unchanged.”
“He’s not exactly a friend.” But if not, then who was he? Newcombe remembered meeting Lafayette at the Clarion Building, remembered a pleasant conversation with the man, and particularly with his attractive assistant Nora… Nora something. Then Dodge had come along with Hurricane and Max Beardsley… and that was the last thing he remembered.
No. There was something else… I was in the back of a van… Men speaking… Greek, was it? Rodney was there… and… dynamite?
“Where am I?”
“You’re safe.” For the first time, Vaughn sounded almost polite. “You took a pretty nasty knock on the head, but the doc says you managed to avoid any serious injuries. When your writer friend wakes up, I’ll give you the nickel tour. I think you’ll be suitably impressed.”
“I have been conscious the entire time, General,” Lafayette exclaimed.
The indignant eruption startled Newcombe, but Vaughn merely chuckled again. “Well, I can already tell that I liked you better when you were pretending to be asleep.”
“Hmph. Be that as it may, I have a great many questions that I would like answered. Am I correct in assuming that we have been relocated to a military hospital?”
“You are not,” Vaughn answered, matching the writer’s tone. “But if it’s answers you want, then come with me.”
Newcombe cleared his throat. “General, I hate to be a bother, but I can’t seem to find my glasses.”
Vaughn did not immediately answer, but instead moved away, blurring into the background. Newcombe heard an exchange of low voices, and then the former army officer returned. “I’m sorry, doctor. Your glasses weren’t with you when you were brought on board.”
“On board?” Lafayette asked.
Vaughn ignored him. “I’m afraid you’ll have to make do for now. Come along; I’ll show you around.”
Lafayette was persistent. “Are we on a ship? You cannot seriously expect us to wander about in our nightclothes.”
Newcombe threw back his blanket and squinted at his apparel. While he couldn’t make out much in the way of detail, he did indeed seem to be wearing pajamas, powder blue, and silk by the feel of them.
“Your clothes are with the laundry. They should be cleaned and mended in a few hours. If you would rather wait…”
“No,” Newcombe answered quickly. Lafayette harrumphed again, but added no further comment.
After donning the soft slippers that waited at the bedside, Newcombe swung his feet onto the floor. He felt a faint vibration beneath him, the hum of machinery perhaps, but it vanished as soon as he shifted his weight onto his soles. Squinting again, he tried to bring his world into focus.
The room appeared to be a generic hospital ward, with four beds and not much else. A single door, which Vaughn held open for them, led out into a dimly lit hallway. Unlike the almost sterile utilitarian décor of the infirmary, the hallway seemed like something from a luxury hotel; the burnished wood paneling, art deco light fixtures of frosted glass, and a stretch of plush burgundy carpet offered a stark contrast to his waking experience. If they were indeed on a ship, then it was a pleasure liner, not a military vessel.
“This is the central access corridor,” Vaughn explained. “All the rooms, including the staterooms you’ll be assigned, open onto it, so you don’t need to worry about getting lost. Just pay attention to the numbers.”
Newcombe glanced at the brass plates affixed to the next few doors they passed. Each was engraved with a two-digit number, but he couldn’t tell if the elegant Arabic numerals showed sixes, eights, or zeroes. Fives and threes were similarly difficult to distinguish.
Vaughn led them the full length of the corridor, a journey of at least a hundred steps, to a pair of doors, each with a large round window. The former general threw the doors open with a flourish.
The room beyond was as lavishly decorated as a hotel ballroom, but Newcombe’s blurry gaze was not drawn to the enormous maple table or the delicate chandelier of Venetian crystal. Instead he, like Lafayette, was immediately captivated by the view, and the view was everywhere.
The room was roughly U-shaped. The door through which they had passed was centered on a broad paneled wall, but to either side and curving around in front of them were enormous windows, slanting outward a few degrees as they rose from the floor. On the other side of the glass, there was nothing but a black velvet sky, shot through with pinpricks of starlight.
Lafayette rushed forward and pressed his hands against one of the panes. “My goodness! We’re on an airship!”
“You are indeed,” intoned a new voice — a deep baritone, with just a hint of a Germanic accent.
Only now did Newcombe realize that they were not alone in the room. Several of the seats at the table were occupied, including the chair at the head of the table, the source of the resonant declaration. As the speaker rose and turned to face them, Newcombe squinted to bring him into focus. The man seemed to be tall and powerfully built, with jet black hair swept back from a high forehead. His hands were planted casually in the pockets of his red silk smoking jacket.
“Or to be more precise,” he continued with a pleasant smile. “You are on my airship. Gentleman, I am Walter Barron. Welcome aboard the Majestic.”
* * *
He had faced every horror imaginable, from the trenches of the Great War to the darkest schemes of malevolent criminals, to the otherworldy horrors of Hell itself. But until he rode as a passenger with Nora Holloway driving, Hurricane Hurley had never truly known what it meant to be afraid.
Hyperbole, to be sure, but despite his best efforts to appear nonchalant, he’d nearly bitten through the unlit cheroot between his teeth, and the fingers of his right hand were gripping the steel door frame of the Ford Model 48 sedan so tightly that visible dents had appeared.
That wasn’t to say that Nora was a bad driver. Indeed, the simple fact that she had somehow avoided colliding with any other vehicles during their egress from the city was a testament to her skill behind the wheel. Even Hurricane would have grudgingly admitted that Nora was in fact an excellent driver. She just also happened to be a very aggressive one, as well.
Once away from the confines of the city, Hurricane began to relax a little. Out on the open highway, without traffic to weave in and out of, there seemed to be less chance for some catastrophic accident… in the straight stretches, at least.
“So,” he ventured, when he was finally able to release his death grip on the door frame. “This is Lightning Bug’s car? I must say, I expected something flashier.”
“‘Lightning Bug?’” Nora glanced over at him and burst into laughter. “Don’t knock it. It’s got a V-8.”
“Which you seem to be enjoying very much.”
“Rodney doesn’t drive, so even though the car is technically his, I kind of feel like it’s mine, too.”
“You’re a regular ‘girl Friday,’ I reckon.”
She flashed a coy smile. “You might say that.”
“Are you an’ he…?” Hurricane raised an eyebrow, meaningfully.
“Oh, goodness no. Our relationship is strictly professional. I know him too well to… let’s just say I’m immune to his charms.”
“Charms?” It was Hurricane’s turn to chuckle. “That’s one word for it. He certainly makes quite a first impression.”
Nora’s smile slipped into something more like resignation. “That he does.”
Hurricane studied her, trying to decipher the riddle that seemed to be lurking just under the surface. “Still,” he ventured after a thoughtful pause. “He’s not a half-bad writer.”
She glanced sidelong at him, the smile returning. “You’ve read them? Rodney’s stories, I mean.”
“I have. I’m something of a connoisseur of purple prose.” He managed a grin and waggled his cheroot. “It’s one of my many vices.”
“And does Mr. Dalton share your opinion? He didn’t exactly seem enthusiastic about meeting us.”
Her expression had unexpectedly become serious, and Hurricane sensed that, for reasons beyond his grasp, Dodge’s opinion of Lightning Rod’s literary abilities was very important to Nora Holloway. He waved the cigar dismissively. “His feathers were a mite ruffled by the news. I’m sure it’s just a touch of professional jealousy.”
She turned her attention back to the task at hand, and not a moment too soon, as a hairpin turn loomed ahead. She might have tapped the brake pedal a little; Hurricane couldn’t say with certainty. “Do you think they’re all right?”
Hurricane grimaced — whether because of the gravity of the question, or as a reaction to the G-forces that pressed him up against the sedan’s door, even he couldn’t say for sure.
The question had been occupying his thoughts, but strangely, they had not spoken of it as they made their way from the Empire State Building to the Clarion Building where Lafayette’s car was parked. After a brief stop at Nora’s apartment, where she quickly changed clothes and wiped away some of the dust from the explosions, they had gotten on the road, and while they had talked a little about what they hoped to accomplish by tracking down Walter Barron, at no time had the discussion turned to the matter of whether Newcombe and Lafayette were safe.
He plugged the cheroot between his teeth once more. “Well, Miss Nora, here’s how I see it. I don’t know what Dodge’s new best friend has been telling him, but she and hers were the ones that started tossing sticks of dynamite around. Them fellows in the gyros, why, all they did was pluck Newton and Lightning Bug from the middle of a dangerous situation. So, if Barron — and that’s assuming he’s behind all this — wanted to hurt our friends, it seems like there were better ways to go about it.”
“But he — they — did take Rod and Dr. Newcombe. Against their will, or so it seems.”
He reached out and gave her arm an avuncular pat. “There’s more going on here than meets the eye, that’s for sure. But we’ll get to the bottom of it.”
* * *
The airfield at Lakehurst Naval Air Station near Manchester Township, New Jersey had become permanently fixed in the public consciousness following the disastrous events of May 6, 1937. On that fateful day, the LZ-129 Hindenburg, an eight-hundred-foot long hydrogen-filled zeppelin, had burst into flames as it was landing. Thirty-five of the ninety-seven passengers and crew were killed in the fire, along with one ground crewman. The destruction of the airship took less than a minute, but it was a minute immortalized by Herbert Morrison’s live eye-witness radio broadcast, and particularly by his agonized declaration: “Oh, the humanity!”
Dusk was settling as Nora and Hurley pulled up to the main gate at the Air Station. A guard directed them to the Royal Industries hangar, and a few minutes later, they arrived in front of the structure that looked like a Quonset hut for a fairy-tale giant. The massive sliding doors at the end of the hangar were closed tight, but light issued from the windows of a smaller adjoining building.
Despite his aches, Hurley extricated himself from the Ford and hastened around to the other side of the car where, ever the gentleman, he opened Nora’s door. “All right, Miss Nora, we don’t really know what’s going to happen when we start asking questions. You’re here against my better judgment, but for the time being, you’re going to need to trust me. Let me do the talking, and be ready to duck or run if I give the word.”
A retort seemed to be forming on the brunette’s shapely lips, but then she appeared to think better of it, and simply nodded.
Hurricane led the way to the door into the small building, and opened it to reveal a lone security guard, sitting in a tilted-back chair, reading a newspaper. He looked up as they entered, his expression showing nothing more than mild curiosity. “We’re closed for the day,” he said. “Everyone’s gone.”
“Well that’s okay,” Hurricane said, his voice a friendly growl. “I reckon you can probably tell us what we need to know.”
A flicker of irritation crossed the guard’s face. “And what’s that?”
“We’ve heard tell that Royal Industries owns a pair of autogyros. We’d like to see ‘em, if you don’t mind.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”
Hurley smiled, but there was no humor in his eyes. He flexed his hands and curled them into fists, but before he could begin to project menace, he felt Nora’s hand on his forearm. “Hurricane, let me handle this.”
“What?” The guard’s chair hit the floor. “Hurricane? Are you Hurricane Hurley?”
The big man was momentarily dumbfounded, but Nora chirped: “He sure is!”
The guard was on his feet in an instant, his hand extended. “Gosh, this is just the best thing ever. I’m a huge fan of you and Captain Falcon. I read it to my kids every Sunday over dinner. I’ve got to get your autograph… I mean, if it’s all right with you.”
Still speechless, Hurricane shook the proffered hand, after which the guard began rooting through a stack of newspapers.
“See?” Nora whispered. “My way works even better.”
“Your way?” Hurley affected mock disdain. “I’m the famous one.”
“Here,” the guard announced, holding up a Sunday edition of the Clarion. He flipped through it until he found the page with an installment of The Adventures of Captain Falcon, and then thrust the tabloid, along with a fountain pen, into Hurricane’s hands. The big man scribbled his signature under the headline and handed it back.
“This is just fantastic,” the guard reiterated. “My boys won’t believe that I actually met Hurricane Hurley.”
“The one and only,” Nora added. “But listen, chum. We’re trying to track down those autogyros. Can you help us out?”
“Of course. They aren’t here, though. Mr. Barron keeps them aboard the Majestic.”
Hurley glanced at Nora, raising an eyebrow. Here at last was confirmation of the connection between Royal Industries and Walter Barron. “The Majestic?”
“It’s his airship. She’s a beaut. Bigger’n the Hindenburg… well, in volume at least. She’s bigger around, but not quite as long. The reason she’s so fat is because there’s an internal hangar deck for launching the autogyros. They’re perfect for air launch because they don’t need much of a runway. It’s a much better system than the trapeze we used on the Akron.”
“You were on the Akron?” asked Nora.
Hurley was mildly surprised that the young woman knew about the US Navy airship. He reckoned she would have been in her late teens when it suffered a catastrophic crash, with a loss of nearly all hands.
“Ayup. I crewed on her back in ‘32. You might say that’s how I ended up here.” He leaned over and rapped his knuckles against his right shin, producing a hollow sound. “Cable snapped and took my leg clean off.”
“I’m very sorry.”
The guard shrugged. “If it hadn’t happened, I probably would have been aboard when she crashed. Losing the leg probably saved my life.”
“I thought the Navy had given up on using airships.” Hurley interjected, trying to gently steer the conversation back on course. “I’ve never heard of the Majestic.”
“Oh, the Majestic isn’t a military airship. Not exactly anyway. It’s strictly for Mr. Barron’s use.”
“Sounds like an awful lot of blimp for just one man to use.”
“She’s not a blimp. She has a rigid airframe like a zeppelin.” The guard winced, embarrassed at his own audacity in correcting Hurricane Hurley. “But it’s not just a pleasure craft. He uses it for a lot of different things.”
“Where is it now?”
The guard scratched his chin. “Well, she left here a couple days back. I heard Mr. Barron was on his way to… east somewhere. Africa, maybe?”
Hurricane glanced at Nora. He could tell from her expression that she was probably thinking the same thing he was. Their own earlier sighting of the autogyros indicated that the Majestic had been in New York a few hours ago. But if the guard’s information was accurate, it was a good bet that their friends were now somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean.
* * *
“Gentlemen, please take a seat.” Barron gestured expansively. “Dinner will be served momentarily.”
“We’re hardly attired for dining,” blustered Lafayette.
“I think we can overlook that minor breach of decorum, given the circumstances of your arrival.”
Lafayette harrumphed again, but said nothing more as he walked to the table. Newcombe followed suit, though it was only when the chairs were at arm’s length that he was able to make out which ones were presently vacant. He realized that the chairs closest to the head, where their host sat, had been reserved for them.
“Actually, I’ve been wanting to ask about that,” the scientist said, as he settled in to Barron’s right. “The circumstances, I mean.”
“Yes, Mr. Barron,” Lafayette interjected forcefully. “I think we are owed some answers. How is it that we have come to be passengers on your dirigible? Dr. Newcombe and I were kidnapped by a gang of hooligans, and now we’re here; are we your prisoners?”
“You will have your answers forthwith. But first, please enjoy a glass of Perrier-Jouet as an aperitif. It is a rather nice vintage.”
“I usually prefer champagne before a meal,” Lafayette opined. “But if it’s all you have, I guess it will have to do.”
Barron made an odd noise, and Newcombe realized that their host was chuckling. No one else at the table made a sound. “Please forgive the humble nature of our wine selection.” He paused as a waiter decanted some of the sparkling wine into glasses set before the new arrivals, then continued: “Gentleman, you know of course that you were the subjects of an attempted abduction. This act was carried out by a group of anarchists who call themselves the October Brotherhood. They are, among other things, intent upon disrupting my activities.”
“And what activities might those be?” asked Lafayette.
“Something to do with the military,” Newcome ventured. “That’s why General Vaughn is here.”
“Your intuition serves you well, Dr. Newcombe. Yes, I am a manufacturer of armaments; weapons of war.” Barron took a sip from his glass. “My agents — spies, if you will — have infiltrated the Brotherhood. They reported to me that the group intended to abduct you, Dr. Newcombe, and Mr. David Dalton.”
“Dalton?” Lafayette slapped the table.
“Yes, Mister… Lafayette, is it? It seems that you are the victim of a case of mistaken identity.”
“Well, that clears it right up. I assume you’ll be returning me promptly.”
Barron ignored the writer. Without looking, he made a gesture and a team of waiters appeared and began ladling bowls of creamy vichyssoise from a tureen on a wheeled cart.
“Suffice it to say,” their host continued, “When I learned of the threat, I dispatched my best pilots to effect a rescue and had you brought here for your own safety.”
Newcombe shook his head. “Why? Why did they want to kidnap Dodge and I?”
“The soup is cold,” grumbled Lafayette, but no one paid him any heed.
From midway down the table, Vaughn entered the discussion. “They probably wanted Dalton because of your friendship with him.”
Barron nodded. “I would surmise as much. But the explanation for how you came to the attention of the October Brotherhood, I fear, lies with me. You see Dr. Newcombe, it was my intention to hire you.”
“Hire me? I already have a job.”
“What is it you do again? Answer silly letters from schoolchildren?” Vaughn scoffed. “That’s quite a step up from presidential science advisor.”
Newcombe thought Barron smiled, but the man’s face was a blur. “General Vaughn exhibits a military man’s contempt for tact, but his sentiment is accurate, Dr. Newcombe. You belong in the laboratory, doing meaningful research, at the forefront of innovation.”
“Making weapons? That was never what I wanted. The goal of science is to improve people’s lives, not find better ways to end them.”
Vaughn wagged his head disparagingly. “So naïve.”
Barron leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. “Dr. Newcombe, it may surprise you to learn that I share your viewpoint. But tell me this: can science give us an end to war?”
Barron did not wait for an answer. “Are you familiar with the works of the poet George Santayana? He wrote: ‘Only the dead have seen the end of war.’ Conflict is in our very nature. Whether it is with machine guns and fighter planes, or with sticks and rocks, we will find a way to kill each other.
“But consider this. If I have sticks and stones and my neighbor has a machine gun, I am much less likely to attack him. A weapon that gives one party a strategic advantage over all possible enemies is the best way to ensure peace.”
“Until your enemy gets his hands on that weapon too.”
“True. But if the weapon were sufficiently terrible, the mere fact of its existence might serve as a deterrent to hostilities.”
Newcombe swallowed nervously, tongue-tied. “What sort of… um, device… did you have in mind?”
“Ah, you are curious then. I would expect no less.”
Barron gestured to the waiters again, who in turn began clearing away the soup bowls. Newcombe realized that he hadn’t even tasted the vichyssoise, and when several large platters of prime rib were placed on the table, he found that he could barely look at them. His appetite was gone.
The champagne flutes were cleared away as well, replaced by wine glasses, into which the waiters began decanting a rich, dark red wine. Newcombe heard one of the waiters telling Lafayette the vintage — something French — and the writer clucked disapprovingly, but it meant nothing to the scientist.
As the rest of the party indulged in the repast, Barron resumed speaking. “General Vaughn tells me that you are quite familiar with the work of Nikola Tesla.”
The apparent shift in topics momentarily cheered the scientist. “I am indeed. The man is a genius.”
“He is of course most well-known for his work as an inventor of electrical devices, but some of his work focused on mechanically produced resonance waves.”
“Ah, that business with the earthquake machine,” said Lafayette. “Tesla claims that back in the 1880s he built a vibrational device that shook a building apart and caused a minor earthquake. He even said that he could build a device, small enough to fit in his pocket, that would shake the Empire State Building to its foundation. He told the story a couple years back in order to get money to build some newfangled device that would allow him to see through the earth, or some such nonsense.”
“It’s not nonsense,” objected Newcombe. “By measuring the rate at which energy waves travel through an unknown medium, you can determine the composition of the mass. Seismic waves, such as are generated in earthquakes, travel through the entire planet. Tesla was proposing to use these reliable properties to create a device that might be used to find subterranean mineral deposits.” He turned his blurry gaze back to Barron. “A tool, not a weapon.”
“And yet, the very genesis of this technology was a device capable of shaking buildings apart and creating earthquakes, was it not? Such is the curious marriage of science and war.”
“A machine that can create earthquakes,” added Vaughn. “If you had that, no one would mess with you. That’s how you put an end to war, Newcombe.”
The scientist frowned. “Well, Mr. Barron, it would seem to me that if you want to build this earthquake machine, you’d be better served giving your money to Tesla. It’s really not my area of expertise.”
Barron waved his hand, dismissively. “The device is already built. I have a working prototype in the laboratory here aboard the Majestic. In tests, it has produced vibrational waves that can liquefy solid ground.”
“Then I don’t understand.”
“It’s a matter of scale. The prototype is far too small to generate the kind of energy waves necessary for my purposes. It would be analogous to throwing a pebble in a still lake. Although the ripples from that pebble will spread out across the entire lake, they would have very little effect on, say a drifting rowboat. Throw in a larger stone, however, and the effect is much more pronounced.”
“So just build a bigger machine,” Lafayette suggested around a mouthful of meat.
“Would that it were so simple. To return to my analogy, it is an easy thing for anyone to pick up a pebble and toss it into the lake. But in order to produce a wave capable of overturning the rowboat, a large stone… a boulder perhaps… is needed.”
“You’re talking about the limitations of energy,” Newcombe exclaimed. “Dodge and I wrote about that in our column on death rays. The amount of energy necessary to generate such an effect is always going to be greater than the amount energy it actually produces. In your example, it would much easier to simply swim out and tip the boat over, than to try to lift a boulder up and heave it into the lake.”
“You misapprehend my meaning, Dr. Newcombe.” Barron pushed away from the table and stood, holding up the crystal wine glass by the base. “Observe.”
He dipped a fingertip into his wine, and then began rubbing the rim of the glass in slow but deliberate circles. Almost immediately, a high-pitched hum filled the dining room. Barron’s finger began moving faster and the hum quickly built to ear-splitting intensity. Then, just as Newcombe was about to give into the impulse to cover his ears, the flute shattered in a splash of wine and leaded crystal splinters.
Barron settled back into his chair, brushing the debris away with a napkin. “The wave device functions in much the same way as what I have demonstrated. Energy is not the limiting factor. The problem we are having with the larger scale version of the machine is that the resonance waves it produces are as destructive to the machine as they are to the intended target. The waves literally rip the machine apart at a molecular level. Thus far, we have found no material capable of withstanding the waves at the desired intensity.”
“Then again, I must ask, what do you expect me to accomplish?” Newcombe’s tone was exasperated, but secretly he felt a measure of relief. “I cannot create some miracle alloy that will permit you to contravene the laws of physics. Perhaps your earthquake machine simply isn’t meant to be.”
Barron seemed not to have heard him. “There exists however, one type of metal that may allow us to surmount this obstacle. And you are unquestionably the expert on that substance.”
“And what might—” Suddenly, Newcombe knew the answer. He cast an accusing glance down the table at Vaughn. “You told him? You were sworn to secrecy.”
“Don’t lecture me on breaking oaths,” snarled the former military officer.
“What on earth…?” Lafayette’s question barely penetrated the tension hovering above the table, and in a rare display of self-control, he decided to keep his mouth shut.
“Dr. Newcombe!” Barron’s deep voice rumbled like a thunderclap. “General Vaughn violated no secrets. The President himself informed me of the existence of this miracle metal of yours, and told me everything else about the… what did your friend Dalton call it? The Outpost?”
Newcombe sagged back in his chair. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you again, Mr. Barron, but the objects we recovered from the Outpost, what few still remain, have all ceased functioning. And the metal is impervious. We’ve never succeeded in melting it down or manipulating it in any other way.”
“I’m aware of that,” Barron replied calmly. “But the metal is nonetheless terrestrial, is it not?”
“Terrestrial?” That gave him pause. He scratched his head thoughtfully. “I suppose it must be. The only other possibility would be some sort of meteoric metal, but most metallic meteorites are made of the metals commonly found on earth, anyway.”
“So would you agree that at some point, a metallurgist or artisan was able to refine and cast the metal?”
“I…?” Newcombe shrugged.
“Are you familiar with titanium metal, doctor?”
“I am, and I can assure you that the objects from the Outpost were not made of it.”
“Titanium is, ounce for ounce, one of the strongest metals in existence, with an extremely high melting point. When it is refined by a chemical process and cast, it is almost impossible to cut, melt or reshape again. I propose that this may also be true of the metal used in the creation of the objects you studied.”
“The ancients called it adamantine!”
The cheerful voice, with just a hint of an Irish brogue, came from a woman sitting to Newcombe’s right, and startled the scientist. It was the first time any of the other dinner guests had spoken, and he had almost forgotten that they were not alone. He turned sideways and squinted at her. He could tell that she had brown hair, and was wearing a black gown, but not much else.
“Oh, goodness,” the woman said. “You can’t see me, can you?”
“No, I lost my glasses.”
“Here, try these.”
She pressed something into his hands. He immediately recognized that they were pair of wire-framed spectacles, and donned them cautiously. The effect was immediate and dramatic. While the lenses were not as powerful as his normal prescription, the world was no longer a smear of indistinct colors. He got his first good look at Barron, stern and regal in his ornately carved chair at the head of the table. He also saw the other half-dozen people assembled at the table. Most wore navy-blue uniforms with gold piping — doubtless the captain and senior officers of Barron’s airship — but one man, in the seat beside Vaughn, looked completely out of place. Dressed all in black, the same shade as his pomaded hair and perfectly groomed mustached, the rugged looking fellow might have been considered movie-star handsome, if not for the ragged scar that stretched like a plowed furrow from his chin to his left ear. When the dark man realized he was the subject of Newcombe’s scrutiny, he flashed a dangerous scowl, and the scientist quickly looked away.
“Better?” asked the woman.
“Much.” He turned to thank her, but his voice caught in his throat.
She was beautiful… no, he thought. That’s probably not the right word. She wasn’t glamorous like Marlene Dietrich or Greta Garbo. Rather, her freckled face, framed by close-cropped brown hair, gave her an almost pixie-like appearance. Newcombe didn’t know if that qualified as “beauty” to whomever it was that decided such things, but he nevertheless felt an idiotic grin spread across his face. “Thank you,” he finally managed. “But what will you do without them?”
She shrugged. “I’ve got three more pair in my stateroom. I’m rubbish at keeping track of things, especially my spectacles, so I always bring along a few extra.”
Barron cleared his throat. “Miss Dunn, I believe you were about to tell us about adamantine.”
“I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” Newcombe was surprised to hear himself say it, but the impulse had been overwhelming. He wanted to know more about this lovely Miss Dunn.
“Quite right.” She smiled. Newcombe wanted to believe the smile was meant for him, but he knew that his face was probably just a blur to her. She extended her hand. “Fiona Dunn. How do you do?”
Barely able to keep from trembling, Newcombe reached out, took her hand, and touched his lips to it. “I’m Dr. Findlay Newcombe. I do very well, thank you.”
Not to be left out, the red-haired author practically shouted across the table: “I’m Rodney Lafayette, an author of some renown.”
Fiona inclined her head politely in Lightning Rod’s general direction.
“Does that satisfy your sense of propriety, Dr. Newcombe?” Barron rumbled. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Miss Dunn is a scholar of ancient languages—”
“I’m a good deal more than that, Walter.” Fiona turned to Newcombe again. “He makes me sound like a librarian. I’m trained archaeologist. I’ve explored the Valley of the Kings, and the palace of Ashurbanipal in Nineveh. I’ve gone looking for dinosaur fossils in the Gobi Desert. I’ve even—”
“Forgive me,” Barron interrupted forcefully. “What I meant to say, is that I have employed Miss Dunn in the capacity of expert linguist, and I would very much like her to tell us what the ancients have to say about adamantine.”
She stuck her tongue out at the host, but then straightened herself. “Numerous ancient texts describe adamantine as the hardest metal on earth. Some scholars believe the word referred to diamonds, but I find this explanation highly suspect.
“In Greek mythology, the sword Perseus used to slay the Gorgon Medusa was said to be of adamantine. Norse mythology tells of the god Loki being bound with adamantine chains. You can’t very well forge diamonds into a sword or make chains out of them. No, adamantine has to be some sort of metallic element, and evidently the ancients — or rather the gods of the ancients — found a way to fashion it to suit their needs.”
“Just as with titanium,” Barron interjected, “the metal is only malleable when it is refined from raw ore. We need find such a source of ore.”
Fiona nodded. “According to Virgil, the gates of Tartarus, the entrance to the Underworld, are composed of adamantine. I believe that the pit — Tartarus — is in fact a mine, where the ancients located a source of adamantine ore. If we find Tartarus, we find our adamantine.”
“As simple as that,” Lafayette remarked, scoffing.
“Finding Tartarus will be a challenge,” Fiona admitted. “But the ancients believed it was a literal place, and they even told how to find it. One such account was housed in the Library of Alexandria.”
Lafayette made no attempt to hide his skepticism. “The Library was destroyed thousands of years ago.”
“Not quite ‘thousands’ plural, Mr. Lafayette. Part of the Library was destroyed in the fourth century, but some parts of it may have survived as late as the seventh century, when Muslim armies conquered Alexandria. I discovered a parchment in a monastery in Jerusalem, which contained inventory of items that had survived the final destruction of the Library. Included in that collection was a comprehensive edition of the Dictys of Crete, a geographical account of the Odyssey of Homer, composed by Polybius in the second century BC. Polybius believed that the writings of Homer were not only historically correct, but also geographically accurate, and to that end, he retraced the journey of Odysseus and identified all the places he visited in his wanderings with actual known locations, including the entry to the Underworld — Tartarus — where Odysseus met with Teiresias.”
“You said you found an inventory; not the actual historical document.”
Fiona sighed, her patience clearly wearing thin. “The items from the Library had been taken; looted by agents of the Hashshashin — a cult of Ismaili Muslim assassins that rose to power in Persia in the eleventh century. The map would have been taken to their stronghold, Alamut, which was reputed to have its own magnificent library. It’s not a stretch to believe that they would have added this history to the collection there.
“The Ismailis were eventually conquered by the Mongols, and much of the library at Alamut was also destroyed. Some items were saved, but no mention of Polybius’ writings or any of the other items from Alexandria Library appears in the historical record. I believe this is because the collection lies in a secret treasure room that has yet to be discovered.”
“I can think of any number of other explanations.”
“Mr. Lafayette, would you please allow her to finish?” Newcombe was again surprised at his own assertiveness.
“Why thank you, Findlay. As I was saying, our best chance to find Tartarus and a source of adamantine, is to explore the ruins of Alamut for that historic account.”
“We should arrive there in a few days,” Barron added.
“Good God. Are you saying that we are already underway?” The writer jumped up from his seat and ran to enormous window. “We’re over the ocean!”
“We left as soon as you and Dr. Newcombe were brought on board. I apologize if it has inconvenienced you, but I assure you, I thought only of your safety.”
“This is an outrage. I’m not even the one that these revolutionaries were interested in. I demand to be returned at once.”
“My need is quite urgent, gentlemen. There are other considerations which I am not at liberty to share with you at this time. We are beyond the range of the autogyros, and I cannot delay my mission by turning back. We will finish the Atlantic crossing in less than two days. If you still wish it, I will put you off as soon as we are within range of an airport.”
Although his hospitality had been nearly perfect, something about Barron’s tone told Newcombe that further debate would be a very bad idea. “Cheer up,” he told the writer. “This is the sort of thing Dodge Dalton does all the time.”

Chapter 6—In the Valley of Death

Dodge hurled himself to the side and tumbled away from the rail bed. He felt a rush of air as something whooshed by. By the time he stopped rolling, the disturbance had passed. Whatever it had been, it was gone now, vanished into the deepening darkness.
His attacker had also vanished.
Dodge lay motionless for a few seconds, expecting the Asian man to appear on the other side of the rail bed, and when that did not happen, he gingerly got to his feet and went looking for the man. There was no sign of him whatsoever; it was as if the strange manifestation from the tunnel had erased all memory of the man.
“What was that thing?” Dodge muttered.
His words were swallowed up by the ominous quiet that had settled over the woods. After the dual exertion of his apparently futile pursuit of Anya and the one-sided battle with the stranger, the silence was surreal. He gazed back up at the tunnel mouth, which was now almost indistinguishable from the benighted mountainside into which it led.
Anya jumped in that tunnel. Why?
Something came out of the tunnel. What?
Standing there, gazing into the black void, Dodge realized that the two questions might have the same answer.
A lot of good that does me.
He realized that he would not find that answer given his present circumstances. He was going to need some help, and that meant finding some vestige of civilization. Resignedly, he turned away from the tunnel and using the rails as his guide, started walking.
* * *
Dodge never once suspected that he was being watched. He passed within five feet of the shadowy figure hiding in the brush near the rail bed, but neither saw nor heard anything. A few minutes after he went by, the figure emerged from concealment, and without making a noise louder than whisper, followed.
* * *
The next morning, Dodge arrived in the small town of Burden Valley, Pennsylvania. He had not walked all night, though. In fact, his best guess was that he walked for no more than two hours.
He had followed the rails to a road crossing. The road was paved, though barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass each other. Dodge had elected to go right, the direction he assumed to be more or less north. That had led him to a farmhouse — belonging to a Mr. Jeffrey Kafer and family — where the better part of an hour was spent answering questions from the understandably suspicious householder. Once he had gained the man’s trust, there was no refusing the offer of supper and a place to sleep. He was desperate to make contact with Hurricane. The Kafer family didn’t have a telephone, but Dodge also knew that there was nothing to be gained by impatiently heading back onto the road. So, after what was almost a good night’s sleep, and a hearty farm breakfast of fresh eggs, bacon, and griddlecakes with honey and butter, he climbed into the farmer’s well-kept 1928 Model A pickup truck and made the last part of the journey — a distance of nearly ten miles — in relative comfort.
“There’s no town constable,” Kafer explained as he pulled up in front of the general store, one of a handful of commercial buildings that occupied the stretch of the highway that constituted Burden Valley’s main street. “But you should be able to place a call to the county sheriff from the phone in the mercantile.”
Dodge thanked the farmer and ventured into the establishment, where he was warmly greeted by the proprietor. “Ah, it’s our visitor. How do you do? I’m Wallace Haines — owner of the general store and town mayor. You can probably guess which job pays better.”
Dodge introduced himself with an easy smile, but he found it a little disconcerting that Haines seemed to be expecting him. Evidently there were few secrets in the small rural town. “I’d like to make a call to the sheriff’s department, Mr. Haines.”
“Sure, sure. Phone’s in the back.” Haines gave him an appraising stare. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but seeing as I am the mayor and the closest thing to the law we’ve got, might I ask how it is that you came to be here, all scuffed up, hitching a ride from Mr. Kafer?”
Dodge answered this question as he had the night before at the Kafer family dinner table. “I fell off the train,” he said, affecting a guilty expression. “The Broadway Limited.”
“Ah, fell off. That’s a shame. I hope you weren’t in a hurry to get to Chicago. Could take a while longer now. So, ah, why would you be needing the sheriff?”
Dodge did his best to maintain a polite tone. “If it’s all the same, Mr. Haines, I’d rather tell the story just once.”
“I understand. Follow me.” Haines led him to a stockroom in the rear of the store and showed him the telephone, but the proprietor wasn’t finished with his questions. “So you must have walked along the tracks a good little while.”
Something about the man’s tone triggered an alarm in Dodge’s subconscious. “A few miles. I fell near the tunnel.”
“Saddle Mountain.” Haines nodded, sagely. “Did you… ah, see anything out of the ordinary?”
Perhaps because he was already trying to figure out how to live up to his nickname, with respect to the man’s inquiries, Dodge managed to hide his surprise. “I’m not quite sure what you mean?”
“I’ll be straight with you. Some folk hereabouts have seen all manner of strange things in the valley, especially near that mountain. Strange lights in the sky. Some even say there’s a ghost train.”
Ghost train? Why does that ring a bell? And then it clicked. “This is Burden Valley? That Burden Valley? I got a letter from a young man… Jim, I think it was.”
“That’d be Jim Perdue. His brother John and a friend went missing a while back. John turned up half-mad, with no recollection of what had happened, and naught’s been heard from the other fellow, Zeb Hathaway. You say you got a letter?”
“Yes. I’m a journalist.”
Haines nodded again, as if that explained everything.
“But that’s not why I’m here,” Dodge added quickly. “Honestly, this is a coincidence.”
Even as he said it, he remembered what his friend Father Nathan Hobbs often said about coincidences.
“So then… why exactly do you need the sheriff? Because if it has anything at all to do with the Saddle Mountain tunnel, then I can guarantee that you’ll get no help from him. He thinks we’re all bound for the loony bin.”
Dodge stared past the man, his vision fixing on a landscape painting that adorned a calendar, while his mind turned over this new information. Anya jumped from the train in the tunnel… something came out of the tunnel… “a ghost train.”
What’s going on here?
“No help from the sheriff, you say? Well then, I guess I’ll have to ask for help from another source.” He picked up the phone and dialed the operator. Within moments, he had a connection to New York City and the switchboard at the Empire State Building. He didn’t expect that he would find Hurricane still there waiting for him, but the big man would almost certainly have left a message for him. And he did.
“Mr. Hurley did leave a message,” the switchboard operator said. “I’ll read it now. ‘Dodge. Have tracked down Barron. Our friends are with him. He’s en route to unknown destination in the east. We are flying to Lisbon on the clipper. Leaving the Catalina for you. Will send telegrams with more information as we’re able. Good Luck, Hurricane.’ That’s all there is.”
Dodge’s heart sank. “When did he leave this message?”
“Last night at half past nine.”
He thanked the operator and hung up the phone. Suddenly, the mystery of what had happened at the tunnel seemed unimportant. One of his friends was in danger, and another was rushing off to meet it, and he was stuck in the middle of nowhere. He turned back to Haines. “I need to get to the nearest train station.”
“That’d be Altoona. It’s a bit of a drive, but there’s bound to be someone heading that way that can take you. I’ll put the word out.”
Suddenly feeling very weary, Dodge thanked Haines and took his leave of the store. He had spied the sign for a café when arriving in the town, and he made his way there, hoping more for a quiet place to bide his time more than anything else. He settled in at a table and nursed a cup of coffee, doing his best to ignore the stares of the establishment’s other patrons.
His mind never strayed far from Hurley’s message. Newcombe, along with Lightning Rod Lafayette, were with Walter Barron, and evidently being taken somewhere on the other side of the world. But for what purpose? Had Anya told him the truth about Barron? Had the industrialist abducted Newcombe in order to force the scientist to build some kind of death ray weapon?
As he was working on his second cup, a small voice intruded on his thoughts. “Excuse me, mister. Are you Dodge Dalton?”
A dark-haired young boy of no more than ten years, wearing tattered bib overalls and an earnest expression, stood before him. Dodge cringed inwardly. He hadn’t identified himself by his nickname, but evidently that precaution hadn’t been sufficient. Not only had the news of his arrival spread like wildfire, but the town gossip machine had also evidently put two and two together.
He managed a smile. “That’s right, son.”
The boy broke into a grin. “I didn’t think you’d really come.”
Dodge was also capable of simple addition. “You must be Jim Perdue.”
If possible, the boy’s grin got even wider.
“Have a seat, Jim. And a glass of milk, on me.” The boy scooted into the chair opposite. Dodge could see was on the verge of bursting with questions, and even though he knew what the question would be, he prompted the boy to ask it. “What’s on your mind?”
“Are you going to find out what happened to my brother and Zeb?”
Anya… the tunnel… the “ghost train.” Was there a connection? He had to know.
“Yes, Jim. Yes, I am.”
* * *
Dodge remembered well the old adage about never forgetting how to ride a bicycle, but after an hour of pedaling along the country roads in the western Appalachian foothills, he was ready to pen a coda. Something about the body not remembering. It had been years, maybe even a decade, since he’d last ridden, and his muscles had definitely forgotten. His legs felt like they were made of rubber and his backside felt like he’d been kicked there repeatedly by mule. But it was better than walking, or so he kept telling himself.
Although nothing looked familiar, he was traveling the same road he had walked the night before, and there was only one landmark he was interested in. When he arrived at the railroad crossing, he dismounted and stashed the bicycle — one of several purchases made at Haines’ general store — behind a stand of trees, just out of sight from the road. With the rest of his gear in a knapsack slung over his shoulder, he resumed his trek along the rail bed, this time heading east, toward the tunnel.
The opening to the passage through Saddle Mountain looked considerably less imposing by daylight, but Dodge approached it warily, recalling how quickly the ghost train — he didn’t know what else to call it — had appeared. With a dry-cell powered flashlight in hand — another purchase from Haines’ store — and hugging close to the soot-stained tunnel wall, he took a deep breath and ventured inside.
As he moved into the tunnel, he started sweeping his light across the area to either side of the rails. He knew that Anya had made her leap much further in, but if he was to identify the area where she had landed, presumably tumbling as he had, he first needed to know the appearance of the rail bed in an undisturbed state. He quickly fell into a routine: sweep, step, sweep, step. In a matter of only a few minutes, he was deep enough into the tunnel that the west entrance, through which he had come in, was a mere spot of light; the east end was not visible at all.
He soon found what he was looking for, an area alongside the tracks where the rock had been scattered and the layer of greasy soot smeared in a swath several yards long. This was, unquestionably, where Anya had made her leap.
But where had she gone next?
“She didn’t come out,” he said aloud. His voice echoed weirdly in the passage, but offered no other insights. He kept walking, looking for other signs of her presence, but soon even the trail left by her disembarkation vanished.
And then, as the endless darkness of the tunnel had almost eroded his resolve enough that he was considering turning back, the flashlight revealed something that stopped him in his tracks.
It wasn’t anything as obvious as the signs of Anya’s jump. He actually had to stare at the piled rocks for several moments to figure out why they had commanded his attention, but then he finally saw it: a distinctive line — an arc rather — where the chaotic jumble of stones did not quite meet. He followed the arc as it curved into the tracks, exactly at a joint where two rails met. He inspected the joint, and saw that the ends of the rails were not spliced together with a piece of riveted steel, as was customary and in fact necessary to prevent the rails from spreading apart and causing a train derailment. The arc continued under the rails and curved back toward the opposite wall of the tunnel. As his beam illuminated the tunnel wall, he saw something even more amazing.
The line abruptly became a vertical seam, stretching from the ground and up the side of the tunnel wall. About ten yards further down, a second seam marked the beginning of another arc that curved the opposite way. Dodge immediately saw that the two arcs formed a circle which extended beyond the tunnel walls on either side.
He was standing on a railroad turnaround — a section of track mounted on a platform that could swivel completely around, allowing a train car to be reoriented. Such devices were common in railyards, but Dodge could not conceive of a good reason for the railroad to build one in the middle of a tunnel.
There was a matching set of seams on the other wall of the tunnel, exactly where he expected it to be; the radius of the turnaround was bigger than the breadth of the tunnel, but that wasn’t what Dodge was looking for. He swept the light across every square inch of the wall until at last he found it: a protruding stone, smeared with sooty fingerprints. He tried wiggling it experimentally, then gave it a firm push.
Somewhere deep beneath his feet, there was a clank of machinery, and the ground beneath his feet began to move. There was a tortured squeal of metal moving against metal as the concealed turnaround started rotating.
The sections of tunnel wall between the seams slipped easily out of place, the edges beveled in such a way that, with only a dusting of soot now and then, they would be virtually invisible. Dodge saw that the wall section was not actually stone at all, but a façade of wood and plaster. On one side, the moving false wall revealed only a scalloped cut in the gutrock of the mountain, just enough to accommodate the false wall. The other side, however, opened to reveal a side passage, running perpendicular to the tunnel. A pair of rails had been laid in this new tunnel, and as soon as the rails on the turnaround matched those in the new tunnel, the machinery fell silent.
Although he knew he had only found one small piece of the puzzle — the tip of the proverbial iceberg — Dodge knew he had found the answer to the questions that had plagued him. Anya had jumped from the train because she had known about this concealed turnaround. The thing that had come out of the tunnel, and evidently obliterated his Asian assailant — the ghost train — had to have been a locomotive, probably an electrically powered car, concealed in this siding. Anya would have known about that, too. She had probably been driving it.
“What the hell is going on here?”
This time his voice didn’t echo.
Mindful of the fact that there was now a serious break in the rails on a major train line, Dodge ventured into the siding and located the switch that would rotate the turnaround back to its normal position. No attempt had been made to conceal it here. He pressed the button and hopped off the turnaround as the false wall slid back into place, sealing him within the siding.
As the noise of the machinery fell silent once more, Dodge realized that he was now no longer in the world of the familiar. The turnaround and this secret tunnel were evidence of some greater conspiracy. He was an intruder, trespassing on what he could only assume was enemy territory. How long before the men — and perhaps women — who had hewed out this tunnel and laid these rails became aware of his presence? Or did they already know?
Dodge switched off the light and stood in darkness, straining his senses for any hint of approaching footsteps or any other source of illumination. Nothing. He was alone in the heart of the mountain.
He side-stepped until his outstretched hand located the rough tunnel wall. Maintaining contact with it, he started walking. His progress was slow and cautious; he could ill-afford a stumble in the darkness. Sensory deprivation played havoc with his sense of the passage of time, but immersion in the total darkness heightened his perceptions such that he was soon able to detect a pinpoint of light ahead: the end of the tunnel. As that spot grew larger, he quickened his pace.
He felt reborn as he emerged into daylight and into what appeared to be a box canyon. The valley floor was sparsely vegetated, but the surrounding hillsides were dense with trees. The setting seemed idyllic at first glance, but the parallel rails were a reminder that he was not simply walking in the woods. The tracks led out of the tunnel and across the flat terrain as far as the eye could see.
The rails eventually brought him to a vantage point overlooking a secondary depression within the valley. Nestled in that low area was unquestionable evidence of human occupancy of the hidden valley, several small buildings and a single enormous structure that looked suspiciously like an aircraft hangar but much larger than any Dodge had ever seen. Dodge’s eye, however, was drawn to something else, or rather the absence of something.
The floor of the depression, like the valley, was more or less flat, with patches of grass and brushy areas. But at the near end, a stone’s throw from where Dodge now stood, the ground had been completely denuded of foliage. The patch was almost perfectly circular, and at least a hundred yards in diameter. As he studied the area, Dodge realized that it was not just that the plant life was been cleared; the ground itself seemed unnaturally smooth, as if pounded flat by heavy machinery. The circle bore the scars of a few disturbances, divots and scorch marks, as though an airplane had crashed there at one point, but otherwise the ground was as flat as the infield of a baseball diamond.
Dodge tore his gaze away from the strange circle, and studied the hangar and the surrounding compound for some hint of activity. There was none; the secret facility seemed to have been abandoned. Nonetheless cautious, he followed the railroad down to its terminus in the depression.
Up close, he saw that the buildings were not merely abandoned, but on the verge of collapse. The smaller buildings, nothing more than tar paper hastily tacked up on wood frames, were completely empty of furnishings or any other embellishments.
The hangar wasn’t in much better shape; a roof of corrugated metal, already starting to rust, stretched over a Quonset hut style frame, but unlike the smaller buildings, the hangar was not empty. As he stood in the doorway, Dodge gaped incredulously at the thing that almost completely filled the belly of the structure.
It was a dirigible.
Dodge had seen airships in the sky above the city, but never up close, never close enough to touch. It was too large to take in with a single glance, like the hull of an ocean liner in dry-dock. Yet, as he got past the initial surprise of the discovery, he saw that the airship, like everything else in the compound, was suffering from serious neglect.
The gondola and attached engine nacelles, which looked a little like an enormous twin-engine airplane with the wings removed, rested on the floor of the hangar. The gas envelope from which the gondola was suspended, sagged like tent with broken poles. Dodge realized that he was looking at a blimp, an airship that did not have a rigid internal frame like a zeppelin, but was more like a balloon, keeping its distinctive shape by virtue of gas pressure alone. This blimp had already lost enough of its lighter-than-air gas to make lift impossible.
Dodge thought about the letter he had received from Jim Perdue. He had already discovered the secret of the ghost train, and now it seemed he had a plausible explanation for the strange lights that residents of Burden Valley had observed in the sky.
He had the “how,” but no hint of the “why.”
And then there was the matter of “who.” Anya had known about the ghost train siding. He could only assume that her insistence on traveling aboard the Broadway Limited had been for the purpose of coming here, and of course, getting away from him. Could he trust anything she had said?
Dodge recalled Hurley’s message. Newcombe and Lafayette were with Barron; that much at least seemed to be true. So, was Anya working against Barron, as she claimed?
It was difficult to imagine a group of dynamite-throwing anarchists building a secret railroad and airfield in a Pennsylvania valley; that was something that could only be accomplished with a lot of money, and access to material and human resources on a grand scale.
Barron.
More pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. Barron had built the secret facility in the valley as a proving ground for some secret weapon — his death ray, perhaps?
But why had he abandoned it?
There were still missing pieces.
Dodge pushed under the sagging blimp and made his way to the gondola. From the front, it looked ordinary enough, but as he moved along its length, he saw evidence of catastrophic damage. The aft section of the fuselage had burst open like an overripe fruit, and the edges of the metal were oxidized — scorched, Dodge realized. He cautiously slipped through the gaping wound and entered the gondola, where the damage was even more pronounced. It looked like a bomb had gone off inside.
That’s why he needs Newcombe. His death ray blew up in his face; he needs the Doc to help him figure out how to fix it.
But why take him overseas?
Dodge shook his head. The answer to that question would not be found here. He turned to leave the gondola…
… and found himself staring down the barrel of a gun.
His gaze flickered up, but before he could focus on the face of the person holding the gun, the barrel moved, swiping toward his head, and everything dissolved into blackness.
* * *
Two rhythms in conflict pounded through Dodge’s skull, driving him out of the pain-free refuge of unconsciousness. As soon as he groaned aloud and opened his eyes, one of the beats — an external tempo measured out by a series of short, none-too-gentle, but nonetheless insistent slaps against his cheek — ceased immediately. The other however — the throb of pain that radiated from the side of his head where he’d been pistol-whipped — continued to pulse in time with his heartbeat. The source of both, the gunman who had taken him unaware, crouched in front of, with one hand raised as if to resume slapping.
“I’m awake,” Dodge muttered, trying to forestall further abuse. His double-vision gradually resolved, and he got his first look at the face of his tormentor, an Asian man of indeterminate age, wearing a stained and ragged-looking gray suit. Dodge didn’t see the gun, but the man no longer needed it; he had tied Dodge’s hands behind his back, securing him to an exposed beam in the interior of the gondola. The man’s jet black hair and facial features were similar to those of the man who had attacked him the previous night near the tunnel, but Dodge didn’t think they were the same person. A moment later, his captor confirmed the supposition.
“Where is Tanaka?” The voice was different, deeper, almost gravelly, without the sing-song quality he had heard from his first assailant; like that man, there was hardly any trace of an accent.
Dodge blinked. He knew who the man was referring to, but decided to play dumb. “I don’t know what that means.”
The man gazed back implacably, and Dodge braced himself for another physical assault. But instead of hitting him, the man simply said: “The woman jumped off the train. You followed her. Chu’i Tanaka followed you. What happened to him?”
Dodge saw no benefit in withholding the truth. “I don’t know. Something came out of the tunnel; another train, I think. It might have hit him.” Then he added: “I’m sorry.”
“If this is true, he died honorably.” His captor’s expression remained completely unreadable. “Where’s the woman?”
“I’ll tell you what I told your man, Tanaka: I don’t know. She got away. I thought she might have come here, but there’s no sign of her now.” Dodge let that sink in, then tried getting something back. “I’ve answered your questions truthfully. Now, would you mind telling me who you are? And why I’m tied up like this?”
The man rocked back on his haunches. “Tell me about the woman. Who is she?”
“You mean you don’t know?” Dodge narrowed his gaze. “You’re Japanese, right? I don’t know what you’re used to, but here in America, we have a custom of exchanging information.”
“You are in no position to make demands of me,” the man replied. “However, you are mistaken. I am an American.”
“You’re Nisei, then? The son of Japanese immigrants.”
“You know of this?” Dodge thought the man seemed impressed, but it was difficult to tell. “Very well, an exchange then. I am Ryu Uchida.”
“David Dalton.”
“I know who you are, Mr. Dalton. Now, tell me what you know about this woman.”
Dodge flexed his hands experimentally, testing his bonds; his fingertips were tingling with the loss of circulation, but he could tell that he was bound with wire, probably salvaged from the gondola wreckage. After a few seconds, he found where the ends had been twisted together — the wire was too thick to be cinched into a proper knot.
He felt a glimmer of hope. He didn’t know what Uchida had planned for him, but he didn’t foresee the Nisei suddenly having a change of heart, untying him and sending him on his way with an apology. But with enough time, he felt certain he could work his way free. He just had to keep his captor interested.
“She calls herself Anya. She’s a part of a European revolutionary group. They’re after Walter Barron. You know who that is, right? The arms manufacturer?”
There was a glimmer of recognition in Uchida’s eyes, but he offered no verbal confirmation. “Where was she taking you?”
“She never told me our destination, but she promised that she was going to help me get my friends back.”
“Where are your friends now?”
“I’m not certain. They might be with Walter Barron.” Dodge gave the wire a twist, but couldn’t tell if his bonds were loosening. “Your turn. What’s your interest in Anya?”
“That is none of your concern, Mr. Dalton. Do you know where Barron is now?”
Dodge got the sense that Uchida didn’t have many more questions for him, and that meant he was nearly out of time. What would happen then? He gave the wire another twist. “That’s what I hoped to discover here. I think Barron built this place. I was hoping to find some clue here about where my friends are. What do you say you untie me? We can look together.”
“There are no clues here,” Uchida answered gravely, and rose to his feet. He turned away, and for just a moment, Dodge thought he was going to simply leave him there.
That would have been preferable to what the Nisei did next.
“Mr. Dalton, it would be merciful on my part to simply put a bullet in your head. But a bullet, particularly from this gun — the Nambu type 94 8-millimeter pistol — would raise too many questions if your remains were ever found. I cannot take that risk. Your death must appear to be an accident.” He rooted in a small black duffel bag, and produced something that looked like a simple kitchen timer.
Dodge knew it was nothing as innocuous as that.
“This is a very small explosive charge,” Uchida explained patiently. “But when it detonates, it will ignite the hydrogen in the blimp. There will be nothing left of this place, or of you, Mr. Dalton. I will set it for five minutes. That should give me plenty of time to get well away from here, and for you to make peace with your God.”
He set the detonator on the floor a few feet from Dodge. “Sayonara, Mr. Dalton.”
Uchida wasted no time exiting the gondola, leaving Dodge alone with the audible ticking of the explosive device to keep him company for the last remaining minutes of his life.
Dodge breathed a curse as he redoubled his efforts to get free. His fingers felt like fat sausages. For all he could tell, he might have been twisting the wire tighter, but there was nothing to be gained in second guessing himself now.
As he worked at the wire, the newsreel footage he had seen of the Hindenburg burning up over New Jersey flashed in his mind’s eye. The zeppelin had been considerably larger than this blimp, but that offered little comfort. It wouldn’t be enough for him to simply get free before the bomb detonated; he would also have to extricate himself from the gondola and flee the hangar in order to escape the conflagration that would follow. How long would that take?
“I did not think he would ever leave.”
The voice was such a shock that Dodge squandered a few precious seconds staring in disbelief as a familiar figure crawled into the gondola. “Anya!” He shook his head to banish the torrent of questions that flooded his thoughts, and then winced as the simple gesture sent a new wave of pain through his skull. “Get out of here. There’s a bomb.”
“Yes, I heard what he said.” She hastened to his side and he felt her hands begin working at the wires.
“I didn’t think I’d see you again.” He said it more to hide his anxiety than as a prompt for to explain her presence.
“There is much to tell you…”
“Later.”
They said it together, and Dodge could not resist a chuckle. His bravo died quickly as he glanced at the detonator. Uchida may have denied being a citizen of Japan, but there was no question that the explosive device had been manufactured there; the dial on the timer was marked with incomprehensible Oriental characters.
Kanji script, Dodge thought, unable to recall exactly where he had picked up that bit of trivia. Still, it wasn’t difficult to recognize them as numbers, or to interpret their meaning. They had just two minutes left.
“It’s no good,” he declared, resignedly. Even if she got him free, there wouldn’t be time to escape the firestorm. “Get out while you can.”
Anya grunted as she kept working, but said nothing as another minute passed and the detonator began ticking down the last sixty seconds. Then, miraculously, Dodge felt his wrists move apart. Anya gave the wire one more twist and he was free.
Dodge scrambled to his feet. He reached out, as if to pull Anya along, but his hands were numb and useless. She needed no such assistance, however. Together, they dove for the breach in the side of the gondola and out onto the floor of the hangar.
“Run!” he yelled, and heeding his own advice, sprinted pell-mell out from under the sagging blimp.
They were halfway to the hangar door when the bomb exploded.

Chapter 7—The View from the Top

Findlay Newcombe could not remember ever feeling quite so giddy. While he did not think of himself as being especially staid, he rarely had occasion for the sort of elation he felt now. The last time he had felt anything approaching his present emotional state had been when Dodge provided him with one of the strange devices taken from the Outpost in Antarctica. He hadn’t felt this way about a girl since he was a teenager.
He did not allow himself to dwell on the fact that neither of those earlier instances had ended terribly well.
He was up as soon as the first rays of the rising sun streamed into his stateroom. His quarters were luxurious, far nicer than any apartment he had ever lived in, and he found himself humming cheerily as he performed his morning ablutions and got dressed. As promised, his suit had been expertly mended and cleaned. The only thing that could have possibly made his morning better would have been donning his own glasses. The lenses Fiona Dunn had loaned him didn’t give him the clearest view of the world.
Still, they were better than nothing. And they had come from her. That gave them a certain talismanic property. No, he decided, these glasses are just fine.
“Good morning, Miss Dunn,” he said to the mirror. Too serious. He tried several more times, varying the level of enthusiasm in his voice, affecting humor, even attempting casual indifference, but quickly realized that if he couldn’t make a good impression just being himself, then he had no business trying to woo her.
A knock at the door startled him out of his musings. Was it Fiona? The knock continued insistently, and he hastened to answer. When he threw back the door, his heart sank. It was Lafayette.
The red-haired writer looked exactly as he had the previous day when Newcombe had first been introduced to him, sporting his silk jacket and red ascot. He swept into the room like it was his own.
“Ah, good. You’re finally up.” Newcombe frowned, but Lafayette didn’t give him a chance to respond. “So, what are we going to do about all of this?”
“Do?”
“I don’t mind saying, I’m not happy about this business of going to… Persia, is it?”
“Well, I’ll confess to having some reservations myself. But Mr. Barron did say he’d put you off in Europe, if that’s what you really want.”
“It’s madness,” Lafayette continued. “What do we even know about this place we’re going to? It’s wild country. Armed mobs on horses… warlords.”
“You’ll be quite safe here on the Majestic,” intoned a familiar voice from the open doorway.
“Fiona… ah, Miss Dunn.” Newcombe thrilled a little at the sight of the woman who had so occupied his thoughts, and who now stood at the entrance to his stateroom. She wore what looked like a safari jacket, with matching khaki trousers, but a bright green silk scarf tied around her throat softened the almost masculine ensemble. Newcombe noted that she now wore a pair of spectacles identical to those she had given him.
“Fiona will do just fine, Findlay. Good morning to you. And you, Rodney. I’m just on my way to the dining room for breakfast. Care to join me?”
“Breakfast?” Lafayette grumbled. “Yes, well the food is tolerable here, I’ll give you that.”
Newcombe stepped forward. “I’d like that very much, Fiona. Lead the way.”
“Splendid. And I’ll try to put your minds at ease about our upcoming adventure.” She turned back into the hallway, with Newcombe beside her and Lafayette, still mumbling under his breath, close behind. “You’re exaggerating the dangers of our journey, Rodney. Iran — that’s what they call Persia nowadays — is a modern industrial country, and the ruins of Alamut are less than a hundred miles from the capital city. With Majestic, we can go directly there. Of course, there’s no need for you gents to even leave. You can stay right here, safe aboard the Majestic.”
“Safe?” exclaimed Lafayette. “On this floating bomb? All it would take is one hooligan to shoot a flaming arrow into us, and we’d go up in smoke like the Hindenburg!”
They arrived at the doors to the dining room and Newcombe hastened forward to open them, primarily for Fiona’s benefit. She thanked him effusively; Lafayette did not.
A buffet had been set up near the dining table, which was occupied by a scattering of a few men wearing uniforms of officers and crew, dining informally. Lafayette went immediately to the buffet, and although he continued to mutter complaints about the fare, he nonetheless began heaping food onto his plate.
“There’s not much chance of us burning up like that zeppelin,” Fiona explained, as she poured a cup of tea. “Majestic is filled with helium.” Her brogue, which had previously been almost undetectable, surfaced for just a moment: “hay-lium.”
“Helium isn’t reactive like hydrogen,” Newcombe supplied. “It’s completely safe, though it doesn’t provide quite as much lift.”
Lafayette was persistent. “If it’s so wonderful, why didn’t the Germans use it on the Hindenburg?”
“They planned to. But the largest reserves of helium are in the United States. For strategic reasons, there’s a moratorium on helium exports. Hydrogen is much cheaper to produce. And if proper precautions are taken, the flammability danger can be mitigated.”
“Hmpf. Hydrogen or helium, I can’t fathom why anyone would want to travel this way. What if the gas bag springs a leak?”
“There are risks in traveling, no matter what method you choose,” Fiona said. “Ships can sink, planes crash all the time. So do motor cars.”
“Exactly my point! Better just to stay at home.”
She laughed. “Rodney, you need to stop fussing about so much. Enjoy life. Live in the moment.”
“I would think this adventure would provide excellent fodder for your stories,” Newcombe said.
“I have an imagination for that,” Lafayette replied acerbically.
“I take it you are not enjoying your stay aboard my ship, Mr. Lafayette?”
Newcombe looked up and found that Barron had joined them. He now wore a blue uniform, identical to that of the Majestic’s officers, but without any insignia or badge of rank.
Lafayette seemed to shrink a little, as if intimidated by Barron’s presence. “I just prefer to have solid ground beneath my feet.”
“But Miss Dunn is correct. What is the value of being alive if you do not truly live?”
“I was enjoying my life quite well until yesterday, thank you very much.”
“And what of Dr. Newcombe’s suggestion? Will you be writing of this experience? Will we read about the Majestic in one of your fictional stories?”
“Never mind those. I plan to put this one on the newswire as soon as you put me off in Europe. I can see the headline now: ‘Famous author abducted, crosses the Atlantic in luxury zeppelin.’ That should give my name a boost. Might even be able to get a better rate.”
“But that’s not entirely accurate. I didn’t abduct you; I rescued you from those who did.”
“Piffle.” The writer waved a hand. “It’s just a headline, to grab attention. I’ll explain everything else in the body of the story.”
“I thought as much.” Barron smiled. “I’ve just had a thought. If you are going to tell the tale, then you need to see Majestic as she truly is. I’ll arrange for Mr. Sorensen, my chief pilot, to take you out in one of the autogyros.”
Lafayette nearly dropped his plate.
Fiona clapped her hands together. “What a splendid idea! Findlay, I can take you out in the other.”
Newcombe was impressed. “You fly?”
“I can fly anything with wings… and in the case of the autogyros, things without wings, too.”
“Strictly speaking, the autogyro’s rotor assembly is a type of wing…” He realized he was lecturing and quickly adjusted course. “What I meant to say is, I would love to fly with you.”
“Well that’s an even better idea,” Lafayette interjected with a forced chuckle. “Newcombe here can take notes and tell me all about it when he gets back. That way you don’t have to go to any additional trouble.”
“It’s no trouble at all,” Barron answered, his voice steady but insistent. “No, Mr. Lafayette, if you intend to tell this story, then you must see the view from the top.”
* * *
“This must be old hat for you,”
Hurricane Hurley glanced at his traveling companion. “How’s that, Miss Nora?”
“Dashing off on one of your adventures. Flying across the ocean on a moment’s notice. You do this all the time, don’t you? Just like in your stories.”
“I do seem to travel quite a bit, though not usually in such luxury.” He didn’t let on that the luxury of flying aboard Pan-American’s newly inaugurated Yankee Clipper — a Boeing 314—came with a hefty price tag. The cost of two trans-Atlantic fares had put a serious dent in his savings account.
“Well I could definitely get used to this.” She raised her champagne glass to him, and then took a sip.
Hurley smiled. Nora’s enjoyment of what amounted to little more than sitting in a chair for hours on end was a pretty fair trade-off for the cost of the journey; she embraced every aspect of the flight with an almost child-like enthusiasm, pressing her face to the porthole as they taxied down the Hudson River and lofted skyward. Once airborne, with nothing to see but clouds and the gray ocean, she had taken out a pen and notebook, and commenced scribbling away furiously, filling several pages and pausing only to enjoy the food and beverages provided by the stewardesses. And now, several hours later, as they approached their first port — Horta harborage on the island of Faial in the Azores archipelago — she was back at the window, soaking up every detail.
Formed by volcanic activity, the island of Faial looked like little more than a bump in the ocean, sloping with deceptive gentleness up from sea level to its highest point, Cabeco Gordo — Portuguese for “Fat Mountain”—a massive volcanic caldera with an elevation of more than three thousand feet. The city of Horta, situated on the southern part of the island, was a sprawl of Anglo-Saxon architecture stretching across the low lying ground facing the harbor and gradually creeping like ivy up the surrounding hillsides. The island had long been a waypoint for ships crossing the ocean, but technological developments in the late 19th and early 20th century, including both the emergence of air travel and the critically important trans-Atlantic cable, had breathed new economic life into the archipelago, and Horta in particular.
Although they hadn’t been able to learn a great deal from their visit to the Royal Industries hangar in New Jersey, they had a rough idea of the route Barron would be taking to cross the Atlantic. Because the airplanes were considerably faster than even the fastest dirigible, they would be able to get ahead of the Majestic, and as soon as she put in an appearance anywhere in Europe, they would know about it. At least, that was the plan.
Hurricane was pleased that the experience of travel had apparently distracted Nora from her concerns about Lafayette’s safety. The simple fact that they were on the move, doing something… anything… was preferable to staying in one place and worrying. For his own part he was worried, and not just about their friends on the Majestic.
Dodge’s silence was disturbing. He had expected a phone call or at the very least a telegram, but there had been no word. He knew that Dodge could take care of himself, but that didn’t lessen his concern. The young man had gone off with a bomb-throwing anarchist; there were any number of ways that could end badly.
And then there was the matter of their shadows.
He escorted Nora off the plane, making idle small talk about the weather on the mid-Atlantic island, and the fact that it was now almost evening, even though their wristwatches and their bodies said it was only midday, but he kept a wary eye on the two men in gray suits who had boarded the plane in New York shortly after he and Nora. He was pretty sure he had seen them earlier, following the cataclysmic conclusion of the chase the day before.
The men weren’t hard to miss. Although they seemed adept at blending into the background, they couldn’t hide their distinctive racial heritage.
He had made a casual inquiry of a stewardess during the first leg of the flight, and been told that the pair were Chinese businessmen. By itself, that was suspicious. New York did indeed have a robust, if insular, Chinese community, but the primary area of influence for Chinese shipping abroad was the Pacific.
More significant of course was the fact that the men were not Chinese.
He didn’t fault the stewardess for not recognizing the difference. Unless a person had spent a great deal of time immersed in the many different cultures of the East, it was an unfortunate reality that people from that part of the world all kind of looked alike. But Hurricane had spent nearly half his life roaming the world, and he immediately recognized their country of origin: Nippon… Japan.
That also did not of itself constitute cause for concern. Although the invasion of Manchuria had aroused anger toward Japan in the West, it did not follow that every citizen of that country was responsible for the atrocities committed there. The men might indeed simply be businessmen, traveling abroad, looking for new opportunities.
That did not however explain why the pair was following Nora and himself, and that fact, not their heritage, had aroused Hurley’s suspicions.
He escorted Nora to a popular portside establishment, adorned with a carved wooden sign that read “Café Sport,” where many of the clipper’s passengers were admiring the museum-like collection of scrimshaw and otherwise doing what most travelers did when there was nothing else to do: indulging in food and drink. Hurley found a table with a view of the harbor, where a maintenance crew was refueling the plane. While Nora resumed writing in her notebook as she sipped a drink, he fired up a cheroot, and considered what to do next.
The Japanese men entered the cafe and, to all appearances, chose a table well away from the flow of foot traffic through the establishment. They kept their eyes down, but every few minutes one of them would glance casually around the establishment. Hurricane was careful to be equally discreet in his own surveillance, never looking directly at them, but his suspicions about the men were not alleviated in the slightest.
“Miss Nora, do you trust me?”
She looked up from her labors with a quizzical expression. “I should say so. After reading the Captain Falcon stories for three years, I feel like I know you very well. Assuming, of course, that Mr. Dalton hasn’t embellished your stalwart qualities.”
He smiled patiently. “He may have exaggerated a bit. Nevertheless, I want you to do something for me, and I won’t be able to explain it all right away, so I’m going to need you to play along and not ask a lot of questions.”
Her brows came together in a mask of concern, but she pressed her lips together, silencing the inquiry that he knew was already forming, and nodded.
“In just a few moments,” he continued, “we’re going to get up and walk out of here, rather briskly. Don’t look around. Just take my arm and stay with me. Can you do that?”
She closed her notebook and returned it to her clutch purse. “Say the word.”
Hurricane maintained eye contact with her, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of the Japanese men make another surreptitious observation of the lounge. As soon as the man lowered his head again, he said: “Now.”
They both sprang to their feet and Nora slipped her arm around his. He quickly guided her through the maze of tables, out the door, and turned left, hastening along the sidewalk. As soon as he reached an intersection, he made a turn, heading up the gently sloping street, away from the port, but then almost immediately stopped and maneuvered Nora close to the side of the nearest building. He could sense the questions building within her like an impending volcanic eruption, but he forestalled her with a finger pressed to his lips.
The wait was mercifully short. Less than two minutes later, one of the gray-suited Japanese men appeared at the corner. Although he wasn’t quite running, his strides were almost as quick. His gaze was focused down the street, but as soon as he entered the intersection, he swung his head around to search the side street…
… and came face to face with Hurley and Nora.
Hurricane smiled broadly, and dusted off a greeting he’d learned ages before. “Konnichiwa.”
Even as the man opened his mouth to respond, some part of him recognized that he’d been found out. For just a moment, he was paralyzed by indecision, but only just a moment. His dark eyes grew hard with resolve as he ripped a handgun from a shoulder holster concealed beneath his suit jacket, and stabbed it in Hurley’s direction.
Lightning fast, the big man swatted the pistol away. The stunning force of the blow knocked the weapon out of the gunman’s hand. As the pistol skittered across the pavement, out onto the frontage road, Nora’s scream split the air.
Hurley followed through with punch that could have pulverized stone. But his knuckles struck only air. The Japanese had recovered quickly from the disarming block, and deftly dodged Hurley’s punch. Before the big man could draw back for another attempt, his opponent darted in close and with hands open and rigid like knife blades, delivered several quick strikes to Hurricane’s abdomen.
Hurley gasped and staggered back. The pain was like nothing he could remember having experienced. Gritting his teeth through it, he brought his left arm around in a haymaker punch, but his foe dodged again, and as Hurricane’s fist smashed a hole in the side of the building, the Japanese man repeated the attack. His hands were like pistons, driving forward and back faster than the eye could follow. Although the strikes had not been that powerful — mere slaps against the anvil that was Hurricane Hurley’s muscular physique, each one had found a nerve cluster with pinpoint accuracy. Hurricane felt pain so intense that it was literally blinding, and dropped to his knees, doubled over, unable to move any of his extremities.
The Japanese man did not hesitate to capitalize on his victory. He thrust a hand under the folds of his suit jacket, and a single deft motion, drew out a short sword and slashed at Hurley’s exposed neck.
* * *
“Is all of this really necessary?”
Newcombe paused in his struggle to don the heavy leather jacket and glanced over at Lafayette, who regarded the coat he had been handed as if it had just been stripped off the carcass of a cow.
The dark-haired man with the scar — Captain Tyr Sorensen, Barron’s chief aviator — made a disapproving face. “We are presently 20,000 feet above sea level. The air temperature at this altitude is about ten degrees Fahrenheit and we’ll be flying through it at a hundred miles an hour, so it’s going to feel like twenty below zero. But if the jacket offends your sartorial sensibilities, by all means, feel free to leave it behind.”
“I think you’ll look quite dashing in it,” opined Fiona.
Newcombe thought Fiona looked rather dashing in her jacket, replete with a leather helmet and a pair of goggles which were presently pushed up above her forehead, but knew it would take a lot more than a fancy coat to have that effect on him. But Sorensen’s approximation of the external air temperature and the effects of wind chill — something scientists were only just beginning to understand — were no exaggeration.
At the appointed hour, they had gathered in a room at the opposite end of the service corridor, where Captain Sorensen had been waiting with the gear for their flight. Another door, in the far aft bulkhead, led out of the ready room, but unlike the other doors, this one was made of solid metal and looked more like something from a ship or submarine than the elegant wood doors Newcombe had seen thus far.
“I meant this whole business,” Lafayette complained. “This is a luxury airship; why on earth would we want to subject ourselves to this excursion? It sounds rather like a polar expedition.”
“We’re not on earth, Rodney,” Fiona said with a laugh.
“These flights are routine,” Sorensen explained. “We go out every day to inspect Majestic for damage.”
“Because of thermal expansion?” Newcombe inquired, then explained: “The sun heats the gas, increasing the volume.”
“Majestic is engineered with such considerations in mind. The outer skin of the vessel is built over a rigid frame of duralumin. The helium is actually contained in a smaller envelope within that frame, which reduces some of the effects from heating. But the outer skin is vulnerable to temperature changes. At these altitudes and temperatures, the metal and other materials can become brittle. The crew constantly inspects the interior for damage, and once a day, we inspect the exterior.” Sorensen smiled unexpectedly, softening the almost sinister effect of the scar. “Plus, it gives us a chance to get some time in the cockpit.”
“Always a good thing,” Fiona chimed in.
“But why do I have to go?”
“Goodness, Rodney. You sound like a spoiled child.”
Newcombe couldn’t resist laughing aloud. He had been thinking the same thing for some time, but somehow when the pretty archaeologist said it, it didn’t sound quite so much like an accusation.
He finally got both arms into the sleeves of the heavy jacket and began fastening the toggles. Fiona soothed Lafayette’s ego by helping him into his coat, and when he had it on, Sorensen passed out gloves, scarves, and helmets with goggles.
“I’m afraid you won’t be able to wear your spectacles,” Fiona warned.
“How do you manage to fly?”
She smiled and tapped the goggles on her helmet. “I had this pair made with special lenses.”
“This way,” Sorensen announced, leading them to metal door. He threw it open to reveal a spiral staircase, which he immediately ascended. Trilling with eager laughter, Fiona followed, with Newcombe close behind her, and a still grumbling Lafayette reluctantly brought up the rear.
At the top of the stairs, standing on a wide metal platform that extended in both directions farther than he could see, Newcombe got his first look at the interior of the Majestic. It appeared, at first glance, like the roof of an enormous warehouse, with long exposed girders and beams, but curving up, down and around, stretching in every direction. High above, he saw the envelope containing the lifting gas, looking a little like a smaller airship nestled within the cavity of the parent dirigible’s belly.
Fiona and Sorensen were walking forward, down the length of the platform, and as he hastened to catch up to them, he saw their goal — a pair of autogyros. Just beyond them were half-a-dozen biplanes, each painted with a seemingly haphazard camouflage pattern of sky blue and cloud gray, lined up in two rows, as if ready for take-off. As he got closer, Newcombe saw that each of the compact twin-winged aircraft sported a machine gun, just above the top wing.
“You have planes, too?”
“The autogyros are useful as utility aircraft,” Sorensen explained, “but in the event that we run into other kinds of trouble, we have the Sparrowhawks.”
“They’re marvelous to fly,” Fiona added, “but getting them back aboard is a little tricky.”
Sorensen pointed to the autogyros. “Take the front seats, gentlemen. Mr. Lafayette, you’re with me in the lead.”
Newcombe climbed into the front cockpit of the second gyro, threading his lanky body in between the four struts that supported the rotor axle. Fiona slipped into the cockpit behind him. He felt both apprehension and excitement about the impending flight. Even though it was technically his second time aboard one of the autogyros, the first flight hadn’t exactly made an impression in his memory.
He had logged a lot of new experiences since meeting Dodge Dalton.
Fiona leaned over his shoulder. “Captain Sorensen told a wee fib. We actually come down to about 10,000 feet for the inspection flights; the gyros perform better at lower altitudes. So it won’t be quite as cold as he said, but you’ll want to bundle up all the same.”
Lafayette stalled and equivocated a while longer, and then struggled to squeeze his bulk into the front seat of Sorensen’s gyro. When at last the writer was buckled in, Sorensen waved to one of the crewmen.
Majestic opened up to the sky.
The lower half of the tail section split into four equal wedge-shaped pieces and spread apart like the petals of a blossoming flower. Newcombe felt a chill wind sweep through the interior of the airship, and reluctantly removed his glasses in order to snug his goggles into place.
There was a noise like a gunshot as Fiona fired the starter, and the gyro began to shudder as the Armstrong-Siddeley Genet Major 140 horsepower engine turned over. Through the spinning disc of the front rotor, he saw a blurry movement as Sorensen’s gyro shot forward down the length of the platform. A moment later, Fiona engaged the rotor, and the three-blades overhead began to chop the air. When they were turning faster than the eye could follow, Fiona tilted the rotor hub forward and the autogyro began to move.
Newcombe found himself gripping the sides of the cockpit as the small aircraft rolled down the platform, seemingly not much faster than a car on the open road. In his head, he automatically began calculating how fast they would need to be going to maintain lift.
Then, the gyro shot through the opening and Newcombe’s stomach leaped into his mouth.
They didn’t fall exactly. Rather, Fiona guided the craft into a swooping dive that increased their airspeed enough to maintain the spin of the rotor-wing. The maneuver lasted only a few seconds, and then the gyro rose again, banking right to swing back around, giving Newcombe his first good look at the airship.
He experimented with holding the spectacles up to the lenses of his goggles — difficult with his fingers encased in the heavy leather gloves — and by adjusting the focal length, he brought the world into clear view.
Majestic certainly lived up to its name. It was massive, dominating the sky like a great gray thundercloud. Although similar in shape to the zeppelins that had been the pioneers of trans-Atlantic air travel, Barron’s airship was broader and flatter, more like a wing in profile than the traditional cigar shape. Always the scientist, he immediately saw the advantage to this design, both for improving the lift characteristics of the ship and for accommodating the internal runway. As Fiona drew along the starboard side, he could make out the engine nacelles — three in all, one set about fifty yards back from the nose, one amidships, and the last about a hundred yards from the tail — beating the air to pull the ship through the sky. The propellers were all set at slightly different heights, and Newcombe noted a stubby wing protruding from the dirigible behind each of them, utilizing the airstream from the propellers to provide additional lift like an airplane.
Their approach seemed slow, almost walking speed, but he knew this was an illusion; both the gyro and the airship were moving at close to a hundred miles per hour.
Fiona brought the autogyro in close to the gray ship, seemingly close enough to touch, in order to carry out the primary purpose for the excursion. When she completed a pass, she peeled off and raced back to the Majestic’s tail to do it all over again. They made several such passes, each time at a slightly higher altitude, until Newcombe finally got a look at the top of the airship. At first, the scientist thought it had been painted black, but then he realized that the dark matte surface was actually a collection of solar photovoltaic cells; Barron had figured out how to harvest massive amounts of electricity from the sun. He was busy estimating the maximum voltage output of the solar array when he spied several small protrusions dotting the skin of the ship, like the spiny scales on the back of a crocodile. He adjusted moved his spectacles a little closer, and brought them into focus.
They were gun ports.
It made sense that Barron, an arms manufacturer, should festoon his dirigible with firepower, but the realization was nonetheless disconcerting to Newcombe. Majestic was no mere pleasure craft. The guns were almost certainly intended as a defensive measure, but their very presence felt like a declaration of hazardous intent.
But guns on the top? Those will only be useful if Majestic was attacked from the sky… by planes… military planes… Who is he expecting to need to defend against?
Fiona finished her final pass, and then indulged herself with a few aerobatic maneuvers, culminating in a sweeping corkscrew around Majestic, and Newcombe’s worries about the guns were swept away in a surge of adrenaline.
Sorensen’s gyro was lining up for its approach to the open landing bay, and as Fiona swung them onto the same course, Newcombe saw the first gyro move effortlessly into the gap. It was only as the opening loomed ahead on their own approach that Newcombe saw just how little room for error there was. The rotor disc was nearly forty feet across; how wide was the opening? Newcombe had no idea, but a single untimely gust of wind might push the spinning blades into the airship’s shell. Even if that initial crash didn’t kill the occupants, there would be no rescue from the subsequent plunge into the sea, ten thousand feet below. Newcombe held his breath as they passed under the fixed portion of the tail section, releasing it only when he felt the bump of the wheels on the platform.
Fiona engaged a rotor-brake and the axle in front of Newcombe stopped turning. Two crewmen had finished lashing down the wheels of Sorensen’s gyro, and as Fiona taxied into position they quickly moved to secure hers as well. By the time Newcombe extricated himself from the front seat, both aircraft were tied to the platform. As he hopped down, he noticed his exhalations turning to fog in front of his face. The air on the landing deck was as chilly as it had been outside during the flight, and a scrim of ice had formed on the platform.
“It doesn’t look like Rodney had very much fun,” Fiona said.
Sure enough, Lafayette stood at the edge of the platform, clutching the railing, and looked like he might pass out or throw up or both. Sorensen stood nearby, not quite able to conceal a look of contempt.
Newcombe shrugged. “I guess air travel isn’t for everyone.”
They moved over to join the other pair, and Fiona slugged the writer on the shoulder playfully. “Come along, Rodney. Let’s go warm you up with some cognac.”
Lafayette brightened visibly at the suggestion, and followed as Fiona, with Newcombe beside her, led the way down the platform. They had gotten just halfway when the scientist felt a slight change in his center of gravity. “Are we ascending?”
She nodded. “Climbing back up to our cruising altitude of 20,000 feet.”
“Watch your step,” advised Sorensen.
His warning came an instant too late. Lafayette’s feet suddenly flew out from beneath him and he landed flat on his back on the icy platform,
Abruptly, the airship tilted up sharply, and the platform was suddenly a forty-five degree slope. Lafayette flailed desperately to stop his slide, but his gloved hands could find no purchase.
Without even pausing to think about it, Newcombe dove after the writer. He succeeded in snaring Lafayette’s arm, but in so doing sacrificed his own handhold. Tangled together, the two men shot down the icy surface toward the open tail section and the waiting embrace of the Atlantic Ocean.

Chapter 8—Oceans Apart

The explosion knocked them both flat and peppered them with debris. But the expected firestorm did not immediately materialize.
Dodge shook off the stunning effects of the blast and pushed up onto his elbows to look around. Anya was doing the same a few feet away. Behind them, the gondola had been demolished and was spilling black smoke, but even as he looked, Dodge’s view of the control car was eclipsed as the torn pieces of the blimp envelope settled over him like a shroud.
The air felt strange — it even tasted strange. Poisonous fumes from the explosion, perhaps? He held his breath and crawled toward where he had last seen Anya, aware that at any moment the heavy fabric might become a sheet of fire.
They found each other a few seconds later. Dodge covered his face with a hand, hoping that she would understand his warning gesture, and then pointed to what he hoped was the shortest path to escape. She nodded, evidently comprehending, and started crawling alongside him. After only a few seconds of moving in this fashion, they emerged from beneath the collapsed blimp. Dodge expected to see an inferno blossoming behind them, but there was only a dissipating cloud of smoke and dust above the center of the blimp.
He turned to Anya. “Are you all right?” His voice sounded strange, like the duck in the Disney cartoons, and he reflexively put a hand to his mouth.
“It’s the helium,” Anya explained, her own voice comically high-pitched. “Barron uses helium in his airships. It’s perfectly safe.”
Safe or not, Dodge wasn’t about to linger in the hangar, especially not with Uchida lurking somewhere nearby. Grabbing his arm, Anya guided him to a door in the rear of the hangar.
As soon as he stepped outside, Dodge immediately saw the answer to some of the questions that had begun swirling in his head from the moment Anya stepped back into his life. Sitting idly on the rails, a few paces away from the terminus, was the ghost train.
“Train” was probably the wrong word, since it consisted only of a single car, presumably self-propelled. Although solid and tangible, riding the steel tracks on wheels of metal instead rather than ectoplasm, the vehicle was no less mysterious. It was uniformly black, about the size of a box car, but streamlined, without any angles or protruding exhaust pipes, tapered like a bullet at either end. Anya hasted over to it and, utilizing a mechanism hidden from Dodge’s view, opened a sliding panel to permit entry.
The interior of the ghost train car was considerably more prosaic. It looked like nothing more than the cargo area of a truck, presently empty, with openings on either end. These, Dodge discovered, led to seating areas. At the far end, where the ceiling began to slope, a single chair was positioned in front of a control panel that looked like it might have come from an electric trolley. Dodge saw that that the slanting panel was actually a transparent windshield of darkened glass.
Anya gestured to one of the chairs, then took the driver’s seat. She twisted a wheel-shaped control and Dodge felt the gentle push of acceleration against his body. The movement was smooth and eerily silent, but through the windshield, the landscape was flashing rapidly by.
Dodge cleared his throat and was pleased to hear his normal voice again. “First off, thank you for saving me.”
She didn’t look at him. “You’re welcome.”
“As you can imagine, I’ve got a couple questions.”
She laughed.
“I guess the first would be, why? Why did you come back for me?”
She glanced back at him. “That is difficult to answer by itself.”
“I can fill in some of the blank spaces,” Dodge said. “You knew about this place, about this train. That’s why you wanted to be on the Broadway Limited. But Barron built it all, right?”
“Yes. We have a spy very close to Walter Barron. That is how we knew of the plot to abduct you and the scientist. He also told me that Barron had abandoned this facility, so I knew that I could use it to effect my escape from you.”
“Which brings me back to my question; why did you come back for me?”
Though they had only been riding for a few seconds, the train car had already ascended out of the depression where the hangar was located and was closing on the tunnel. Anya continued to stare straight ahead as she answered. “I have been in contact with our spy. Barron is moving ahead with his plan to acquire the materials necessary to complete his death ray, and it appears that he has the cooperation of your friend, the scientist.”
“Doc Newcombe is helping Barron? I find that hard to believe.”
“I do not know what sort of persuasive methods were employed. I know only that Barron requires a unique sort of metal, something that your friend, Dr. Newcombe, is familiar with. Barron is on his way to Persia, where he believes he can locate a source of this metal.”
As the train slipped into the tunnel, plunging the interior of the vehicle into darkness, Dodge figuratively saw the light. If there was a substance that could make the impossible possible, it was the strange metal that the ancients had used to create the devices and weapons he had found at the Outpost. It seemed the legacy of violence attached to that place continued to live on in spite of its destruction. “That still doesn’t explain why you helped me.”
A light flashed on, a handheld lantern similar to the one he had used in exploring the tunnel. In its ambient glow, he saw Anya release the speed-control wheel, allowing the train to coast. “I would have thought it was obvious. We must prevent Barron from getting this metal. I need you to help me find it before he does.”
The answer made sense, but Dodge wasn’t about to take anything the statuesque blonde told him at face value. It wasn’t too hard to imagine Anya and her revolutionaries secretly plotting to develop their own version of the death ray. But if that were true, then he’d have a better chance of stopping them — of stopping anyone intent on creating such a terrible device — by beating them all to the prize.
“Why Persia?”
“Barron believes that there are ancient documents and maps in an undiscovered repository in the ruins of the fortress of Alamut.”
Dodge attempted to digest this. He’d never heard of Alamut; even Persia was something exotic, the stuff of history, myth and legend. He knew Alexander the Great had conquered Persia. It was mentioned in the Bible, though he couldn’t off the top of his head remember any details. His knowledge of Persia in modern times was colored by fictional accounts — adventure stories by Robert Howard and Talbot Mundy — and while entertaining, those could hardly be considered a source of accurate information.
Dodge felt the g-forces of rapid deceleration as Anya applied the brake. When the car came to a complete stop, Anya pushed a button on the control panel. Outside, the clank and screech of machinery accompanied the movement of the concealed turnaround, and Dodge saw the false tunnel wall swinging out of the way. Anya advanced the car onto the revealed section, then pressed the button again. In a few minutes, they were once more in the Saddle Mountain tunnel, heading east.
“I have a question for you,” Anya said. “That man who tried to kill you back there; who was he?”
“He said his name was Uchida.”
“Japanese?”
“He’s actually American-born, but yes. He and another man followed us from New York, and jumped off the train when we did. The second man attacked me last night, but then something happened… I think you might have hit him.”
“I struck someone coming out of the tunnel. I feared it was you, at first. The body wasn’t recognizable, but the clothes were different. I buried the remains in the forest.”
Dodge was speechless for a moment. Anya’s manner was matter-of-fact, as if killing someone and concealing the crime was an everyday occurrence. Granted, she had probably unwittingly saved Dodge’s life on that occasion as well, but her indifference was disconcerting. He shook his head and resumed speaking. “Uchida was very interested in finding you. I’m not sure why, but if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say he’s probably after the death ray, too.”
Anya’s eyes widened slightly, but that was the extent of her reaction, and its significance eluded Dodge. He decided not to pursue the matter. “How far can we go in this thing?”
“It is electrically powered,” Anya replied. “I do not know how long the batteries will last, but I believe it will get us as far as the nearest train station.”
Dodge smiled. One way or another, the secret of the ghost train would soon be revealed to the world.
* * *
Ryu Uchida was halfway up the hill leading out of the compound when he heard the satisfying thump of his explosive device detonating. He turned and looked back, expecting to see the hangar erupt in a blaze of hydrogen fueled fire, but saw only a plume of smoke and dust issuing from the open door.
A frown twisted his normally stony countenance. Something had gone wrong. Still, Dalton could not have survived the explosion. Surely not.
He continued to gaze down at the hangar, contemplating what to do next. He had not risen to prominence in the Kokuryu-kai— the Aum River Society — or risen to the rank of Chusa in the Kempeitai— the Imperial Japanese secret police — by ignoring the small details or leaving a task half-done. His decision already made, he turned on his heel and had just begun backtracking when he spied movement near the hangar.
Like a shadow evaporating on a cloudy day, Uchida — a skilled shinobi-no-mono—simply melted into the landscape. His mastery of the ancient stealth arts described in an esoteric manuscript known as the Togakure-ryu, was but one more example of his personal toleration of nothing less than excellence.
A few moments later, a black train car rolled out from behind the hangar and accelerated without a sound up the hill. Uchida followed it with his gaze, not moving a muscle until it crested the hill and moved out of his line of sight, but inwardly he was seething. Dalton had escaped. Worse, the writer knew of Uchida’s mission.
But what does he know, really?
The Nisei reviewed his memories of the interrogation. He should not have given his name, he realized, but by itself, that admission signified little. Dalton would have his suspicions, no doubt, but there was nothing to connect Uchida to the Japanese government — nothing that could be construed as espionage.
He rose from concealment and crept up to the top of the rise. The black train was gone. Dalton had slipped away.
Uchida stared at the distant black spot that was the tunnel leading out of the hidden valley, and considered what to do next. Without a means of transportation, he could not hope to pick up Dalton’s trail again, as he had over the past two days when he had shadowed the writer into town, and then back to the tunnel again. By the time Uchida reached the nearest train depot, Dalton could be anywhere in America, or even on his way overseas.
Instead of continuing along the tracks to the tunnel, Uchida picked the nearest slope and began climbing its flank. When he reached the peak, he unlimbered his pack and produced a portable, battery operated short-wave radio receiver-transmitter. Snugging the headset in place, he switched it on and began adjusting the tuner until he found the desired frequency.
He took a book from his bag and used it to transform the message he intended to send, turning it into groups of five-digit numbers. He then keyed his own identification code, establishing two-way contact. The radio waves went up into the atmosphere and then bounced between earth and sky in all directions. Anyone monitoring that frequency, almost anywhere in the world, could have listened in, but unless they spoke Japanese and understood the code he was utilizing, they would be hard pressed to make any sense of what they heard. When the response came, he transmitted the coded message and waited.
A series of tones, some long, some short, came over the wire. Uchida was familiar enough with the code to skip the step of writing down the numbers in order to decipher them. The message was not encouraging. “Dragon two missed check in. Status not known.”
“Dragon two” was the second ranking man in his team, Tai’i Hiro Nakamura. Nakamura was presently shadowing Dalton’s companion, in hopes that he might lead them to the real target of their mission: the American industrialist, Walter Barron.
For nearly two years, Kempeitai spies had been trying to infiltrate American industries, in hopes of acquiring new technologies. It was a difficult task; despite her reputation as a “melting pot,” America was very xenophobic, particularly toward immigrants from the Far East. For their own part, Japanese immigrants and their children, the Nisei, made little effort to integrate with the ijin— the “different people,” Caucasian society — even though they themselves had become gaijin— foreigners. Thus, it was no simple thing for the spies of the Kempeitai, working in tandem with the ultra-nationalist Aum River Society, to gain access to the inner workings of companies like Boeing, Hughes Aircraft, or Royal Industries. However, it seemed the effort was about to pay off.
Walter Barron was building a death ray.
Scientists at Nohorito Laboratories had been struggling for years to create a weapon that could focus radar beams with lethal intensity, but thus far, a practical application had eluded them. If Barron had made some kind of breakthrough, it might be the key to developing a weapon that would make it possible for the Empire to achieve its long sought goal of total domination of the Pacific Rim.
He tapped in another message, detailing what little he knew about Barron’s movements. Although his Kempeitai agents were few and far between, there were other ways to pick up Barron’s scent.
He only hoped that he would also pick up Dalton’s trail. While it was evident that the writer knew nothing of consequence pertaining to the mission, his escape was a blemish on Uchida’s otherwise impeccable record of service. It was a blemish he intended to erase completely.
* * *
The electric motor became sluggish as the battery’s charge ran down, so at the next opportunity, they ditched the electric locomotive on a siding and continued on foot. Fortunately, the ghost train had brought them to within a few miles of a town with a train station. Dodge telephoned the Empire State Building, checking for messages from Hurricane — there were none — and then sent a telegram to Pan-American’s offices in Lisbon, to be delivered to Hurley as soon as the clipper ship arrived. The note, of necessity brief, outlined Dodge’s plan to reach Persia — the modern nation of Iran — ahead of Barron. Following that, there was nothing to do but await the arrival of the eastbound Broadway Limited.
As they sat in the depot, Anya returned to her state of almost cat-like stasis, leaving Dodge to wonder what sort of schemes and machinations she was formulating. Was she biding her time until she could elude him once again?
That didn’t make any sense. She had already escaped him once, and her decision to return — to save him from Uchida’s bomb — had been entirely voluntarily, albeit by her own admission, self-serving. Dodge didn’t know what to make of that. He wasn’t about to take her statements at face-value. Was Barron truly the villain in the drama? He had only her say so, and it was she, not Walter Barron, who had participated in the bombing of the Clarion Building and the abduction of Newcombe and Lafayette.
Still, it seemed evident that Barron was up to no good. The complex in the secret valley and his evident interest in Newcombe’s expertise lent credence to the idea that he was trying to develop some kind of terrible weapon, and perhaps more importantly, bore witness to a complete lack of moral or ethical concerns.
But was Anya any better?
When the train arrived, Dodge eschewed the comfort of a Pullman berth, and opted for steerage fares. He was tired and desperately needed rest, but if Anya secretly desired to do him harm, she would have less opportunity to do so in the crowded and public environs of the third class compartment. And if she wanted to escape again… well, that was fine with him.
Dodge wondered if his best course of action was not perhaps to turn the tables on her, give her the slip as soon as they arrived back in the city, or perhaps just turn her in to the authorities. But he kept recalling the old adage: “Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.” Anya certainly hadn’t earned his friendship, but was she an enemy?
Until he saw irrefutable evidence otherwise, Dodge decided he was going to treat her as one.

Chapter 9—From Fire to Frying Pan

As he slid down the icy surface of the platform, Findlay Newcombe felt a strange calm. This was not a moment of terror, with life and death in the balance; it was simply a mathematical problem, a conundrum to be solved before time ran out.
The pieces of the puzzle flashed through his head in an instant: the diminishing distance to the end of the platform; the slope of the platform and the rate at which he and Lafayette were sliding; the amount of resistance from friction. Into this equation, he began plugging variables. What will happen if I…?
The solution appeared. With just twenty feet of platform separating the two men from a long free-fall, he twisted around and pressed his gloved palms flat against the metal surface.
The effect on their speed was negligible, but Newcombe’s intent had never been to arrest or even slow their doomward slide. Rather, he sought only to effect a very slight change of course. He had chosen the spot at which to attempt the braking maneuver with utmost care. Where his palms made contact with the metal surface, a sort of pivot point was created, and as they continued forward, he and Lafayette also swung just a little bit to the left.
Close enough.
Newcombe threw one arm out and looped it around the last upright post of the guard rail at the edge of the platform.
A flash of pain shot through his body as the combined mass of Lafayette’s weight and his own pulled sharply against his arm, but he endured. What other choice was there? His legs and lower torso were dangling out into space. Lafayette had both arms wrapped around Newcombe’s waist, hugging him for dear life, and even if the writer could have pried himself loose, there was nothing for him to grab onto.
Thankfully, the ordeal was short-lived. A few moments later, the slope of the platform began to diminish as the airship leveled out. Newcombe heard shouting — Sorensen and Fiona, ordering the crew to close the tail section — and then he felt the chief pilot’s strong grip dragging him back from the brink. In a matter of only a few seconds, the dirigible was sealed up tight and the platform was level once more.
Fiona impulsively knelt and hugged Newcombe. “Goodness, that was so very brave of you.”
Newcombe laughed, feeling strangely exhilarated. “Yes, it rather was. I think perhaps Dodge is having a bad influence on me.”
Sorensen clapped Lafayette on the shoulder and then hauled him to his feet. “I told you to watch your step.”
Lafayette’s normally fair complexion was positively transparent. He nodded, a series of short, staccato head bobs, but said nothing.
“Let’s get below,” Sorensen declared. “I want to find out what just happened. We must have nosed into an updraft. Rotten timing, wouldn’t you say?”
Without waiting for them, the saturnine pilot stalked down the length of the platform to the staircase. Fiona took the other two men by the arm, one on either side, and headed in that direction.
“Rotten timing, indeed,” she said. “I’ve never seen the Majestic do that.”
“How long have you been aboard?” inquired Newcombe.
“A few weeks. Walter picked me up in London and flew me back to the United States. We ran into weather once or twice, but nothing like that.”
“Your first crossing probably followed a polar route. At this latitude, the weather is much less predictable. We might have bumped up against a tropical depression — a hurricane in the making.”
When they reached the staircase, Lafayette abruptly broke his silence. Although he managed a smile, there was a quaver in his voice as he said: “After you, madam.”
Fiona trilled laughter. “Why thank you, Rodney. But call me ‘madam’ again, and we’ll have words.”
Newcombe started to follow, but Lafayette’s hand gripped his bicep, holding him back. As Fiona dipped out of view, the writer leaned close. “Listen to me. The pilot, Sorensen… I think he pushed me.”
Newcombe felt a chill that had nothing to do with ambient temperature on the landing deck. “Are you sure? Maybe he was trying to catch you as you fell.”
“I didn’t fall.” Lafayette squeezed Newcombe’s arm tighter, his paper-white face grimly insistent. “Sorensen tried to kill me.”
* * *
The blade descended like a lightning strike, passing close enough to Hurley’s scalp to lop off a curl of his dark hair, and struck the pavement in a ringing spray of bright yellow sparks.
By all rights, the steel weapon should have removed Hurricane’s head completely from his shoulders, but at the very instant the swordsman had begun his strike, Nora had hurled her clutch purse at him. The bag, weighted by her thick notebook, hit the man’s forearm, deflecting the chop just enough to spare Hurley.
It was a brief reprieve. Cursing in his native tongue, the Asian man recovered and tried again.
Nora screamed.
The shrieked alarm caused Hurley’s would-be executioner to hesitate, and gave the big man on the ground time to recover from the numbing nerve-strikes. Although he still didn’t possess anything remotely resembling fine motor control, Hurricane managed to roll out from under the poised sword, and in the same motion, lashed out with a kick that caught the distracted blade-wielder off guard.
The Asian man staggered back, but somehow managed to keep his feet. Nevertheless, he had lost the advantage. Nora’s scream, coupled with the fact that several people strolling along the waterfront had witnessed an automatic pistol skittering across the pavement, was magnetically attracting attention. The man thrust his blade back into its scabbard, then took something else from the recesses of his suit jacket and hurled it onto the ground.
There was a blinding flash, and when the spots cleared from Hurley’s vision his assailant was gone, but in his place were two men wearing military uniforms, adorned with the insignia of the Portuguese National Republican Guard and brandishing Browning Hi-Power 9 millimeter pistols.
One of the gendarmes shouted: “Você está sob a apreensão!”
“You are under arrest,” his partner translated.
“Well, that’s different,” Hurricane chuckled, raising his hands.
Nora gaped at him, incredulous. “Different? How’s that?”
“Usually things go from bad to worse.”
* * *
Newcombe sipped from his snifter slowly, as if it was scalding coffee, but he barely tasted the potent liquor. Strangely, he had almost forgotten about the brush with death. Just as he had, at the time, treated it like a problem to be solved, he now was able to file it away with all of the other thorny problems he had worked out over the course of his academic life; never mind that, in this particular instance, the consequences of failure would have been absolute and permanent. Rather, his mind was now occupied with the gravity of Lafayette’s accusation, and what it portended. If it was even true.
The writer sat nearby, uncharacteristically quiet, though he was imbibing his cognac with considerably more enthusiasm. Lafayette had said nothing more about the subject, but his body language bespoke a persistent distrust of almost everyone. He hadn’t even touched the cognac Fiona decanted for him until both she and Newcombe had tasted it first.
Sorensen was nowhere to be found. Newcombe presumed that he was off investigating the circumstances behind the near disaster, but if the dark man really had tried to send Lafayette plunging into the Atlantic, what would his next move be? Would he try again? Or would he, perhaps fearing that his intended victim might expose him, make an audacious escape attempt? And then of course, there was the question of motive. Newcombe could think of no reason for the chief pilot to want to harm the writer, and that by itself was a powerful argument that Lafayette had perhaps remembered events in the wrong order.
It was another puzzle for the scientist to figure out, but unfortunately it was an equation with few constants and riddled with the variables of human behavior.
Barron swept into the room a few moments later. “Gentlemen, I’ve just heard of your unfortunate accident. I trust no one was harmed?”
“Just some rattled nerves,” Fiona answered. “Findlay saved the day, but it was a close thing. What happened, Walter?”
“We hit an unexpected updraft, just as we were beginning to ascend back up to our cruising altitude. As they say, all’s well that ends well, but I would nevertheless like an opportunity to make… ah, amends, as it were.”
“Don’t go to any trouble on my account,” Lafayette answered, sullen.
“Hear me out please. Or rather, let me show you what I’m talking about.” He made a half-turn and gestured to the door.
Fiona was on her feet immediately. “Well, come on, gents. Let’s give Walter a chance to make things right.”
She said it with her customary enthusiasm and humor, but neither of the two men at the table smiled. Then, to everyone’s surprise, Barron addressed her. “Miss Dunn, would you please excuse us? What I have to say is for Dr. Newcombe and Mr. Lafayette alone.”
Fiona’s smile faltered and it was plainly evident that she was unused to being left out of anything. Nevertheless, she left the room without comment.
Fiona’s dismissal gave Newcombe a pang, but he focused his attention on Lafayette, curious to see how he would react. Finally, after several awkwardly silent seconds, the writer relented. He downed the last of his cognac, and stood up.
Barron led them along the central corridor, and as they neared the aft end, Newcombe feared that their host planned to take them back up to the platform. He was relieved when Barron instead opened the last door on the left side and escorted them into a large open room that Newcombe immediately recognized as a laboratory.
The scientist quickly identified most of the equipment and apparatuses stored on shelves around the perimeter of the lab, but the device that occupied a large table in the center was not familiar to him. It bore a vague resemblance to a photographic projector, the device used to project the images from a film negative onto chemically treated paper to produce photographs, but Newcombe suspected the device was used to project something other than light.
“That’s it, isn’t it?” The scientist hastened over to it and began inspecting the machine closely. “This is the prototype resonance wave generator?”
“I thought you might like to see it in operation.” Barron went to one of the storage shelves and fetched a large metal pail. Newcombe glanced at the contents as the other man emptied the pail onto a metal tray under the projector; several pieces of brown rock — sandstone by the look of it, but without his correct prescription eyeglasses, Newcombe couldn’t make out details of the rock grain.
Barron took three pairs of goggles from a drawer and passed them around. When all had donned the protective eyewear, their host directed them to stand well away from the device. “The resonance waves can induce mild nausea, so you’ll want to keep your distance. Otherwise, it’s quite safe as long as you don’t put any part of your body under the emitter.”
He threw a switch on the projector, and Newcombe immediately felt a pulsing vibration pass through his body, like the deep beat of a bass drum but without any sound. The sensation was particularly strong in his abdominal cavity, and as Barron had warned, he felt himself growing queasy. But that was nothing compared to what happened to the sandstone pieces under the projector.
For a few seconds, the rocks merely rattled together, but then, without any sort of violent eruption, they slumped into a pile of fine sediment. The sand quickly formed into a broad circle on the tray, and rippled like the surface a puddle struck by raindrops until Barron switched the device off.
“Astonishing.” Newcombe stepped forward and, with a nod from Barron indicating that it was now safe, ran his finger through the powdered rock.
“The waves completely break down all the molecular bonds,” Barron said. “It literally liquefied the rock.”
“The possible applications for this are limitless. Hard rock mining, tunnels for transportation…”
“What would have happened if we had gotten too close?” Lafayette asked.
A tight smile crossed Barron’s face and he pointed to the sand. “Imagine those are your bones.”
Lafayette swallowed nervously. Newcombe recalled that Barron’s motive in building the device was not at all altruistic. As if sensing Newcombe’s thoughts, their host continued: “Dr. Newcombe, you are correct. This is a technology, and as such might be used for any number of purposes, many of which would be beneficent. It might surprise you to learn that my intention in developing this device is not what it seems.”
Newcombe chose his words carefully. “Are saying that you don’t plan to turn this into a weapon?”
“I could not speak of this openly in front of General Vaughn. He represents the interest of the American War Department, and I need their money in order to continue my research. In reality, my intentions are quite different.” Barron brought his hands together in a thoughtful gesture. “Do you recall the expression that became popular during the Great War? ‘The war to end all wars’? A naïve sentiment, and perhaps all the more terrible because of what it portends. Tens of millions of people died in that war; how many more will die in the next? Hundreds of millions, perhaps? How many young men will perish in a senseless struggle to move the lines on a map?”
As he spoke, Barron’s normally calm demeanor became more agitated. “Machine guns, poisonous gas, and now, armies desire death rays — a weapon that can turn men’s bones to dust.”
Newcombe shook his head. “They why would you build it for them?”
“I am building the device at their direction, but I am not building it for them.” Barron smiled cryptically, but the storm in his eyes did not abate. “I fought in the Great War. I believed in the romance of the struggle; the glory of sacrifice. I believed, and I raised my son to believe it as well.”
Barron did not elaborate, and he didn’t need to. The sorrow in his voice when he mentioned his son spoke volumes. The Great War had cost Barron his child, and in his grief, he had found a new purpose: to put an end to war. If that meant creating a weapon so terrible that no one would ever dare fight again, then that at least was rationale the scientist could understand. Any doubts that Newcombe might have harbored as to Barron’s sincerity were swept away with the revelation.
Barron shook his head, as if to banish the rising emotional tide, and then turned to Lafayette. “I promised that I would make amends, did I not?”
“You mean there’s more?”
“Oh, indeed, Mr. Lafayette.” He set his goggles on the table and gestured to the door. As they walked back into the corridor, Barron continued. “As you know, it was never my intention for you to be brought aboard. Unlike Dr. Newcombe, your presence here was completely accidental. But there is a word for accidents such as this: serendipity.
“You know that you are here because the October Brotherhood intended to abduct David Dalton, along with Dr. Newcombe, to prevent them from accepting my invitation to come aboard the Majestic. My reasons for wanting to have Dr. Newcombe here are quite apparent, but have you asked yourself why I wanted Mr. Dalton along?”
Lafayette glanced at Newcombe and then shrugged.
“The reason is not so complicated.” Barron opened another door and stood aside to permit the men to enter.
As fantastic as the laboratory had been, Newcombe was thoroughly awestruck by the Majestic’s library. The room looked like it might have been transplanted in its entirety from an Ivy League university, or perhaps a private club. Plush Chesterfield sofas and chairs lined the walls. The shelves and desks were fashioned of tropical hardwoods. The former contained countless leather bound volumes, many of them classics that Newcombe recognized by name, and many that he did not. Yet these were the appointments one would expect to find in a reading room; Newcombe’s amazement stemmed from a different source.
“I owe you yet another apology, Mr. Lafayette. I was not familiar with your work, but since your arrival, I have made an effort to rectify that situation. And I must say, I am suitably impressed. Your stories are lurid and sensational, as one would expect to find in the pulp magazines, but that cannot disguise your talent as a wordsmith. I hope you will not think I am praising you with faint damns, but Mr. Lafayette, you are a much better writer than I expected.”
Lafayette shuffled his feet uncomfortably, unable to meet Barron’s gaze. “You have my books in your library?”
Barron smiled patiently. “My collection is quite comprehensive, but no. I read your stories… only a few of them, mind you, but that was enough… I read them on this.”
He gestured to the desk that had immediately caught Newcombe’s eye. Sitting atop it was an object the scientist had instantly recognized. The electrically powered device was turned on and humming, and displayed on its large slightly convex cathode ray tube screen was the image of an open book. The picture was slightly grainy, but by holding his borrowed glasses a little further from his eyes, he found he could read the print.
“You have a television,” Newcombe gasped.
“Yes. This is, I’ll grant you, a rather unusual way to use the medium, but it was preferable to having someone transcribe the entire document and send it by teletype.” Barron picked up a telephone receiver and spoke into it. “Turn the page, please.”
A hand appeared on the screen and carried out the command.
“I don’t understand,” Lafayette said. “This is a camera image of my book?”
Barron nodded. “A television camera to be precise. In New York City. The camera captures the images and then sends them out as radio waves. This device turns the signal back into a picture.”
Newcombe rested a hand on the television. “Imagine if it were possible to somehow record an entire library this way. You could have access to thousands of books.”
“That—” an aghast Lafayette pointed an accusing finger at the screen, “is not a book. A book is something you hold in your hand. It has a certain feel… the smell of the paper. I can’t imagine a world where books are just pictures on some kind of electronic machine.”
“Once upon a time,” Newcombe argued, “men believed that only birds should fly. The idea of speaking across vast distances by radio or telephone would have been considered witchcraft.”
“It is a useful tool, nothing more.” Barron turned to the writer and fixed him with a penetrating gaze. “I know that you have expressed a desire to return to New York at the first opportunity, but I would like you to entertain another possibility. You see, Mr. Lafayette, I want you to write my story.”

Chapter 10—Catching Up

Like I didn’t have enough to worry about, Dodge thought as he read Nora’s telegram again. The note had been waiting for him when he and Anya had arrived in New York, and now, almost several hours later, he was still trying to digest it.
ARRESTED IN AZORES [STOP] NORA

That was the whole of the message; no explanation, no context. Dodge’s first impulse was to fire off a request for more information, but he knew that the best course of action was to keep moving. At least he knew where Hurricane and Nora were. The same could not be said for Newcombe and Lafayette.
And so, with Anya in tow, he had gone to the seaport where the Catalina boat plane was moored, and set out across the Atlantic.
Dodge had known the flight from New York to the Azores would be a physical ordeal, but he was unprepared for the emotional toll the journey was exacting. In his relatively brief experience as a world traveler, Dodge had always been accompanied by friends — and sometimes enemies posing as friends. Now, even though Anya sat in the co-pilot’s seat, he felt completely alone.
She did not know how to fly, and even if she had, Dodge wasn’t about to trust her alone at the controls — there was no telling where they might end up — so there would be no relief from the task at hand, but there were other ways that she might have helped alleviate some of the stress. Yet, she seemed completely uninterested in conversing with him. She answered his direct questions with monosyllabic replies, and his casual attempts at conversation with nothing more than a shrug. Less than an hour after lifting off, he looked over to find her apparently napping in the co-pilot’s chair. Anya’s aloofness, though, was only a very small part of what troubled him.
Flying reminded Dodge of Molly.
Molly Rose Shannon, the adopted daughter of Captain Falcon’s one-time teammate, Father Nathan Hobbs, had taught Dodge how to fly. She had also won his heart.
Then she had broken it.
He didn’t blame her for her decision to remain in India, where she was working to help the outcastes known as ‘the untouchables.’ It had been the only way she could think of to cope with the grief of losing her father, and Dodge would not have dreamed of taking that away from her. In the weeks since, he’d managed to stop thinking about her all the time, keeping busy with writing the Captain Falcon serial and helping Dr. Newcombe get back on his feet after losing his job with the War Department. He had come up with some very effective strategies for coping with the times when he felt her absence more acutely. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could do now to get her out of his head.
Except perhaps worry about his other friends: Doc Newcombe, abducted, whereabouts unknown; Hurricane Hurley, arrested on an island in the middle of the Atlantic… What hornets’ nest did you poke a stick in this time, Hurricane?
Worry about my friends, or mope over a lost love? Not much of a choice. He glanced over at Anya and wished that she would say something, talk about the weather, which was mind-numbingly becalmed, or pontificate about the evils of colonialism and capitalism… anything, but she remained as still and quiet as the Sphinx.
He shook his head and checked his chronometer. Time for a navigational radio check. Just six more hours until they reached their destination.
* * *
It was late afternoon when the Catalina finally set down near Horta harbor. Dodge felt almost too tired to leave the pilot’s chair, but when he caught sight of a pair of familiar faces waiting on the dock, he shook off the fatigue and hastened to meet them.
“Hurricane!” he called. “Where are the handcuffs?”
The big man smiled broadly, sweeping Dodge into a bear hug. “Rumors of my incarceration have been greatly exaggerated.”
Nora blushed in embarrassment. “Sorry. I got a little excited when the gendarmes detained Brian.”
“So you did get arrested?”
“Not exactly.” Hurley cast a suspicious eye toward Anya as she strolled along the dock to join them, but then returned his attention to his friend. “You must be tuckered out. We’ve got a room at the hotel. I’ll tell you the story as we walk.”
Dodge wasn’t a bit surprised to learn that Hurley and Nora had been shadowed by Japanese men — spies, no doubt, working for or with Uchida.
“After that fella skedaddled, the gendarmes didn’t know what to think, so they locked me up until they could sort it out. Once I explained that we were just innocent victims of an unprovoked attack, they let me go. Unfortunately, the clipper had already flown on without us.”
“Did the police find the man that attacked you?”
“Vanished off the face of the earth. He and his friend also missed the plane, so they’ve got to be somewhere on the island.” Hurley rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You know, the way that fella fought… it was like the Padre. He knew exactly where to hit me to take me down.”
Dodge winced a little at the memory of his friend who was both a Catholic priest and master of Oriental martial arts. Father Hobbs had made the ultimate sacrifice to protect humanity from an otherworldly horror, and while Dodge honored his choice, the priest’s decision had cost Dodge two friends.
“Something else, too,” Hurley continued. “I think these Jap fellows could be almost invisible if they wanted to.”
Dodge looked around reflexively, wondering if the Japanese spies were perhaps lurking nearby, listening to everything they said. Finally, he turned back to Hurley. “I’ve got a lot to tell you, but I’m beat. We’ve got a lot more flying ahead of us, and since I’m our only pilot, I need to sleep in a bad way.”
Hurricane smiled broadly. “You mean you’re going to leave me to entertain these lovely ladies all by my lonesome? How will I ever manage?”
“I’m sure if anyone is up to the task, it’s you.” Dodge laughed along with the big man, but secretly he wondered just how well Hurley’s charms would fare against Anya’s inscrutable nature. Would he have better luck cracking her shell?
* * *
Early the next morning, the Catalina took to the skies bearing four travelers instead of two. Dodge was grateful to have Hurricane at his side once more. Not only was the big man considerably more conversational than Anya, he also provided some much needed perspective on their situation and what to do next.
Not surprisingly, Anya had been as forthcoming with Hurricane as she had with Dodge, but at least she had brought him and Nora up to speed on all that had transpired since their parting in New York. And while Dodge slept, Hurley went to work establishing their itinerary. Thanks to the advent of the telephone, he was able to make arrangements for refueling the plane, lodgings and a guide to take them to the ruins of Alamut.
The trip from New York to Horta harbor covered a distance of more than 2,200 nautical miles. The distance separating the Azores from their destination in Persia, the modern nation of Iran, was nearly twice that, so the decision was made to break the journey into two legs. The first stop, not quite halfway, was in Naples, Italy. Late the following day, the Catalina set down in Pahlavi Bay near the port city of Bandar-e Pahlavi.
As they disembarked, they were greeted by a middle-aged man wearing a black suit that perfectly matched his hair and bushy mustache. He drew close, then held his right hand over his heart and inclined his head. “Ba drood. Welcome, my friends. I am Rahman Gilani.”
Dodge mirrored the gesture and introduced himself and his companions. Rahman was the expediter recommended to Hurley by the American consulate in Tehran.
“I have made all the necessary arrangements to depart in the morning,” Rahman explained. “The journey to Qazvin will not take long, but to reach your destination — the ruins of Alamut castle — it will be difficult. It is only about sixty miles from Qazvin, but the roads through the mountains are not well maintained.”
“Then I guess we’d better get an early start,” Hurricane said.
Rahman nodded. “I will take you to your hotel.”
The Persian drove them to a hotel and joined them for dinner in order to review the details of their expedition. Over a meal of caviar, olives, sturgeon kebabs and a stew which Rahman called fesenjen, Dodge broached a subject that had been lurking in the back of his mind ever since Anya had established their destination.
“So what are we going to do once we get to Alamut?” He put the question out for general discussion, but his eyes were on Anya; she was calling the tune, and he hoped she had something more specific to offer than simply ‘go there and look around.’
The statuesque blonde met his gaze, but offered little useful information. “Barron believes there is a hidden repository somewhere in the ruins. Scrolls and other documents that were concealed from invaders long ago, and then forgotten.”
“If they’re hidden so well,” Hurricane intoned, “then we’re not likely to find them under a rock.”
Rahman inclined his head. “You are correct. I fear you will have a long and possibly fruitless task ahead of you.”
Nora, who had been preoccupied with taking notes in her journal for most of the journey, now jumped in. “Maybe I can narrow things down a bit. I’m a pretty fair researcher.”
“There are some historical documents in the library here at the hotel,” Rahman replied. “But I suspect you will find little that will be useful to you in your search.”
“Well, I’ll take a crack at it anyway,” Nora said, confidently.
“It is also possible that the villagers in Qasirkhan, which lies just below the Rock of Alamut, may have information that is not recorded in the histories. I have made contact with the village elders, requesting their assistance. Perhaps they will know something that can help you narrow your search.” The Persian then smiled from beneath his mustache. “Of course, if you should find something, it would belong to the people of Iran.”
Dodge returned an affable grin. “We’re not treasure hunters, Mr. Rahman. We’re just looking for the next stop on our world tour.”
* * *
Hurricane had been wrong about one thing. While it was true that the seats assigned to the two “Chinese businessmen” had been vacant when the Yankee Clipper left Horta, one of the pair that had shadowed Hurley and Nora from New York was aboard, concealed in a storage area below the passenger deck. When the plane set down in Lisbon, Portugal, Hiro Nakamura, the shinobi-trained kempeitai commander, slipped stealthily from his hiding place and made his way into the city, to meet with one of the Aum River Society’s underworld contacts.
Nakamura’s partner had remained in Horta, quietly observing the activities of the American pair. He noted the arrival of Dodge Dalton and the blonde woman that his superior, Ryu Uchida, had been following, and dutifully relayed this information by short-wave radio to his comrade in Lisbon. He had also spliced a portable receiver into the telephone lines and eavesdropped as Hurley made inquiries and travel plans for their group.
When the Consolidated Catalina bearing the four travelers left the next day, the Japanese agent’s mission was complete. Stranded in the middle of the Atlantic, he would have to await an opportunity to stowaway on a ship or plane, and knew full well it might be days or weeks before he would be able to rejoin his teammates.
Nakamura however, was under no such constraints. Even before the Catalina left the Azores, he had chartered a flight that would take him on to the Americans’ final destination.
Iran.
Alamut.
He would be waiting for them.
* * *
The next morning, they bundled into Rahman’s car and began the long road trip to their destination. Iran, at least what little of it Dodge saw passing by along the roadside, looked nothing at all like his expectations. The region near the Caspian Sea was lush and fertile, with forests and farmlands which gave way to magnificent mountains cut through with river valleys. As promised, the first part of the journey to the inland city of Qazvin passed quickly, but soon thereafter, they turned onto a rugged road that wended back and forth across the mountain’s flanks.
As their progress slowed, Nora shared the results of her research. “The name Alamut means ‘Eagle’s Nest.’ The fortress sits on a mountaintop at an elevation of more 6,000 feet above sea level, overlooking the river valley below. The site was first utilized over 1,500 years ago, but it really became famous when a revolutionary leader named Hasan-i Sabbah took over management in 1090 AD. Hasan was a missionary from a mystical Muslim sect known as the Nizari or Ismailis, but evidently he had bigger ambitions.
“As soon as he took over, Hasan started fortifying the castle, building storehouses and generally preparing it to withstand a long siege. He also made it a center for learning — sort of a college for these Ismailis. But what he’s really famous for is his secret army of trained killers who carried out political murders all over the Middle East. According to most accounts, his acolytes were given hashish so that they would know the joys that awaited them in paradise, should they die as martyrs. From this practice, they got the nickname ‘Hashshashin’ from which we get the word… anybody?”
“Assassin,” Dodge murmured.
“Mr. Dalton wins a prize,” she quipped. “Actually, there seems to be some dispute over whether the Ismailis really used hashish at all, but the name certainly stuck. Alamut was the headquarters of the Assassins for more than two hundred years. During the Crusades, an Assassin leader named Rashid ad-Din Sinad, also known as The Old Man of the Mountain, left Alamut to head up a group of Assassins in Syria, sometimes fighting for the Crusaders and sometimes fighting with Saladin.
“In 1221, under the leadership of Imam Ala al-Din Mohammad, there was another renaissance period in Alamut, with books and scrolls being added to the library from all over the world, but by 1255, the Mongols were on the doorstep. Mohammad was murdered and his son, Rukn al-Din, capitulated to the Mongols. He was forced to abandon Alamut, and only a few of the works from the library were preserved. The Ismailis everywhere were massacred and their teachings deemed heretical. Once the Mongols had control of Alamut, they tore it down and it’s been in ruins ever since.”
“Doesn’t sound like there’s much reason to think we’ll find anything,” Hurricane said, in his customary low rumble.
Nora grinned. “Don’t be too sure, big guy. I told you that Alamut was a center for learning and knowledge. The Assassins spent centuries preparing Alamut for a siege. You don’t think they could have excavated some secret rooms to hide their most precious treasures? And by that, I mean knowledge?”
“You said the Mongols tore it down,” countered Dodge. “If they didn’t find this hypothetical secret room, then it would be buried under the rubble. Don’t suppose you could narrow it down a little? We can’t dig up the entire mountain.”
“Scholars have never quite been sure how Alamut got its water. The fortress sits eight hundred feet above the valley, and there’s still a cistern at the western end of the ruin. I’d be willing to bet that the scientists and engineers that lived at Alamut for a hundred and fifty years found a way to get water up the hill to that cistern. I think the Rock of Alamut might be riddled through with tunnels, leading into and out of that cistern.”
“Assassins and plumbers,” Hurley remarked. “Well done, Miss Nora.”
Dodge was not as sanguine as his friend. They had traveled halfway around the world on the barest of information, to find a map that might not even exist, and their next move would be based on the slim hope that a group of men who had died eight hundred years before had taken extraordinary measures to preserve that specific document.
“Stop!”
Anya’s shout was so unexpected that Dodge instinctively braced for a crash and ducked for cover at the same time. Everyone else in the car had a similar reaction, including Rahman, who slammed on the brakes. Fortunately, the car had been creeping along at only about twenty miles an hour, and when the wheels locked tight, the car merely skidded forward a few feet before the engine stalled and died.
“What?” Dodge demanded, scanning the road ahead and to the side for any signs of danger.
The blonde woman pointed forward, to a point in the sky high above their destination. There, floating like a second moon, was a massive shape that Dodge recognized immediately even though he had never actually laid eyes on it: Walter Barron’s airship, the Majestic.
Anya’s words echoed Dodge’s own sinking realization. “We’re too late.”
* * *
The atmosphere aboard Majestic seemed almost festive as their destination hove into view below. Despite the many creature comforts available to the crew and passengers of the airship, Newcombe was strangely pleased that the long journey had come to an end. He glanced over at Fiona, who seemed almost giddy, and realized that maybe what he was feeling was a sense of shared anticipation. For the last four days — as long as he had known her — Fiona had been merely one more passenger, albeit a very interesting and participatory one, aboard the dirigible; now, she was about to come into her own, and the thought of her success was very pleasing to the scientist.
Lafayette did not seem quite as enthusiastic about their arrival, but he was certainly in better spirits than he had been during the first twenty-four hours aboard Majestic. The red-haired writer had accepted Barron’s invitation to stay onboard and write the industrialist’s biography. No actual writing had yet taken place. Lafayette had insisted that Barron locate his assistant, Nora Holloway, and bring her aboard before work could begin, and Barron had evidently agreed to that demand. Newcombe got the impression that, despite his professed desire to tell the tale of his personal, somewhat quixotic mission to forever end wars among men, the industrialist wasn’t in that great of a rush to create a permanent record. In fact, following the meeting with Newcombe and Lafayette, Barron had been strangely reclusive.
Newcombe certainly had not been idle as Majestic cruised through the skies over Europe and the Middle East. He had immersed himself in information, poring over the technical schematics for Barron’s wave generator until he felt certain he could reproduce the device from memory. He also studied Majestic herself, and was fascinated by the many innovations Barron had utilized in the airship’s design. As he had earlier surmised, Barron had turned the airship into a solar energy generator, harvesting electricity from the sun by day, and storing that energy in a bank of massive batteries. The ship was propelled through the air by six lightweight electric motors, not petroleum burning internal combustion engines, so the added weight of the batteries was offset by the fact that Majestic did not need to carry a fuel supply.
Newcombe’s fascination with Barron’s many technological advances was somewhat dampened by the fact of General Vaughn’s almost constant presence. The retired military officer had persisted in questioning him about possible military applications for Barron’s machines. Newcombe had indulged Vaughn, partly because of Barron’s earlier comment about the necessity of tolerating the War Department’s involvement in order to facilitate his research, and partly because Vaughn’s questions often presented him with an opportunity to look at the technology in different ways.
“There it is,” Fiona cried. “Alamut fortress. The ruins, anyway. Walter, we need to move directly over the site so that I can take photographs.” She turned to Newcombe, as if to imply that he alone would have any interest in the details. “I created a floor plan of the fortress based on every historic account I could find. By comparing it to aerial photographs of the real fortress, I should be able to pinpoint where the library was.”
“Not much of a castle.”
Lafayette’s remark prompted Newcombe to take a longer look at the massif that was slowly passing beneath the airship. He could see the artificially straight lines crisscrossing the brown stone, evidence of human habitation, but these were merely the foundations of structures that had disappeared many centuries before.
The scientist felt a cloud of disappointment gathering on the horizon of his earlier enthusiasm. “Even if you can locate the library, how will you find the treasure room?” He kept his voice at a whisper, careful not to undermine her authority in front of the others.
If Fiona took umbrage at the question, she did not show it. “Trial and error. We’ll make some exploratory excavations, and hopefully get lucky.”
“Get lucky?” Lafayette said. “And how long do you expect this business to last?”
“It’s hard to say. Heinrich Schliemann spent two years excavating the ruins of Troy before he found anything of value.”
“Years?” Lafayette face was suddenly almost as red as his hair.
Fiona patted him on the arm. “Don’t fret, Rodney. I’m sure it won’t take more than a few weeks.”
The writer was not mollified by her assurance.
Newcombe wasn’t overjoyed by the news either, but unlike Lafayette, his first impulse was to treat the matter as yet another problem to be solved. “I have an idea.”

Chapter 11—The Secrets of the Rock

The inhabitants of Qasirkhan village were only slightly more interested in the quartet of foreigners than they were in the silhouette of the massive airship that had settled into place above nearby Alamut, which was to say, not at all. The women working in the fields, their faces covered by veils, did not look up from the their labors and the men squatting in small groups merely watched as Dodge and the others climbed out of Rahman’s car and in front of a building the Persian guide described as a “coffee house.” Only the village children seemed to notice them; as soon as they car doors opened, the young of Qasirkhan swarmed around them like flies. Rahman barked a few words in Farsi and the children retreated, but continued to observe them from a safe distance.
Dodge had been able to think of little else aside from the hovering mass in the sky as they finished their journey to the village that rested at the base of the mountain upon which Alamut had been built. Newcombe was almost certainly up there, separated from him by only a few hundred feet; the scientist might as well have been on another planet for all that Dodge could do anything to reach him.
Rahman stopped Dodge before they could enter the coffee house. “The women must remain outside.”
“Excuse me?” Nora said, indignantly.
Rahman made a placating gesture. “This village is very… traditional. The women still wear the hijab, even though Reza Shah has outlawed it. If you wish to have their cooperation, you would do well to respect their ways.”
Before Nora could offer further protest, Hurricane spoke up. “If it’s all the same, I think I’ll linger out here with the ladies.”
He took out a cheroot and fired it up, filling the air with fragrant smoke. Nora’s irritation gave way to a look of gratitude at the implicit expression of support. Anya seemed not to care at all.
Dodge followed Rahman inside, where three local men — one of them very old, if his leathery skin and long white beard were accurate indicators — were reclining at a low table. Dodge imitated his guide’s gesture of greeting and at a nod from the Persian, took a seat at the table. One of the younger local men decanted an amber colored liquid into two glasses and placed these in front of the new arrivals. As Rahman conversed with the old man, Dodge took a cautious sip and discovered that the beverage wasn’t coffee, but tea, flavored with honey and coriander seeds.
Rahman gestured to one of the old man’s companions — a black-haired, thickly-bearded man. “This is Dariush. He knows of many secret ways leading to the ruins. He will take us in the morning.”
Dodge glanced at the man, careful not to stare lest he commit some breach of local custom. “Would it be possible to go tonight, under the cover of darkness? Tell him we’d like to avoid being noticed by the people in the airship.”
Rahman delayed the message. Before he had even finished, Dariush broke into laughter and fired back a terse answer.
“What did he say?”
The interpreter’s face betrayed his own failure to understand the meaning behind the reply, but he translated nonetheless. “He says that won’t be a problem.”
* * *
Despite their initial aloofness, the village of Qasirkhan turned out that night for a feast to welcome the visitors. The fare was simple; locally grown vegetables and rice, flat bread baked on iron griddles, and a pair of goats, slaughtered and roasted to honor the guests. The congenial attitude went a long way in compensating for the greatly reduced comfort level. Even so, at the end of the night, Rahman explained that the women would have to sleep in a different house, and this separation did not sit well with Dodge and Hurricane, or with Nora, but there was no choice but to accept the arrangement.
Throughout the debate, Anya remained completely indifferent, and when a veiled woman beckoned her and Nora, she followed along without complaint. When the two women were shown to a small room where sleeping mats, pillows and blankets had been laid out, Anya promptly set her bag down in a corner, curled up on the nearest mat, and to all appearances, went right to sleep.
Dodge would have been suspicious, and kept an eye on her as long as he was physically able. Nora, however, had no cause for such vigilance.
Through eyes open only a sliver, Anya watched as the brunette studied her with a look of consternation, before shaking her head and reclining on the other mat. As soon as Nora turned down the oil lamp, Anya’s eyes opened wide, but she remained perfectly still, listening intently as her roommate tossed and turned, and then eventually became settled and began breathing rhythmically, faintly snoring. Anya lay that way for nearly two hours, observing Nora’s slumber in the almost total darkness.
Then, as quietly as a shadow, she got up, shouldered her bag, and stole out of the room. She crept through the house and found the exit door, opening it just wide enough to slip outside into the chilly mountain air.
In a matter of a few minutes, she reached the north end of the village, where she paused long enough to take a flashlight from her bag. The lens was covered with a piece of red glass, and while it offered little real illumination, it was enough for her to make her way toward the looming rock. She used the light sparingly, shining it on the path ahead only long enough to identify possible tripping hazards and then turning it off and advancing several steps in darkness before repeating the process.
Then, as she neared the cliff face, she spied a matching light floating in the darkness directly ahead. She flashed her own light toward it, flicking it on and off rapidly, until the signal was returned.
“Anya?”
The voice reached out to her through the darkness, and her heart leapt for joy. “I am here, my love.”
Although the figure was only a silhouette, limned in red light, she recognized him instantly, and hastened forward into his warm embrace. Their lips found each other’s and for a few moments they did nothing but kiss passionately. Finally, still holding her tight, he shifted in order to whisper in her ear: “I didn’t know if you would be here.”
“Nothing could keep me away from you.”
“Tell me. What has happened?”
Anya had surreptitiously made radio contact with her lover before returning to the secret valley to find Dodge, but from that moment forward, there had been no opportunity to send him a detailed report of her activities. He had promised to look for her as soon as the airship arrived at Alamut, but neither of them had imagined that she would find a way to make the meeting. With Dodge’s unwitting help, she had managed to do the impossible.
She briefly related the details of her journey, and told him of Dodge’s plan to explore a secret entrance in the morning. Her lover was pleased by this news. “I will return to Majestic. You stay with Dalton. With two different groups searching, the chances of success are doubled.”
Anya felt a pang of disappointment at the thought of having to leave him again. “And what if he finds the map first?”
“All the better. Dalton can blaze the trail and locate the prize.” His voice rose in a blaze of intensity as he spoke of their shared goal. “Go now, before they discover you are missing.”
She pulled him tight against her again. Part of her wanted to beg him to allow her to stay, but she knew his plan was for the best. As painful as it was to be apart from him, she knew that, when they were at long last victorious, nothing in the world would ever be able to stand in the way of their love.
* * *
Dodge awoke to the sound of someone singing. Or yelling. He couldn’t quite tell which, but the melodious unaccompanied voice insinuated into his dreams and brought him gradually to consciousness. The song went on for several minutes, with the foreign refrain becoming increasingly more complex. He finally sat up, and saw that Hurricane was already wide awake and ready for the day.
“Morning prayer,” the big man said, responding to the question that was evident in Dodge’s expression. “They pray five times a day, whenever the local holy man sounds off.”
“Well it beats cock-a-doodle-doo, but not by much.” Dodge rubbed his chin, feeling the stubble. Despite the breakneck pace of their travels, they had spent the last few nights in the relative luxury of hotels; the accommodations in rustic Qasirkhan were only slightly better than camping.
Nevertheless, after a quick breakfast of fresh fruit, bread and tea, the four travelers and their Iranian guide gathered near the coffee house, ready to begin their clandestine exploration of Alamut.
Dodge saw that they were not the only ones probing the secrets of the Rock. Two tiny shapes, barely visible against the azure backdrop, separated from the body of Barron’s massive airship and buzzed around like flies before finally settling to earth on the crest of the massif. Even though they were merely specks in the sky, Dodge knew that he was looking at the same Caviga autogyros he had seen in New York City a few days previously. It was yet another reminder of how close he was to Doc Newcombe, and how helpless he was to do anything to save his kidnapped friend.
Rahman arrived with Dariush a few minutes later, and the local man promptly gestured for them to follow him. Dodge was surprised when their course immediately veered away from the looming mountain, and toward the southern edge of the village.
Their destination looked at first glance like the ruins of a house; a knee-high wall of stacked river rocks forming a large square about thirty feet on each side. When they got closer though, Dodge saw that the wall surrounded a deep hole in the ground.
“This is the old cistern of Qasirkhan,” Rahman said, translating Dariush. “The villagers no longer use it. The wall was put up to prevent animals from falling in.”
Dariush stepped over the barrier and promptly descended the rough staircase that descended down into the dark pit. Dodge followed suit, switching on the flashlight that their local guide had advised him to bring.
The bottom of the old cistern was damp and musty smelling with seepage. Dodge noted a ragged opening in the earthen wall, almost completely blocked by another stack of river rocks. Dariush began removing stones until the opening was large enough to permit him to crawl through, which he promptly did.
Dodge went through next. He felt a rush of trepidation as he stuck his head and shoulders into the gap, shutting off what little light managed to reach down from above to illuminate the tunnel beyond. This wasn’t like the train tunnel in Pennsylvania; it was cramped, tomb-like, claustrophobic. He had the feeling that it might collapse at any time, sealing him forever in the earth’s embrace. He felt better once he was able to shine the flashlight into the passage, but not much. The rift had been carved out by time and the flow of water — forces which had little regard for structural integrity or efficient use of space.
As he dropped down into the tunnel, Dodge discovered another of its features that left him less than enthusiastic about the adventure: the floor of the passage was flooded with about six inches of water.
He heard a little groan behind him; Nora was experiencing the same apprehension he had felt. “Come on,” he said, managing to sound more confident than he felt. “It’s fine in here. Just watch your step.”
Anya and Rahman came through next, followed by Hurley, who had to clear away more of the barricade in order to squeeze through. Of the group, the big man grumbled the loudest, and for good reason; based on what Dodge could see of the passage, it was going to be a tight fit for his old friend.
Dariush waited until they were all inside, and then forged briskly ahead, setting a pace that left them scrambling to keep up.
Their path into the mountain followed a labyrinthine course, with dips that required them to wade through chilly waist-deep pools, and intersections with other water-carved tunnels. Dariush followed a route that was evidently etched in his memory. Dodge realized with growing anxiety that, if they became separated from their guide, they might spend an eternity wandering the subterranean passages. He took some small comfort in the fact that Hurricane was an unparalleled tracker. Unfortunately, in the tight quarters, there was no way to communicate his fears to the big man.
After about an hour of negotiating the cramped tunnels, their feet numb from immersion in the frigid water, they came to a much larger chamber that bore the unmistakable signs of human industry. The space was large, with a high ceiling spread out above the large pool in which they now stood. Against one wall, there was a carved walkway that skirted the edge of the pool and led to a crumbling staircase. The stone steps ended at a large symmetrical opening, likewise the work of human artifice.
Dariush paused to allow the group to catch up, and said a few words to Rahman who dutifully translated. “This is the waterworks of Alamut. In centuries past, there was a waterwheel here that lifted the water to that conduit.”
“So that’s how they got water up to the fortress,” Nora interjected.
“There are many more chambers like this going up the mountain, leading to the cistern.”
“Well that gets us to the ruins,” Dodge said. “But it doesn’t help us find what we came for. And Barron already has his men crawling all over the rock.”
Rahman relayed this to Dariush, then translated the answer. “There are also many other rooms — storehouses and the like — which can only be reached from the waterworks. Perhaps you will find what you seek there.”
Their guide promptly climbed onto the walkway and headed for the staircase. Before Dodge could follow, Hurricane took him aside.
“I was planning to leave some markers along our route, just in case,” he said. “But someone beat me to it. They weren’t obvious, but easy enough to spot if you’re looking. And they were pretty fresh. No more’n a few hours old.”
“Do you think Dariush came down and scouted the tunnels last night?”
“Maybe. But look there.” He pointed to the stairs where their guide’s wet footprints should have left an obvious trail to follow. Instead, the treads were dark with numerous foot-shaped damp impressions. “Somebody came through here, not too long ago. Maybe it’s nothing, but keep an eye open.”
Dodge felt a rush of adrenaline as he digested Hurricane’s warning. The big man had a sixth sense about danger, and Dodge knew from experience that when Hurley said there was reason to be alert, he was probably understating the situation.
The opening at the top of the staircase led to a smooth, gently sloping tunnel. It was nothing less than a giant pipe, and thankfully bone dry. A few hundred yards later they came to another chamber, with another staircase to a conduit leading back the other way.
They continued in this fashion through several similar chambers, until at last reaching one with a second opening that didn’t appear to be part of the waterworks. They followed Dariush through this passage and found themselves at the foot of a long staircase which ascended well beyond the reach of Dodge’s flashlight.
Dariush spoke a few words in Farsi, which Rahman translated. “The defenders of Alamut placed many traps. We must be very careful.”
Dodge swept the area with his light. The roof above them was not carved out of the mountain, but appeared to be made up of huge blocks of stone. A closer inspection showed that the blocks were held in place only by a few stone wedges, which if loosened, would drop the massive stones onto the staircase, crushing anyone underneath and effectively sealing off the passage.
Nora gave out a little yelp. “Traps?”
Dodge patted her on the shoulder. “Just stay close. And don’t touch anything.”
She gave a weak smile. “You don’t have to worry about this girl.”
“That’s the spirit.”
They ascended through a series of flights and landings — Dodge tried to count how many steps they climbed, but gave up after five hundred, with no end in sight. Each landing had an arched doorway leading presumably to some of the storerooms Dariush had spoken of, but their guide passed these by without explanation. Then, on the fifth landing, he changed course and entered the passage.
Beyond the door was a corridor lined with open doorways. Dodge shone his light into one, but saw only a few bits of debris on the otherwise bare floor. Dariush continued forward, finally stopping at the last opening, which faced back down the passage.
“This is the room where they found many things from the time when Alamut was great,” Rahman translated. “We may find the thing we seek here.”
Dariush stood aside and gestured for them to enter.
Dodge hesitated, recalling Hurricane’s appeal to caution. He turned to consult with his friend, but the big man wasn’t there.
Anya strode confidently into the room. Nora, not to be outdone, grabbed Dodge’s arm and dragged him along. “Come on.”
“Where’s—?”
Dodge was still looking back when he heard Nora gasp. Even as he brought his attention back to what lay ahead, he heard the sound of metal moving against metal — the all-too familiar sound of someone priming the mechanism of a gun — and knew that Hurley’s warning had been spot on.
Dariush had led them into an ambush.
* * *
The view from the crest of Alamut wasn’t that much different than what he had seen from through the windows in Majestic’s dining hall, but Newcombe had a new appreciation for the feel of solid ground under his feet.
He had been thinking a lot about solid ground lately.
He turned away from the vista, and resumed helping Fiona unpack gear from her autogyro. There was one piece of cargo he was particularly interested in: Barron’s resonance wave projector.
It had been necessary to partially disassemble the device for transport, but after days of studying the schematics, Newcombe was confident of his ability to restore it to working order. Strictly speaking, however, that was not his intention.
It took him only about half an hour to reassemble the device and mount it on a small wheeled platform. When he was done, he ventured into the ruins where Fiona, along with a few of Majestic’s crewmen she had conscripted for the planned excavation, was using survey equipment to pinpoint the area where she believed the library had once stood. The archaeologist looked ready for adventure in her crisp khaki safari suit and matching pith helmet. She looked up as he approached. “All finished?”
“Almost. I just have to calibrate it on a patch of solid rock.”
She directed to him to an area not far from where the autogyros now sat idle. Newcombe rolled the projector into place and then deployed the makeshift seismograph he had cobbled together from odds and ends in Barron’s laboratory.
“Okay, stand back. And be perfectly still.” He threw the switch and turned the projector on.
To all appearances, nothing happened. The ground did not vibrate, and it most certainly did not liquefy as the pieces of sandstone had during Barron’s demonstration. After about thirty seconds, Newcombe switched it off and turned to Fiona. “All set.”
“Brilliant,” she said, with sincere enthusiasm. If she was disappointed by the evident lack of spectacular results, she gave no indication. “Let’s go find ourselves a library.”
Working together, they rolled the projector over the uneven ground and into the ruins of Alamut castle. To call them ruins was generous. It was difficult to imagine what the fortress might have looked like in its heyday. The Mongols had almost completely razed it. Only the outline of the buildings was visible now; the foundation footings carved into the stone, showing where walls had once stood. Fiona had laid out strips of white engineers’ tape to form a search grid, and directed Newcombe to start in the nearest corner.
Newcombe set out the seismograph and switched the device on for half a minute. When it was turned off again, he beckoned Fiona to look at the reading on the seismograph drum. The graph showed a series of oscillating peaks. “This is the reading I took when I calibrated it,” he explained, pointing to a section of ink lines. “And this is from the section we just tested.”
“They look the same.”
“That’s because the composition of the ground is the same; solid rock in both places. The waves from the device cause the stone to vibrate, and the seismograph measures those vibrations. If there was a void underneath, from a tunnel or a chamber, the reading wouldn’t be the same. If it was close to the surface, there might not be any reading at all.”
Fiona appeared to be truly impressed. “This could revolutionize archaeology.”
It was for just such a purpose that Nikola Tesla had conceived the device, and Newcombe was pleased that, in its first practical use, the projector was being implemented as a tool for scientific exploration, and not as a weapon.
On the fourteenth test, in a grid about halfway down the second search lane, the device recorded the first deviating pattern. Based on the lack of vibrations recorded on the seismograph, Newcombe suspected that there might be a large void just a few feet down, but advised caution. He moved the next grid, and took another reading with the same results.
Fiona’s excitement gave way to impatience, but she stayed at a distance, pacing as Newcombe completed the lane and then started the next. Four squares in a row had shown evidence of empty space below the ruins, and that was good enough for the ambitious archaeologist. When the tests showed a void beneath the grid squares adjacent to the first four, Fiona intervened.
“I do love your machine, Findlay, but there’s only one way to know if it’s really doing us any good, and that’s to dig.” She turned to her labor party. “Grab your picks and shovels, chaps. Time to earn our pay.”
Newcombe peered at her through his borrowed spectacles and sighed. He admired her take-charge attitude, but she was making the classic mistake of working hard when she ought to be working smart. “If my calculations are correct, there’s a good three feet of solid sandstone between us and the void below. It will take you hours of digging just to break through, and a lot longer than that make an opening large enough to allow you to go inside.”
“That rather goes with the territory, unfortunately. So unless you’ve got a better idea, clear off so we can get to work.”
It was evident to Newcombe that the goodwill he had earned by employing the wave projector to narrow the search had already begun to evaporate. Nevertheless, he smiled. “I would have thought that by now, you would know that I always have a better idea.”
* * *
Four men, wearing loose turbans and attire similar to that worn by Dariush, stood at the corners of the room, brandishing rifles.
Dariush calmly stepped past the gunmen and barked an order.
Rahman started fearfully and rushed to the center of the room, his hands raised. Almost as an afterthought, he explained. “They want us to stand here.”
Dodge held Dariush’s stare. “What’s going on here?”
He knew his words would be meaningless to the Iranian villager, but he wasn’t about to cower.
Dariush snarled something and Dodge didn’t need to speak his language to know that he had just been told to shut up. Nora apparently wasn’t conversant in the unspoken language of threatening postures, and she chose that moment to look around the room. “Where’s Brian?”
Dariush’s eyes widened as he realized that he had lost one of the group along the way. He started to shout a warning to his confederates, but before the words could leave his mouth, the missing member of the party swept into the room like the storm that had become his nickname.
Hurley’s long arms stretched out and snared the turbans of the two gunmen closest to him. He slammed the men’s heads together, and the resounding crack of their skulls colliding echoed in the small space.
The remaining captors immediately turned their rifles toward the new arrival, but Hurley was faster. Even as the two unconscious men slumped to the floor, Hurricane drew the matching .50 caliber semi-automatic pistols from his concealed shoulder holsters, and fired both simultaneously.
The report was deafening, and even Dodge, who had heard the enormous hand-cannons fired before, involuntarily clapped his hands over his ears. The two gunmen however didn’t hear the shots, nor would they ever hear anything again.
Hurricane brought the pistols together and swung both barrels toward their treacherous guide, but Dariush had already fallen to the floor, covering his head with his hands. Dodge’s ears were ringing, but he thought he heard the prostrated man whimper, doubtless pleading for mercy.
Hurricane frowned, holstering his smoking guns as swiftly as he had drawn them, and then reached down, and with one hand, lifted the villager completely off the floor as easily as he might a rag doll. “Start talking,” Hurricane growled.
Dariush must have understood what sort of question had been asked, for he immediately started babbling in Farsi.
Rahman had sagged against the wall in bewilderment, aghast at the unexpected treachery and violence, but when Dariush started talking, he shook it off. “He says that someone hired them to take us prisoner. A foreigner who knew we were coming. They didn’t intend to harm us.”
Hurricane wasn’t impressed. “That’s what everyone says, right before they pull the trigger.” He shook Dariush. “Who?”
“Barron.” Nora said it like a curse.
“Impossible,” declared Anya. “He could not have known we were coming. My spy aboard his ship would have warned me.”
The helpless villager continued to whimper, and when Rahman pressed him for an answer to Hurley’s question, he claimed ignorance.
“He is part of a revolutionary group,” Rahman explained. “Trying to overthrow Reza Shah. He received his orders from someone else.”
“Revolutionaries.” Hurricane spat the word, glancing accusingly at Anya.
“Who gave him those orders?” Dodge asked.
Dariush pointed to one of the unmoving figures on the floor.
“Oh.” Hurricane regarded his quivering captive a moment longer, and then disdainfully dropped him.
Dodge saw Anya snatch up a discarded rifle, and almost without thinking, he grabbed one as well. A quick glance told him it was a Lee-Enfield Number 1 Mark III .303, standard issue for the British Army during the Great War. The weapon looked about that old, and appeared to have seen a lot of use. He turned to Hurley. “Now what?”
Hurricane shook his head. “This is a dead end. We should get out of here.”
“Do you think the village is safe?”
“I don’t see an alternative.”
Nora snapped her fingers. “The waterworks! We can sneak out through the cistern.”
Hurricane’s brow creased. “I’m not sure how that improves our situation, but at least we’d have the high ground. ‘Course, it also puts us on Barron’s doorstep.”
“One thing at a time,” Dodge said. “Let’s get out of here.”
Hurricane collected the rest of the arsenal belonging to their ill-fated would-be captors, and gave the rifles to Rahman and Nora, more to remove temptation from the cowering Dariush than because he felt they needed to be armed. Nora seemed more comfortable holding the weapon than the Iranian did.
Dodge shouldered his own rifle and led the way back to the stairwell. He was so intent on making the descent back to the waterworks that it took a few seconds for him to make sense of what he saw illuminated in the beam of his flashlight.
More than a dozen men, all wearing turbans that partially obscured their faces and armed with Lee-Enfield rifles, were rushing up from the depths.
Hurricane stepped forward and leveled his pistols at the advancing mob. The guns thundered and two attackers fell, but the rest dropped prone on the steps and began returning fire.
Dodge immediately saw that they were in an untenable position. Despite Hurricane’s deadly prowess, they were badly outnumbered. Even if all four of their captured rifles were brought into the battle, they would almost certainly suffer casualties, and that was an outcome he refused to accept. Dodge had already lost enough friends for one lifetime.
He shouted over his shoulder for the others to fall back, then grabbed Hurricane’s tree-trunk thick biceps and tried to drag his friend back to the landing and the relative safety of the storerooms. He could feel the recoil of the pistols traveling through the big man’s muscles, but after a moment Hurley relented and backed up the steps, firing out the last of his ammo as he went.
Dodge flashed his light down the stairs. With the lull in fire, the attackers were starting to move forward again, but Dodge already had a plan for dealing with that. He tossed the light to Hurricane. “Shine it at the ceiling!”
The big man did so without question. Dodge jammed the rifle stock in the pit of his shoulder, put his cheek to the rear sight, and drew a bead on his chosen target. Then, he squeezed the trigger.
The rifle bucked in his grip but the bullet flew true, striking the corner where the roof above the staircase met the carved rock wall. There was a puff of dust as the round obliterated the tiny stone wedge that held one of the ceiling blocks in place.
Too late, the advancing attackers realized what Dodge had done. A massive block, as big as a delivery truck, dropped down onto the stairs, crushing two of the men like cockroaches under a boot heel. The entire cavern seemed to reverberate with the impact, and from his vantage about thirty feet above, Dodge was buffeted by the shock wave.
As a cloud of dust and grit blew over them, Hurricane clapped Dodge on the shoulder. “Well done!”
The praise was premature, however. After only a momentary pause, the floor beneath them started shaking again. With a noise like an endless peal of thunder, the fallen block began to move, and as it slid down the stairs, the ever-intensifying tremor shook loose the wedges holding the other blocks in place, starting a cataclysmic chain reaction.
The ceiling fell like God’s dominoes. Every concussive blast shook the staircase, triggering more of the rigged deadfalls. The tumult rippled through the corridor leading to the storerooms. Enormous fissures appeared in the walls, floor and ceiling. Dodge feared the whole mountain might come crashing down, entombing them forever.
Guess I should have thought this through a little better.
He saw the others, partially obscured in the swirl of dust, reeling as the ground moved beneath their feet. “Get to the doorways! It’s safer there!”
He took his own advice, crawling to the nearest opening, and hoped that that wall would provide a little additional stability in the event that the ceiling here started to collapse as well. The walls continued to groan, but after a few more seconds, Dodge realized that the noise of stones crashing beyond the landing had ceased.
The air was thick with dust, and for a several minutes, Dodge didn’t dare move. He kept his face covered to avoid breathing the dust until the air cleared enough for him make out the shapes of his companions. “Is everyone all right?”
Hurricane’s voice cut through the gloom. “I’m still here. Miss Nora?”
“I’m okay,” Nora chirped. “Rahman is with me.”
Dodge ventured into the corridor and found the brunette and the expediter huddled in another of the doorways. They were covered in dust, but appeared otherwise unharmed. Anya emerged from another of the vacant storerooms, likewise no worse for wear.
Hurricane strode to the landing, but did not venture outside. He gave a heavy sigh. “Dodge, m’boy, you might want to take a look at this.”
Dodge hastened to join him, shining his light through the exit. He immediately understood why the big man had sounded so despondent. The landing was completely blocked; they were trapped.
Then, Nora’s voice reached out to him from the other end of the corridor. “Dodge! I think you need to see this.”
* * *
As soon as the ceiling had started to fall, Hiro Nakamura had given the order for his men to retreat. In the time it had taken for his interpreter to translate his command into Farsi, four of the revolutionary fighters had already been crushed out of existence. Nakamura did not linger to see if how many of the others heeded his advice. He spun on his heel and raced back down the steps.
When the clamor of the collapse was little more than a dull roar echoing down the tunnels, he stopped to assess the losses his small force had suffered. His concerns were strictly strategic in nature; the fate of the local rabble mattered to him only because he needed foot soldiers to accomplish his mission.
The alliance had been hastily struck. Nakamura’s status in the Aum River Society afforded him contacts with a number of criminal organizations in Europe and the Americas, and those connections led to other contacts, which had ultimately enabled him to enlist the help of a small but ambitious group of revolutionaries who hoped to overthrow the government of Reza Shah Pahlavi, a man they viewed as an usurper, even after a decade and a half on the throne. Nakamura cared little for their political ambitions, but he had vowed the full support of Imperial Japan in helping them pursue their aims. It was an easy promise to make; if Nakamura’s mission succeeded, making good on that promise would pose little hardship to the Empire of the Pacific.
He, along with his interpreter — Nakamura had to communicate with the man in English — and twenty revolutionaries had reached Qasirkhan only a few hours ahead of Dalton’s party. More promises had been made to get the help of the villagers, and Nakamura and his men had gone into the tunnels to lay the trap.
The kempeitai agent didn’t know what had gone wrong, but at least Dalton and the others would pose no further problem. Even if they had survived the collapse of the tunnel, they were now entombed, with thousands of tons of rock between them and the only exit.
Twelve of the revolutionaries made it out of the tunnel. All were battered and bruised, and two had suffered wounds that rendered them unable to walk or fight.
Nakamura pondered what to do next. An outright victory seemed unlikely, but winning the coming battle was not essential to accomplishing his mission.
* * *
“Well there’s a silver lining for you,” Hurley declared.
Dodge stared in disbelief at the rear wall of the storeroom where Dariush had brought them into the ambush. The traitorous villager was gone, evidently having crept away in the confusion, but no one bothered to mention his absence. Everyone’s attention was fixed on the wall, or rather on the section of it that had crumbled away.
The tremor had sent a spider web pattern of cracks through what they now realized was a thin layer of plaster, covering a wall that was not carved into the mountain as they had first assumed, but rather composed of bricks. The architects of the underground labyrinth had sealed up whatever lay beyond the wall, and disguised it to look like part of the mountain. A section had had fallen away, and Dodge’s flashlight revealed a much larger space beyond.
“Do you think this leads to another way out?” Nora asked.
“It had better.” Dodge experimentally pushed on the bricks just below the hole. The old mortar holding them in place crumbled away, and the bricks fell into the darkness beyond.
Hurricane nudged him aside. “Let me have a go at it. Knocking things down is my specialty.”
True to his word, in the space of only a few minutes, Hurley disassembled a portion of the wall large enough for them to walk through. The area beyond opened to another staircase going up, this one more cramped and thankfully not rigged for collapse. After a long, winding ascent, they emerged at the entrance to another large room, and as Dodge swept the area with his light he knew they had at last found what they were looking for.
The floor was covered in hundreds… perhaps thousands… of ceramic jars, arranged in neat rows with narrow aisles at regular intervals. The jars were sealed with a drizzle of lead solder, and attached to each was a tag of copper which had oxidized to a pale green. Dodge inspected the nearest jar; etched into the tag, barely visible now, were the delicately curving characters of what he assumed to be the Persian alphabet.
“We found it!” Nora gasped.
“We found the library,” Dodge said. “Finding what we came for is going to be like finding a needle in a haystack.”
“We’ve got nothing but time,” Hurricane opined. “I don’t see another way out of here.”
Dodge cast his light up and down the length of the room; there were no doors. “Maybe there’s another hidden passage that leads to the top. They had to have some way to get all this stuff down here.”
“I’ll start knocking on the walls and see what shakes loose.” Hurricane gestured to the collection. “I reckon that’ll be easier than trying to make sense of all that.”
As the big man started to move away, a strange humming filled Dodge’s head. For a few seconds, he dismissed it; between the noise of gunfire and the thunderous sound of the collapsing tunnel ceiling, his hearing still wasn’t quite back to normal. But then he realized that it wasn’t a sound at all, but rather a vibration, reverberating through his body like the beat of a bass drum.
He turned to Nora, and found her looking back at him with a confused expression. “I feel it, too,” she said. “Is it an earthquake?”
Before Dodge could answer, the jars on the floor started to rattle. “Get back!” He grabbed Nora’s arm and pulled her bodily toward the edge of the room, just as the ceiling started to fall.
This time, there was no crash of stone on stone, no thunderous tremor as tons of solid rock smashed down from above. Instead, there was only a hissing sound as sand poured down into the center of the library. The fired clay jars tumbled like bowling pins and were subsequently buried in a waist high pile. A cloud of fine dust filled the room, eclipsing the scant illumination of the flashlights, plunging them into darkness.
Through the miasma, Dodge heard the sound of conversation, distant and muffled, and not the familiar voices of his companions. There was a soft thud of something falling in the center of the room, and through the haze, he could just make out a rope hanging down into the sand heap, seemingly out of nowhere.
Not nowhere, Dodge realized. Though faint, he could make out light streaming in through a hole in the ceiling — a perfectly round hole — directly above the newly formed mound.
The rope started moving, squirming serpent-like, and suddenly there was another person in the secret library, expertly rappelling down the dangling line. The barely visible silhouette swept the room with a flashlight, and gave a triumphant cheer as the beam revealed the ceramic jars.
It’s a woman, Dodge thought. Then the light searched out the rest of the room, illuminating Dodge and Nora, and the woman spoke again. “Oh. Who the devil are you?”
Another figure descended the rope, with considerably less grace. The climber let go prematurely and tumbled backward down the sand pile. He sat up, rubbing his hands. “Ow! That burns!”
The voice was familiar, and Dodge finally put a name to it in the same instant that Hurricane called out: “Newton? Is that you?”

Chapter 12—Remember the Alamut!

“Dodge?” Newcombe got to his feet and took a cautious step forward. “It is you. What… how did you get here?”
Dodge was dumbfounded. Each question that popped into his head led to another that seemed even more important.
Hurricane saved him. “Well, Doc, how’s not as important as why, and why is, because we were chasin’ after the folks that absconded with you.”
“Absconded?” The scientist glanced at the woman who had preceded him into the room. “There’s been some kind of misunderstanding.”
“I’d say so,” Dodge finally managed. “I take it you aren’t being held prisoner by Walter Barron.”
“Prisoner? Good heavens, no.”
The woman glanced between Newcombe and the others, then abruptly stepped forward, extending her hand. “Findlay, where are your manners? I’m Fiona Dunn, but I insist you call me Fiona.”
Newcombe hastened to her side. “Fiona, this is Dodge Dalton. That’s Hurricane Hurley. And… Oh, Miss Holloway, you’re here, too?” He glanced at Anya and Rahman. “I have no idea who you are.”
“A pleasure, Miss Fiona.” Hurricane, ever the gentleman, stepped forward and took Fiona’s hand, and in so doing, Dodge realized, he distracted attention away from Anya. “Beggin’ your pardon of course, but I was raised better’n to address a lady with just her Christian name.”
“Fiona is an archaeologist,” Newcombe said.
“Among many other things. A pleasure to meet you all.”
“A woman archaeologist?” Nora sounded a little awed. “That’s extraordinary.”
Fiona cocked her head to one side, as if trying to decide on the most diplomatic response. “Well, it certainly is still a club for the old boys, but I can hold my own with the best of them. I found this, didn’t I? I suppose technically, you beat me to it by a few minutes.”
Hurley cleared his throat and then gestured to the opening overhead. “That’s a nifty trick. How’d you manage it?”
“A marvelous new invention,” Newcombe said. “A resonance wave generator. It uses principles suggested by Nikola Tesla—”
“The death ray.” Dodge had realized the answer even before the scientist had started talking, and realized that Hurley had as well.
“Well, it could be used that way, but I think that’s a poor choice of nomenclature.”
Dodge barely heard the scientist’s explanation for the device. All he could think was that he had failed — failed to prevent Barron from developing his death ray, failed to rescue his friend from the industrialist’s clutches, failed to protect the secrets of the Alamut library.
Once again, Hurricane’s voice cut through the confusion. “That’s mighty interesting, Doc, but if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather hear all about when I’m not in a hole in the ground.”
“Climb on up if you like,” Fiona declared, bending down to inspect one of the jars. “I’ve got work to do. I only hope the one we need isn’t buried under a ton of sand.”
“This is going to take a while,” Hurricane muttered.
“Well, it’s not as bad as all that.” She set the jar down and moved to a different row. “It is a library, after all; there will be a certain order to the collection.”
“Don’t tell me the Ismailis invented the Dewey Decimal System,” Nora said.
Fiona laughed. “Dewey invented that in 1876. I’m sure the librarians of Alamut had their own method. Once I figure it out, I’ll be able to narrow it down. Thanks to Findlay, were already days ahead of schedule.”
Hurricane drew close to Dodge and in a whisper, said: “What’s our play, here?”
Dodge shook his head uncertainly. “It’s obvious that the Doc isn’t being forced to help. We’ve only got Anya’s word that Barron is up to no good.”
Both men glanced over to the corner where the tall blonde woman stood, arms folded casually. She didn’t seem particularly upset at the turn of events, but then she had never been easy to read.
“We need more information. I say we help her find the map and then figure out the rest once we’re somewhere far away from here.”
“Unless you gentleman can read Classic Persian,” Fiona called from across the room, “then I’m afraid you won’t be much help.”
“She heard that?” Hurricane whispered, unnecessarily it seemed.
“I will help,” Rahman said. “What are you looking for?”
Fiona smiled at the expediter then rattled something off in Farsi. He replied in kind and then went to a different section of the room and began checking the copper tags.
“Well, that’s that,” Hurricane declared. “We’re just takin’ up space down here.”
“Sounds good to me.”
“I’ll climb up and then pull the rest of you, if need be.” The big man reached up and wrapped his hands around the rope, then caught a loop of it between his boots. Before ascending, he leaned over and whispered: “It might be a good idea to hang onto that rifle.”
Dodge nodded, but recalling Hurricane’s earlier premonition of danger, found the admonition more than a little disconcerting.
As soon as the big man was off the rope, he signaled his readiness to begin pulling the rest of the group up. Dodge turned to Nora. “Ladies first.”
“You don’t have to ask me twice.” She scampered onto the sand heap, wrapped herself around the rope, and almost immediately was drawn into the air by Hurricane’s powerful arms. Anya went up next, approaching the rope as casually as if escaping from an underground pit was a common occurrence in her life.
Dodge kept a watchful eye on the rope, ready to take action in the event of a problem, but his thoughts were on Fiona’s ongoing search of the collection. After so much effort to reach the library ahead of Barron, he was now giving tacit support to his rival. He just hoped that, when Fiona finally found the jar with the map, it would not prove to be a Pandora’s Box.
He turned to Newcombe. “You’re not doing much good here, Doc. Want to head topside and catch up a bit?”
“Oh, I…” The scientist glanced at Fiona. Dodge noted the look of disappointment, and understood. Newcombe was smitten with the female archaeologist; was that clouding his judgment about this whole affair?
“Go on, Findlay,” Fiona called, not looking up from her search, and once more evincing an almost preternatural awareness of what was going on around her. “No sense in mucking about down here. You should probably get your machine ready for transport back to Majestic.”
Newcombe’s expression did not change appreciably, but he shuffled toward the rope. “Yes. Of course. I should take care of that.”
He was about halfway up when Dodge heard the first gunshot.
“Hang on!” Hurricane shouted. Newcombe shot up like a rocket as the big man intensified his efforts.
“What’s happened?” Dodge received no answer, other than the slack rope falling back down into the hole. With the captured rifle slung over one shoulder, he took the rope in hand and started shinnying up unaided, even as the sound of more gunfire reached his ears. The distinctive roar of Hurricane’s semi-automatics had joined the cacophony.
Despite the unknown threat above, Dodge could not help but notice the smooth surface of the stone that Newcombe’s — or rather Barron’s — device had cut through. It reminded him an enormous concrete pipe, perfectly round, and for some reason, that triggered a memory of something he had seen in the secret valley. He filed it away and continued scooting up the rope.
At the top, he peeked up just for a moment, and got a snapshot image of what was happening. He saw Hurricane, hunkered down behind a low stone wall, reloading his pistols. Just beside him, Newcombe and Nora were huddled together in the cover of the same barrier. Dodge saw several men in blue uniforms, likewise ducking for cover throughout the ruins of Alamut, and then he noticed two of the uniformed men simply sprawled out on the ground, unmoving.
Fiona appeared below, a ceramic jar in hand. “Found it! What’s going on up there?”
“We’re under attack. Stay put.”
Dodge heaved himself over the lip of the opening and scrambled to Hurricane’s side, unlimbering the rifle as he moved.
“Glad you made it,” Hurricane said, his voice filled with a note of confidence that was undermined by his next statement. “I’m down to my last two magazines.”
Dodge fired over the ruined wall. He didn’t have time to scan for a target; he mostly just wanted to remind the attackers that the defenders of Alamut were armed too. He saw the flash and smoke as someone returned fire, and ducked back down just as the bullet chipped the wall a few feet away.
“How many are there?”
“I saw about a dozen,” Hurricane replied. “Maybe nine, now. They rushed us en masse, but then high-tailed it when I started shooting back. But they’re bound to figure out that we ain’t got much more to throw back at ‘em. What I can’t figure is how they knew we’d find a way back to the surface.”
“Maybe they didn’t come for us.” Dodge gestured to the bodies of the uniformed men. “Those have to be Barron’s crew, so it doesn’t make sense that he’s the foreigner Dariush talked about.”
Hurricane pondered this for a moment, then rose up and took two quick shots. “Make that ‘eight’ now. If I can make every shot count, we might have a chance. So if not Barron, who?”
“Who else wants the death ray?” Dodge thought he already knew the answer to that.
Newcombe unexpectedly jumped into the conversation. “I keep telling you, it’s not a death ray.”
“Wait a sec. It’s here isn’t it? The… what did you call it? Some kind of wave machine? You used it to tunnel into the library, right?”
“Yes. That’s it.” The scientist pointed to a contraption mounted on a wheeled platform near the opening. “Why… oh, no you can’t be thinking of using it for that. It’s a tool, not a weapon.”
“Doc, a shovel’s a tool too,” Hurricane said. “But when you’ve got nothing else, you make do.”
“What kind of range does it have?”
Newcombe’s mouth worked, betraying his inner struggle. Before he could answer, Hurricane and Dodge both snapped off a shot apiece to buy them a few more seconds.
“The closer the better,” Newcombe said, finally. “The waves propagate better in a solid or liquid medium. Air just isn’t dense enough—”
“Close then,” Hurricane announced, sparing them the technical lecture. “We need to funnel them into a choke point.”
“At best that will just drive them off again,” Dodge pointed out. “We need a way off this rock. Who flew those autogyros down here?”
“Fiona flew one.” Newcombe glanced at the remaining crewmen, then at the bodies of the fallen, and his face fell. “The other pilot is… he’s—”
“Then we’ve got one pilot,” Dodge said. “Let’s get her up here. She can fly Nora and…” He paused and looked around. Anya was nowhere in sight.
“What about the rest of us?” Newcombe asked.
“We’ll hold them off as long we can,” Dodge said, with far more confidence than her felt.
“Toss me that rifle,” Hurricane called. “I’ll keep ‘em busy until you can get the lady up, and that thingamajig in position.”
Dodge did as instructed, and then busied himself pulling Fiona up. As soon as she was with them, he outlined the plan. The conversation was brief and punctuated with the sound of rifle fire, both from Hurley and the attackers.
“I’ll be a sitting duck until I can get aloft,” the archaeologist observed.
“We’ll do our best to cover you. I’m afraid we’re fresh out of good plans.”
Hurley popped up to fire again, but the rifle only clicked impotently. “Damn it.” The big man tossed the gun aside and drew his pistols again. “Whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it now. I’ve got maybe four shots left.”
Fiona nodded tersely and started crawling toward the parked autogyros. Dodge and Newcombe hastily pulled Rahman up, then went to work putting the wave projector in position.
Newcombe loosened a couple bolts and swiveled the device so that its business end was pointed out horizontally. He then pointed to a switch. “That turns it on.” He swallowed. “I guess since I’m the expert on this device, I should be the one—”
Dodge covered his friends hand and moved it away. “I’ll take care of it. Just tell me one thing. What will this do to them?”
“You don’t want to know.”
There was the sound of another gunshot, but this one came from the autogyros — Fiona had reached the aircraft and started its engine. As the rotor began to turn, Dodge called Nora to him. “Next time Hurricane fires, you and the Doc get to that gyro.”
There was no argument. Hurley shot out the last of his ammunition as they reached their destination. A few seconds later, the autogyro started rolling toward the edge of the rock, and then almost gracefully leapt into the sky.
Dodge tore his eyes away from escaping aircraft and focused on the wave projector. Hurley crouched next to him. “They’re on the move. Creepin’ now, but I reckon they’ll grow some stones once they realize we’re out of ammo. Is this thing going to do the trick?”
“It had better.” Dodge flipped the switch. Newcombe had cautioned him that there wouldn’t be any fireworks, but the complete absence of any sort of activity from the machine made him wonder if it had malfunctioned somehow. Then, without any warning, a corner of the wall in front of the device seemed to melt away.
Suddenly a turbaned figure was standing there, pointing a rifle at him, and there was another man right behind him. The leading man shouted something, doubtless a demand for surrender, but even as the words were uttered, his face twisted into a snarl of pain. The rifle fell from his grasp as he clapped his hands to his head, and then he simply collapsed. A fraction of a second later, the man behind him went down as well.
Dodge felt a spasm of revulsion as his mind caught up to what he had just seen. The men hadn’t simply fallen down; it was as if their skeletons had evaporated, leaving only shapeless sacks of skin, muscle and viscera. Almost without realizing it, he switched the machine off.
“That spooked ‘em,” Hurricane called. “They’re falling back. Oh.”
Dodge saw the big man’s gaze fixed on the remains of the two attackers. Then, with the kind of caution one might use when trying to snatch a snake from its hole, Hurricane reached out and collected one of the fallen rifles. “Maybe we won’t have to use that thing again.”
Dodge nodded. Dead was dead, but somehow a bullet seemed a kinder fate than what Barron’s device dished out. Not that they had many bullets left. Dodge picked up the rifle Hurricane had earlier discarded and gripped it by the barrel, hefting it like a club.
A low wail rose up from across the open battlefield, a war cry as the remaining attackers gathered their courage for a mass attack. Dodge knew that their foes were probably smarting from the losses they had suffered, and rightfully terrified of the strange death ray, but once they made their move, they would quickly realize that they still held the advantage.
Hurricane aimed the rifle over the wall. It barked twice then was silent, and the big man sank back below cover. “Well, that’s that. They’ll be comin’ now.”
The war cry reached a fever pitch as the attackers charged.

Chapter 13—Reunion

Suddenly, a different sound filled the air, the sound of cheering, and it was coming from the huddled crewmen. Dodge followed their hopeful gazes skyward, and saw the reason for their elation.
Majestic was descending.
The autogyro was still aloft, circling the airship like a horsefly, but Dodge saw that there was another aircraft in the sky now, a small bi-plane. The dual-winged aircraft performed an acrobatic loop, and then swooped down toward the ruins. Even before it passed overhead, Dodge saw the smoke and fire of its machine guns, spitting lead at the advancing attackers.
“Finally, something breaks our way,” Hurricane chortled.
Dodge risked a look out at the battlefield. The turbaned men were scattering under the withering aerial assault. He sagged against the wall, breathing a sigh of relief.
The bi-plane made two subsequent passes, but no more shots were fired. The surviving attackers had not simply fallen back; they had fled the Rock completely.
The airship continued to descend, its engine nacelles tilted so that the propellers were pushing against the buoyancy of the helium that held it aloft. Dodge saw that the tail end of the ship was open, split apart like a banana peel. It was low enough that he could see inside.
After completing the final pass, the biplane lined up and flew into Majestic’s cavernous interior. The pilot cut the engine as the wheels touched the landing platform, and the plane came to a dead stop, like a fastball hitting a catcher’s mitt. A few seconds later, a man whom Dodge assumed to be the pilot — he wore a black aviator’s helmet that matched his leather jacket — appeared at the end of the platform. As Majestic came in a little closer, the pilot began shouting orders to the crewmen on the ground.
With practiced efficiency, the uniformed men rallied on the nearest dangling mooring line and began tugging the airship closer. When the open end was only a few feet off the ground, the black-clad pilot jumped down strode over to where Dodge and Hurricane had been preparing to make their last stand.
“I’ll bet you fellows are glad to see me.” Beneath his immaculate coal-black mustache, the man was smiling, but his demeanor and the ragged scar that wasn’t quite concealed by the helmet’s chinstrap made it seem more sinister than welcoming.
Dodge returned the smile and accepted the handclasp, though strangely he wasn’t as enthusiastic about the rescue as, by all rights, he should have been. It wasn’t just the pilot’s confident, almost arrogant manner; Dodge had seen nothing to indicate that Barron wasn’t every bit as dangerous as the men who had just attacked them, and even though they were still alive, they were no more in control of their destiny than they had been a few minutes before. He glanced at Hurricane and could see that his friend shared his apprehension.
“I’m Tyr Sorensen,” the man continued. “There’ll be time for proper introductions later. Right now, I suggest you get yourselves aboard the Majestic.”
“You’re the boss,” Hurricane drawled.
Sorensen nodded, then promptly turned on his heel and headed for the remaining autogyro.
Hurricane nudged Dodge with his elbow. “I can tell you’re just as excited about this as I am, but unless you’ve got a better idea…”
“Not yet, but I’m working on it.” Dodge looked back to the ruins. “Anya’s run off again, hasn’t she?”
Hurricane’s eyes grew wide with embarrassment. “I kinda lost track of her in all the confusion.”
“Don’t fret about it. I think she was just looking for another chance to slip the leash, especially with the way she feels about Barron.”
“Well, I can’t say I’ve enjoyed her company, but we can’t just leave her here.”
“I think that’s exactly what we have to do.” Dodge nodded toward the opening in the tail of the airship, which now looked more like an aircraft hangar built on the ground than a means of traveling through the sky. “Come on, let’s go meet the mysterious Walter Barron.”
“Into the belly of the beast,” Hurricane remarked.
Dodge hoped he wasn’t being prophetic.
* * *
Dodge and Hurley waited on the landing platform as Majestic’s crew hauled the death ray—the resonance wave generator, Dodge reminded himself — on board. A few minutes later, Fiona brought her autogyro back down and expertly flew it inside for a gentle landing. As the passengers extricated themselves from the cramped interior of the little aircraft, Dodge felt Majestic start to move; the dirigible was returning to the sky.
As soon as she spied them, Nora raced over and impulsively hugged Hurricane. Then she threw her arms around Dodge. “I was so worried.”
Dodge was a little surprised at the intensity of her embrace; despite their shared travels, he hadn’t really gotten to know her very well. He was a little surprised to find himself returning the hug. “One more chapter in the exciting adventures of Dodge Dalton,” he said, trying to sound lighthearted.
She drew back just enough to look him in the eye. “So this is just another day at the office for you? Well, this is a lot more exciting than just writing them.” Her dazzling smile slipped a little. “About them. In my journal, I mean. And reading the stories.”
Dodge tried to laugh away the awkward turn. “I’m just kidding. I was a little worried too. But we’re safe now.”
“Speaking of stories,” Hurricane said, “I wonder what’s become of Lightning Bug?”
To Dodge’s chagrin, at the mention of Lafayette, Nora dropped her arms and took a step back. “Goodness, I’d completely forgotten about Rodney.”
Dodge shot Hurricane a withering glare. The big man fought to hide a mischievous grin.
“He’s here,” Newcombe announced as he joined them, with Fiona at his side. “Mr. Barron has commissioned him to write his memoirs.”
“You don’t say.” There was an odd twinkle in Nora’s eye. “That’s marvelous news. I’m sure he’ll be eager to tell me all about it.”
Newcombe abruptly looked past the reunion, his expression twisted with anxiety. “There’s someone else aboard that you should know about.”
Before Dodge could inquire, someone behind them called out: “Hurricane Hurley, you old warhorse.”
Dodge recognized the voice immediately, and the realization hit him like a physical blow. A bottle of anger, forgotten but fermenting, burst open inside him as he turned to face the newcomer. “General Vaughn. Out of uniform, I see.”
Vaughn stiffened and it was all too clear that he shared Dodge’s displeasure at the reunion. “I’m retired now, thanks to you.”
“Well, as I’m sure you’ve heard, I decided not to freeze to death in Antarctica. No thanks to you.” Dodge was surprised at his own vehemence; he hadn’t recalled being so angry with the general.
Fiona pushed into the middle of the rising tension. “Gentleman, there are much better places on the Majestic to catch up on old times. And I’d say you lot have quite a bit of catching up to do. It’s been a busy day. Why don’t we all go below and freshen up a bit?”
Vaughn made a guttural noise as he did an abrupt about-face and headed for the stairs leading off the platform.
Dodge realized that he was breathing rapidly, as if still primed for a life and death fight, and with an effort, brought his breathing — and his agitation — under control. Hurley’s pained expression gave him further pause. The big man had fought under Vaughn’s command during the Great War and afterward, when Captain Falcon’s company had been carrying out secret missions around the globe for Uncle Sam. When Dodge had first told his friend of Vaughn’s actions at the Outpost in Antarctica — how the officer had left Dodge and Newcombe behind, escaping on a plane scant minutes ahead of the explosion that had wiped the place off the face of the earth — Hurricane’s response had been subdued. Did one foolish decision cancel out a long history of fidelity and shared sacrifice? More to the point, did Dodge have the right to demand that his friend choose between loyalties?
As grateful as he was to still be alive, Dodge somehow felt things might have been better if they hadn’t been rescued.
* * *
Although he spoke perfect English, Hiro Nakamura barely understood a word of the conversation he had just overheard. Language wasn’t the issue, of course. It was a matter of context. The people involved clearly shared some past experience well outside his comprehension that gave meaning to their words.
No matter, he thought. I’ve already seen much more than I could have hoped for.
It had been an easy thing for him to slip aboard the dirigible. His training had equipped him with the skills to be almost invisible, and his gray shinobi shozoku garments only made it easier for him to blend into the shadows. He probably could have strolled onto the airship’s landing platform dressed as a kabuki performer and gone unnoticed; combat situations tended to create a state of tunnel vision, where people saw only what was directly in front of their eyes. Now that the life-and-death situation had passed, the survivors would be more aware of things that were out of the ordinary, but he was confident in his stealth abilities.
Yet, he did not follow the group that slowly filed down the stairs. He was experiencing his own sort of tunnel vision; his mind’s eye was fixed on what he had witnessed in the final moments of the attack by the revolutionaries. He had seen the death ray in action, and it was everything his superiors had hoped it would be: a weapon that could melt a man’s bones inside his skin.
And yet, with such a power already in their hands, they had come to this obscure backwater, searching for some piece of ancient knowledge in the forgotten ruins of a conquered castle.
It could only mean that they sought something even more powerful.
His superiors would be very interested in that knowledge and Nakamura looked forward to reporting on his progress as soon as an opportunity presented itself. Yet, he did not need explicit orders to know that it was imperative to discover what the Americans were looking for. He would learn what they were up to, and when he returned to his ancestral homeland, he would bring with him a weapon that would make the Empire of the Rising Sun invincible against all her enemies.
* * *
As they washed away the dust of their subterranean misadventures, Newcombe brought Dodge and Hurricane up to date on all that had happened since the disastrous abduction attempt in New York.
His explanation cleared up some of the mystery surrounding Barron and explained Vaughn’s presence aboard Majestic, but did little to ease his deeper concerns. “So the general is still looking for the ultimate weapon.”
The source of his ongoing contention with Vaughn had begun with a debate over the ownership of the technology Dodge and the others had found in Antarctica. Vaughn wanted to find a way to utilize it for the national defense while Dodge believed it far too dangerous to be controlled by any one nation. The issue was moot now. The Outpost had been destroyed and all its devices were now useless, but Dodge’s fundamental convictions remained unchanged. Men like Vaughn and Barron would continue seeking new and more efficient methods of destruction, but that didn’t mean he had to support their endeavors.
“At least we know that the War Department is calling the shots,” Hurricane interjected. “If and when Barron delivers this death ray, we know it won’t fall into the hands of an enemy nation. That makes me feel a little better about all this.”
“Yes, well…” Newcombe took a deep breath. “It may be a little more complicated than that.” He looked around, as if fearful that someone might overhear, and then in a low voice recounted what Barron had told him in secret. “Barron wants to build this weapon as a means to prevent wars, not win them.”
“Gatling thought the same thing when he built his gun,” Hurricane said. “Seems like someone always figures out a way around that little detail.”
Dodge read the conflict in Newcombe’s eyes. “Do you believe him?
“I believe he is sincere. But Hurricane is right. If history is any indication, this weapon will only lead to new, more terrible discoveries.”
An image of the wave generator in action, vaporizing the skeletons of the two attackers in the ruins of Alamut, sprang unbidden into his head. It was hard to imagine something more terrible than that, but he’d already seen evidence of what Barron had planned: the same weapon, but on a larger scale, large enough to destroy a building…
He thought about the perfectly round hole the generator had bored through solid rock, providing them with their escape route from the library. He had seen that circular pattern before, in the secret valley in Pennsylvania and deduced that the failed test of the bigger version of the wave generator had destroyed the blimp on which it had been mounted, but now that he understood the principle behind the device, and seen it in action, it was easier to visualize what had happened.
There’s still something I’m missing.
They followed Newcombe down a long, lavishly decorated hallway to large dining hall, lined with windows looking down on the world. Dodge saw mountains below, the same mountains they had skirted on their approach to Alamut, and in the distance to the north, the sparkling waters of the Caspian Sea.
Lafayette was there in the dining room, looking no worse for wear, and conversing with Nora and Rahman. The Iranian man seemed very agitated, and Dodge quickly became the focus of his attention.
“Where are they taking us? My automobile is in Qasirkhan; I cannot simply abandon it.”
Dodge didn’t know how to respond. As far as he was concerned, the villagers were complicit in the attack; Dariush had certainly been part of the plot against them. Dodge had no intention of ever going anywhere near Alamut again, and he wanted to tell Rahman that he should count himself lucky to still be alive, but ultimately the matter of their destination was out of his hands. “Our plane is still in Bandar-e Pahlavi,” he said. “I’m we sure we can convince our new host to drop us off there. After that, you can see to getting your car back.”
Rahman wasn’t pleased by this, but it was the best Dodge could do, and probably more than he had any right to promise.
Nora spoke up. “Rodney’s been telling me all about Mr. Barron. I’m sure he’ll do whatever he can to help.”
“I’d like to hear more about Barron.” Dodge took a seat across the table from the red-haired writer. “What’s his story?”
Lafayette offered a smug smile. “If I told you, you’d have no reason to buy the book I’m currently writing.”
Dodge’s only reply was an even stare, and after a few seconds, Lafayette relented. “Barron is an amazing individual. A modern Renaissance man. He was born in Europe, descended from the Habsburg dynasty — it’s no coincidence his company is named ‘Royal Industries.’ He fought in the Great War — on the wrong side, unfortunately — and when it was over, he devoted his life and fortune to finding a way to prevent wars of that sort from ever happening again.”
“By makin’ better weapons?” Hurricane drawled, rhetorically. “Peace through superior firepower, is that it? And he makes a pretty penny doin’ it all.”
“He doesn’t care about money. He already has more than he could ever spend.”
“I’m sure there’s plenty of folks who’d love for him to share.”
Lafayette ignored the dig. “Mr. Barron is a visionary. All his efforts are turned to his singular purpose. If I could only tell you…” Lafayette shook his head. “No, I’ve already said more than he would want me to. But I can assure you, Mr. Barron is thoroughly dedicated to the cause of ending war.”
Dodge turned to Newcombe, curious to see if he had been similarly won over by Barron’s charisma. The scientist nodded, but Dodge noted that his brow was creased ever so slightly — it might have been apprehension, or it might have been the fact that he was squinting behind his glasses, which Dodge could tell obviously weren’t as thick or effective as his usual prescription.
Then, almost as if by magic, the frown vanished and Newcombe’s face lit up. “Fiona!”
Dodge rose to his feet as the archaeologist entered the dining room, waving a rolled up piece of paper like a war trophy. “The Avernus Crater near Naples. That’s where we’ll find the gates of Tartarus.”
She unfurled the paper — not an ancient document, but instead a modern map of Europe, on which she had marked a location with a red grease pencil. “It’s so obvious, really. Polybius used Homer’s account of the passage of time as a way of setting the maximum possible distance between the locations. It’s simply impossible that a sailing vessel could have been blown out into the Atlantic as some theorize; Odysseus never left the Mediterranean.
“When he set out to verify the Homeric account, Polybius recognized that Sicily and the Aeolian Isles were locations Odysseus had visited. He also pinpointed the Strait of Messina—” she tapped the spot on the map where the “toe” of the Italian peninsula almost touched the northeastern corner of Sicily, “as the most likely site for passage of Scylla and Charybdis, which Odysseus went through immediately after visiting the blind prophet Teiresias in the Underworld.” She drew her finger north, along the coast, until it met the spot she had marked.
“In ancient times, volcanoes were often believed to be gateways to the Underworld, so it’s no surprise that the passage to Tartarus would be found in the remains of a volcanic crater.”
“Not just in ancient times,” Newcombe interjected. “Many believe Jules Verne was onto something when he proposed that volcanic caves might lead to the earth’s core. Of course, it’s very unlikely that caves formed by volcanic activity would go quite that deep into the earth’s interior.”
Fiona blinked as if the supporting information was irrelevant. “According to ancient accounts, a deadly fume hung used to hang in the air above the Avernus Crater, killing the birds as they tried to fly overhead. It’s also where Aeneas went into the Underworld, so this location makes perfect sense. What’s significant about the account we found in the Alamut library is that Polybius describes the passage into Tartarus in great detail, including… get this… ‘gates of unworked adamantine.’”
“That’s most excellent news, Miss Dunn.”
All eyes turned to meet the newcomer to the room, a regal looking man wearing an immaculate blue uniform. Lafayette jumped to his feet as if he had been appointed to be the man’s official herald. “Gentlemen, may I present the master of the Majestic, Walter Barron.”
Dodge was about to move forward to greet the mysterious industrialist when he heard Hurricane’s voice, low and dangerous. “Actually, we’ve met.”
The big man stood with his hands on his hips, his eyes ablaze with a level of fury Dodge had never seen before, as he locked stares with Barron. “The hair is a nice touch. And I see you’ve lost some weight… Baron Von Heissel.”

Chapter 14—Barron Revealed

Majestic now floated once more in the sky, high above the ruins of Alamut. But her business on the Rock was not quite finished.
Tyr Sorensen leaned against the fuselage of the second autogyro, watching the airship, waiting for the signal that the objective had been achieved. He did not have to wait long.
A teardrop of light appeared in the sky beneath the dirigible. A signal flare, launched from the open tail section, burned brightly as it fell to the earth. Even before it disappeared in the rocky landscape below, Sorensen went to work.
As he strode to the round hole cut into the ruins by the wave projector, he unslung a bulky satchel charge from his shoulder and deftly removed the safety pin, activating the time-delay fuse. He then promptly dropped his burden into the hole, spun on his heel and headed back to the aircraft.
A few seconds later, the explosive charge detonated, sending out a blast wave that instantly crushed the ceramic jars containing the secret collection of the library of Alamut. Thousands of priceless, irreplaceable documents, containing secrets of the ancient world that modern scholars didn’t even know had been forgotten, were vaporized in an instant.
Sorensen did not flinch as the mountain shuddered beneath his feet, nor did he feel even a glimmer of regret at the destruction of so much history. He understood his instructions perfectly. All traces of their presence here had to be erased. If the documents were retrieved, delivered to museums or sold on the black market, people would begin to ask questions, and the search for answers posed an unacceptable risk.
All the loose ends had to be tied up, lest the entire web unravel.
Not that it would make much difference. In a few weeks… or perhaps just a few days… it wouldn’t matter in the slightest if the whole world knew what had happened at Alamut.
But Sorensen had his orders all the same.
As he climbed into the autogyro’s cockpit, he leaned forward. “Ready?”
His passenger nodded an affirmative, and Sorensen started the engine.
* * *
Dodge’s mind staggered under the weight of the revelation. Walter Barron. Baron Otto Von Heissel. One and the same.
Can it be true?
Dodge only knew of Baron Von Heissel from Hurricane’s accounts of his adventures with Captain Falcon, following the Great War. Like everything else in those stories, Captain Falcon included, Dodge had always believed the baron to be a fictional creation, perhaps loosely based on real individuals and events, but magnified and exaggerated to create an exciting narrative. He had learned otherwise of course; he vividly recalled the moment when Hurricane had told him that all the stories were true, and he had even seen proof to that effect. Nevertheless, part of him refused to believe it, even when the man standing before him — a man who looked nothing like the villain he had described as grotesquely fat, with a shaved head, a thick Austrian accent, and mannerisms that were diabolical to the point of cliché—simply folded his arms across his chest and addressed the room.
“Mr. Hurley has identified me correctly. In another life, I was Baron Von Heissel. But I would urge you to remember that what you think you know about me from Mr. Dalton’s sensational fiction, is just that.”
“Yeah?” Hurley replied, still smoldering with barely contained rage. “And what about what I know from bitter experience?”
The man who was both Barron and a baron, did not flinch under the weight of Hurricane’s stare. “It was a different time. A time of war. A war that we would all like to forget.”
“Now see, that’s where my memory gets a little fuzzy, ‘cause as I recall, you built your little clockwork army after that war, and would have started a brand new one in its place if Captain Falcon hadn’t put a crimp in your plans.” Hurricane took an ominous step forward. “Maybe you’ve got these folks buffaloed with your snake oil pitch about wanting to put an end to war, but the way I see it, you’re a criminal who’s already been sentenced to death. And I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let you put your appointment with Lady Justice off for one more day.”
Dodge felt he should do something — say something — but he didn’t know whether to implore Hurricane to show some restraint, or encourage him to make good on his threat. If even half of what Dodge had written about the battle with Von Heissel was true, then he certainly deserved death a dozen times over.
That’s just it, though. Half of what I know about this man, I fabricated out of whole cloth.
Baron Otto Von Heissel had made two appearances in the syndicated Adventures of Captain Falcon. The first, entitled The Clockwork Brigade, had been based on one of Hurley’s manuscripts, and had presented the Prussian noble as a mad genius, leading an army of steam-powered automatons with which he intended to conquer Europe and restore the Habsburg Empire to its former glory. The war machines had not been especially sophisticated; they were little more than wind-up toys on a massive scale, but had they been employed in the Great War, they would have rendered trench warfare completely obsolete. The clockwork soldiers would have charged fearlessly across No Man’s Land to crush the enemy positions beneath tons of steel.
As Hurricane had told it, Von Heissel had been building his mechanical army in the closing hours of the war, and wasn’t about to let something like an armistice keep him from using it.
Von Heissel’s second appearance in the Adventures of Captain Falcon was much fresher in Dodge’s memory: a twelve-chapter serial titled Castle Perilous, in which the evil villain had turned an entire castle into a deathtrap for Falcon and friends. Dodge had penned the epic climax of the story only a few months earlier, but that story had been entirely his own creation. Everything Von Heissel had said and done — every evil scheme, every gleeful chortle — had been purely the product of his imagination.
The man standing in front of him looked nothing at all like the villain he had described in Castle Perilous. Nearly two decades had passed since the real Captain Falcon defeated Von Heissel’s clockwork army; who was to say that the man’s heart had not changed as much as his external appearance?
Hurricane Hurley, for one.
The big man’s hands curled into sledgehammer fists as he took another step forward. His face was grim and determined, and Dodge knew this was no mere show of bravado.
He felt Nora’s hand on his arm. “Do something,” she urged.
“Sergeant!” A new voice cut through ominous tension. “Stand down!”
Though he had retired from the army, and now wore a business suit instead of a uniform, General Frank Vaughn still remembered how to give an order. And even though he was retired as well, former Sergeant Major Brian “Hurricane” Hurley had not forgotten how to follow one. While he did not exactly snap to attention, Hurricane halted his advance, and turned to face Vaughn, who stood a few paces behind Von Heissel at the entrance doors.
“General, sir,” Hurricane filled the word with more contempt than Dodge would have thought possible for the typically genteel Hurley. “This man was tried in absentia by the Hague, and sentenced to be hanged by the neck until dead.” He enunciated each word as if reading from a warrant.
“Sergeant…” Vaughn took a breath. “Hurricane, the President of the United States has signed an executive order granting asylum to the man formerly named Baron Otto Von Heissel.”
Dodge’s breath caught in his throat. “You knew?”
“Of course, I knew. At first, I wasn’t any happier about this than you. But I had my orders. Von Heissel is a mechanical genius, and he was ready to share his expertise with the War Department in exchange for protection… a new identity and a grub stake. We would have been fools to turn him down.”
“So, he’s a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch? Is that it?”
“That’s the way the world works sometimes,” Vaughn said. “You might not like me very much, Dalton, but even you must realize that I follow orders whether I agree with them or not.”
Hurley turned his gaze back to Von Heissel. “Well, sir, I don’t take orders from anyone, anymore. And in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re not in America right now, so whatever assurances you made him don’t count for diddly-squat.”
Von Heissel continued to meet the menacing stare, outwardly unperturbed. “Mr. Hurley, I would ask you to consider that you are on my ship. I have dozens of loyal crewmen aboard who have sworn to protect me and carry out my every wish. If I desired to do you harm, why would I have sent them to rescue you from that mob at Alamut? And why would I reveal myself to you now? Surely, you can see that I have no malign intent.”
Dodge saw the conflict twisting inside his friend. He felt Nora’s hand still gripping his arm, silently repeating her plea. He gave her a reassuring nod, then stepped forward, putting himself between Hurricane and Von Heissel. “Baron, would you excuse us please? I’d like to talk to my friend. And you, General.”
Von Heissel seemed pleased by this, though his expression did not change. “By all means. I have a great many matters to attend to.” With a nod to the rest of the room, the man that was both Walter Barron and Baron Von Heissel turned and headed through the exit doors.
Vaughn let out a sigh, as if he’d been holding his breath. “Dalton, I know what you’re going to say.”
“With all due respect, sir, I don’t think you do.” He led them to a corner of the hall, well out of earshot of the rest of the group. “Listen, there’s something more going on here. Barron… Von Heissel… whatever he wants to call himself… is using us. Doc Newcombe told me as much; he told me that Barron is just using his relationship with the War Department to fund his research. I don’t think he has any intention of giving you a working death ray.”
Vaughn’s eyebrows drew together. “Whether he wants to or not, we’re going to get it, by God.”
Dodge shook his head. “I don’t think it’s that simple. There’s more going on here than we realize.”
Hurricane was still breathing heavily, struggling to keep his anger in check. “Of course there is. Von Heissel’s a snake, and he’s just waiting for his chance to strike.”
“I agree, but we don’t know what his plan is.”
“Doesn’t matter. I’ll kill him, and that will be the end of that.”
There wasn’t a trace of hyperbole in Hurricane’s declaration, and Dodge knew the big man was both capable and ready to make good on this threat. But he also knew that such precipitous action would spell doom for all of them. Von Heissel’s statement about his loyal crewmen had been a none-too-subtle reminder that they were already under his thumb.
Dodge turned to Vaughn. “General, you know more about this device than any of us… save maybe Doc Newcombe. How would it be used? I mean, as a weapon.”
Vaughn spread his hands. “Deployed from an airship like this. You pull up over a target, turn it on, and everything below turns to dust.”
“And if you were the one under attack, how would you defend against it?”
“Simple. I’d either shred the airship with anti-aircraft guns, or send a squadron of fighter planes to knock this gasbag out of the sky.”
Dodge nodded. “So, as a weapon, it’s not really that useful, is it?”
Vaughn opened his mouth, then closed it again as Dodge’s comment sank in.
“It has to be something like an airship,” Dodge said, “because it takes a few seconds for the device to do what it’s supposed to do. You have to be stationary over the target, and close to it too, maybe only a few hundred feet above it. If you put the wave generator on a bomber, flying over a couple thousand feet in the air at close to two hundred knots, it wouldn’t even give the people on the ground a headache.”
Vaughn mulled this over. Dodge could see that, in his eagerness to deliver a spectacular new weapon to the War Department, the former officer hadn’t considered such practical matters.
Dodge pressed his point. “And even if you somehow managed to get the airship in place, say for some kind of sneak attack, you’d maybe get to destroy one target before the enemy retaliated.”
“Majestic is armed,” Vaughn replied, but without much conviction. “Gun turrets and a squadron of fighters.”
“I saw those Sparrowhawks in the hangar,” Hurley said, considerably calmer than he had been a few seconds earlier. “Those’d last all of about a minute against modern fighter planes.”
“Von Heissel’s up to something. I think you know that, General. We need to figure out what his plan really is, and for now, that means going along with it. Helping him find what he’s looking for.”
Hurricane looked aghast. “Help him? Help him build a weapon that can destroy a city?”
“I don’t think that’s his plan. I’m sure whatever it is, it’s going to be much worse than that.” Dodge managed a wan smile. “But all of this hinges on the belief that an ancient travelogue, based on an even older legend, will lead us to a source of some mythical metal that will enable Von Heissel to actually make his machine work. I’d say the odds of that happening are pretty long.”
The earned a chuckle from the big man. “Well, I’ve seen crazier things happen. But you should know, I’m not one for play acting.”
“I think if you made all nice with Von Heissel, he’d be suspicious. All I’m saying is, try not to kill him, okay?” Dodge waited for Hurricane to nod his assent before adding: “Not yet, anyway.”
* * *
As he entered Majestic’s library, Dodge could not help but feel he was stepping into the lion’s den. Even as he had passed the message to a steward, requesting a private audience with Von Heissel, he had been acutely aware of the potential danger of such a meeting.
He didn’t yet know whether to count Von Heissel as an enemy, and although his instincts — and perhaps more importantly, Hurricane’s immovable position on the matter — told him that the Prussian noble was every bit the villain he had been two decades before, he had to know for sure. The question was, how could he probe that issue without goading the man into precipitous action?
Von Heissel stood calmly, hands clasped behind his back, gazing out the small porthole into the sky beyond. He turned at the sound of the door closing behind Dodge and inclined his head.
“Barron Von Heissel,” Dodge began. “Thank you for seeing me.”
“Please. In the eyes of the United States government, I am Walter Barron. I have a new name and a new life. Von Heissel is an artifact of the past.”
Dodge thought it interesting the man had chosen a surname so very close to his title; that didn’t seem like the action of a man eager to put his past away. “Very well, Mr. Barron, then. First, I wanted to thank you for orchestrating our rescue from Alamut.”
“Think nothing of it. In a sense, I was merely helping you and Mr. Hurley rescue my own crewmen who were unarmed and likely would have perished in the attack. I should be the one thanking you.”
Dodge nodded politely. “My airplane is presently tied up at the dock in Bandar-e Pahlavi, on the Caspian coast. I was hoping that you could see your way clear to drop us off there.”
“And by ‘us,’ you mean yourself and Mr. Hurley?”
Barron’s answer surprised Dodge a little. “Along with Dr. Newcombe, Mr. Lafayette and Miss Holloway. I’m sure they’d all like to get back to New York.”
The master of the Majestic offered a tight smile. “Of course, if that is what they wish, I have no objection. But as you are no doubt aware, I have engaged Dr. Newcombe in a matter of scientific research, and Mr. Lafayette is assisting me with my memoirs. Have they expressed a desire to depart?”
“No. Not as such. I had just assumed…” Dodge took a deep breath. “Mr. Barron, let me be straightforward with you. After the… incident in New York… the attempted kidnapping… I was told that it had been the intention of the kidnappers to take me. They got Lafayette by mistake.”
Barron’s expression betrayed nothing, so Dodge continued: “They thought that you wanted Doc Newcombe and myself. Doc is helping you build your wave device, but I’m wondering is why you wanted me.”
“You were told? By the anarchists responsible for the abduction?”
“One of them, yes.”
Barron smiled. “The answer is quite simple. I told you that Mr. Lafayette is working on my memoirs, but I had originally hoped that you would do so. You might say that I wanted to give you the opportunity to redress some of the… shall we say, slanderous accusations, that have appeared in your fiction. I had hoped that, given the chance to hear my side of the story, you might want to set the record straight.”
“Those are just stories. Until today, I didn’t even know you were a real person.”
“Be that as it may, I am not the villain you have portrayed me as.”
“I suppose I understand that, but as you just said, you aren’t Baron Von Heissel anymore. What difference would it make? Or am I missing something?”
Barron laughed. “Touché. It was, I suppose, a rather self-indulgent motivation, and as it turns out, quite unnecessary. Mr. Lafayette is a capable author, and quite eager to wield his pen on my behalf. The point is moot.”
“So that’s it? You just wanted someone to write for you?”
“That is what you do, is it not?”
“Among other things.” Dodge took another breath. “You’ve been working with General Vaughn; I’m sure he’s told you a little about some of what I’ve been involved in of late.”
“More than a little, actually.” Barron brought his fingers together under his chin in a thoughtful gesture. “Ah, I see. You perhaps imagined that I wanted you to help find the adamantine source.”
“It had crossed my mind.”
“I have employed Miss Dunn for that task, and she has proven quite capable thus far. But since you have raised the issue… and since it is evident that, acting on your own, you located the library at Alamut simultaneously, might I infer that you are interested in participating in the search? Or is it your intention to… what’s the expression? Beat me to the punch?”
Dodge shrugged. “I wouldn’t have a clue what to do with this adamantine stuff if I found it. But Doc Newcombe is my friend, so I’m more than willing to help him look for it.” He paused a moment. “I’d certainly hate to see it fall into the wrong hands.”
Barron laughed again. “As would I.”
He’s hiding something, Dodge thought. Barron’s measured replies hadn’t exactly been incriminating, but the very fact that he had so adeptly avoided any kind of emotional response only added to Dodge’s sense that the man formerly known as Baron Von Heissel was still very much the kind of man that Captain Falcon would have counted an enemy.
“You know, maybe I can help you find this adamantine. My plane can get where you’re going a lot faster than your airship. What if I were to take the search party there? Get a head start. With a little luck, by the time you show up, we’d have what you need.”
“That’s a very interesting offer, Mr. Dalton.”
“Sure. There’s room in the plane for the Doc and Miss Dunn, and a few others, too. And that wave device that Doc used in Alamut might come in handy.” Then, with a laugh, he added: “Hell, you can even send General Vaughn along to make sure I don’t misbehave.”
Dodge could almost hear the gears grinding in Barron’s head as the man considered the implications of what was being proposed. Dodge didn’t think Barron would give his assent, but if he did, it would go a long way to disproving the idea that he harbored villainous intent.
There was an alternative choice available to Barron; one that Dodge had hoped would not occur to the man. He almost groaned aloud when Barron abruptly clapped his hands together and declared: “An excellent idea. I’ll go with you.”

Chapter 15—Into the Pit

Dodge was more than a little surprised that their quest had brought him back to Naples, Italy. During the brief stopover only a few days earlier, he had been painfully aware of two things. First, that the breakneck pace of their journey was denying him an opportunity to actually enjoy the places they were visiting; and second, that the world was changing, and there was no guarantee that he’d get another chance to see these places again.
Dodge was acutely aware of the political situation in Italy. The Fascist government had grown increasingly belligerent, and diplomatic relations with the United States were strained to the breaking point. Of course, Italy had historically never thought of itself as a single nation, but rather a collection of small city-states, each with its own very distinctive cultural identity. The people of Naples saw themselves as Neopolitans, first and foremost; the political affairs of Rome were less important than the potential to earn some lira from tourists with deep pockets. And Walter Barron had very deep pockets.
Despite his apprehensions about traveling with Barron, the long flight had been incident-free. Hurricane sat in the front with Dodge, while the rest occupied whatever space they could find. The Catalina had been designed as a working military aircraft, so most of its empty seats were positioned according to utilitarian considerations like the bubble-windowed gun turrets — though the plane was not armed — and observation ports originally designed for spotting enemy submarines. The closest thing to conflict had been Fiona’s displeasure at being denied a chance to sit in the front. A relatively new pilot himself, Dodge understood her eagerness to broaden her experience, but he wanted to keep some distance between Hurricane and Barron.
Fiona’s can-do-anything attitude and her experience as a flyer also reminded Dodge a lot of Molly, and that led to a place in his mind he didn’t want to go.
Eight souls made the flight from the Caspian to the Tyrrhenian. In addition to Barron, Fiona and Newcombe, Vaughn had come along, at Dodge’s urging. Faced with the possibility that Barron might be up to no good, Dodge and the general had mutually put aside their prior differences.
The remaining two seats would have gone to a pair of crewmen, but upon learning of the flight, Nora Holloway had insisted on being allowed to come along, much to Lafayette’s dismay. Dodge wasn’t sure how he felt about having her along. He like her well enough, even though she also reminded him of his lost love, but his automatic instinct was to want to protect her from the uncertain dangers of traveling into the earth’s interior. Alamut had been bad enough; there was no telling what sort of perils they would face journeying into a place the ancients had associated with Hell itself. In the end however, it had been a very different consideration that had prompted him to let her come along; with her taking up one of the available seats, Barron would be able to bring along only one of his “loyal crewmen.”
If the arrangement bothered the industrialist, he gave no outward sign of displeasure. During the flight, he had contented himself with a seat in one of the gun turrets, more or less completely isolated from everyone else, but upon arriving in Naples, he had been personable in his dealings with Dodge as well as in making arrangements for an overnight stay before beginning the next phase of their search.
A short taxi ride brought them to Cumae, an ancient village that, Fiona informed them, had originally been settled by Greek colonists in 750 BC. Cumae had been the site of one of famed oracles of Apollo — the Sibyl of Cumae — who had seen visions of the future from her cave on the edge of the Avernus Crater and written her prophecies on oak leaves. The Sibyl had led Aeneas into the Underworld, evidently following a similar route as that taken by Odysseus… if, of course, the legends were to be believed.
What was known to be factual was that the crater did mark the site of a long dormant volcano, part of which was now filled with water to form the lake known locally as Lago d’Averno, and that the surrounding area was riddled with volcanic caves. Fiona expressed confidence in the Polybius account, which gave explicit directions through the underground labyrinth, using the Sybil’s cave as a starting point. In the time of Polybius, it would have been necessary to trek over the surrounding hills, but in the first century BC, a Roman architect named Lucius Cocceius Auctus had burrowed a half-mile long tunnel through Monte Grillo to connect Cumae with the lake. The tunnel, Grotta di Cocceio, was entirely man-made and elaborately decorated with statuary and colonnades, but as far as Dodge was concerned it marked the beginning of their voyage into Tartarus.
They were an odd-looking bunch of explorers. Fiona led the way, her translation of the Polybius account in hand, with Newcombe close behind, chattering about geology and possible scientific explanations for some of the phenomena associated with the place. Von Heissel—Barron, Dodge corrected himself — was right behind them, occasionally commenting on the scientist’s observations, but mostly keeping to himself. Vaughn stayed a few steps behind Barron, as if trying to maintain a buffer between the industrialist and Hurricane. Nora walked with Dodge and Hurricane, stopping frequently to write observations in her notebook, and Barron’s crewman brought up the rear. All in the party carried rucksacks containing supplies they might need for spelunking, but Hurricane carried an extra burden: the disassembled parts of the resonance wave generator. It was a bulky machine, but on the big man’s back it looked merely like just another backpack.
When they emerged from the tunnel, Fiona steered them toward the oracle’s grotto as if it was a journey she had made dozens of times before. Once there however, she began to pay more attention to the details of the environment, and walked with carefully measured steps, like someone counting the paces to find a pirate’s buried treasure.
Exactly like that, Dodge realized.
After trekking about a quarter of a mile along the lakeshore, she turned to the hillside formed by the edge of the crater and pointed. “It should be here.”
The rock face to which she pointed was indistinguishable from the surrounding landscape. If there was a cave leading into the hillside, countless centuries of erosion and drift had covered it and smoothed over the patch.
“You know,” Hurricane said nonchalantly, “if your stride is off by as much as an inch, we could be twenty… thirty yards from where we ought to be, and never realize it.”
“That’s why you’re carrying that thing on your back.” She turned to Newcombe. “Time to work your magic, Findlay.”
Hurricane eased the pack with the wave projector to the ground, and the scientist went to work reassembling it. Dodge drifted over to where Nora was, as ever, busy scratching notes in her journal.
“Quite a ways from the Big Apple,” he remarked.
She looked up, and he saw by her smile that his intrusion was not unwelcome. “Until this week, the farthest I’d been from home was Atlantic City.”
“I was a little surprised that you wanted to come along. I mean, we found Rodney, safe and sound. Mission accomplished?”
“Do you really have to ask? This is so much more fun that just sitting at the typewriter. Or do you think adventure is just a game for boys?”
“I’d much rather be back in my office, with no one trying to kill me, than out here in the middle of… where are we again?”
Nora wasn’t buying it. “You’d rather just write adventure stories than live them? I find that hard to believe.”
Dodge’s gaze drifted to where Newcombe was deploying seismographs in order to locate possible void spaces in the hillside that would indicate the location of the cave entrance, an entrance which, if the legends they were following were true, led to Hell itself. And if they found it, it might very well put a massively destructive weapon in the hands of a man with extraordinary resources and unpredictable loyalties. Viewed in that light, Nora’s question seemed patently foolish. He managed to keep his smile as he answered: “Someone once told me that adventure is the result of poor advanced planning. I’m all for a little world travel and sightseeing. I can do without the rest of it.”
A few moments later, Fiona gave a little cheer as Newcombe reported an empty space no more than a few feet into the hillside. Her estimate had been spot on. Newcombe made a quick adjustment to the machine and turned it on again.
Loose earth began to shower down as invisible waves pummeled the face of the crater, but the effect was most pronounced in the area directly in front of the device. The soil poured away, as if turned to water, revealing a ragged vertical slit. Even after the scientist switched it off, dirt continued to pour down from above the uncovered hole.
Dodge turned back to Nora. “I guess it’s time for the next adventure.”
* * *
Although he was aware of the rich history of Cumae and the surrounding area, it was only as he stepped into the cramped confines of the passage that it occurred to Dodge that he might be treading the same ground as the legendary heroes Odysseus and Aeneas, or at the very least, the ancients who had inspired them.
He realized that he hadn’t been entirely honest with Nora. No sane man enjoyed putting himself in danger, but there was an undeniable thrill in exploring the earth’s wild places, unlocking mysteries of the ancient past, and facing and overcoming hardship. Even more satisfying was the knowledge that, in the past at least, his actions had served a greater good. Perhaps that was why this affair was so troubling; he couldn’t shake the feeling that, even if Barron was not the villain Dodge feared him to be, a successful outcome would only result in the creation of a terrible weapon.
They moved single-file into the cave, with Hurricane, hunched over and dragging the bulky wave projector, barely scraping through some of the tighter spots. The passage wound erratically back and forth but Dodge felt certain they were descending. The air was stale and stank of old sulfur, evidence of its volcanic past, and although everyone carried an electric lantern, he felt the funereal gloom even more acutely than he had in the river-carved passages beneath Alamut.
The cavern opened up with unexpected abruptness. Dodge had just struggled through yet another of the tunnel’s needle-eyes, and suddenly found himself at an intersecting tunnel that was wider even than the train tunnel he’d explored back in Pennsylvania. The floor of the new tunnel sloped away from the junction in a series of terraces that looked at first glance like they had been cut deliberately by human artifice. At their base flowed a slow moving stream about fifty feet across. The still air smelled of rotten eggs and carried a sharp tang that stung his eyes and nose, and as he ventured out into the new passage, joining the group, his flashlight beam illuminated swirling vapors, which were rising from the narrow waterway.
“Sulfuric acid,” Newcombe warned. “I would strongly recommend that you avoid touching it.”
“This is Acheron,” Fiona said, almost reverently. “One of the rivers that carried the dead into the Underworld.”
“I don’t know about that. My guess would be seepage from the lake that acidifies as it passes through the surrounding rock matrix. These terraces probably correspond to periods of drought, when the lake level fell and the flow decreased.”
Ordinarily, Dodge would have drawn some comfort from the scientist’s rational assessment of the phenomenon, but somehow Fiona’s explanation felt closer to the mark.
“Acheron,” Fiona repeated. “We’re almost there.”
Acheron or not, Fiona’s prediction was again right on the money. They had been following the meandering course of the acidic river for about two hundred yards when Newcombe called everyone to a halt and shone his light into the deadly waters. The beam reflected off what looked like silver sand, just below the surface.
“Those are particles of metal. The acid dissolved the surrounding rock, leaving only the metal particles behind.”
“Is it adamantine?” Barron inquired.
“I can’t say with certainty, but it’s certainly some sort of rare earth metal that doesn’t react with the acid.” Newcombe backed away. “If it is naturally refined adamantine, then it’s no good to us. What we need will be in the rock all around us.”
Dodge flashed his light on the cavern walls, trying to pick out some glint of metal flakes in the rock, but it all looked the same to him.
“The ore will probably be indistinguishable from ordinary rock,” the scientist explained. “But it may have striations that look like quartz or some other material.”
“Polybius described gates made of the stuff,” Fiona insisted. “We need to keep going.”
She pressed on and there seemed little alternative but to follow. As they went forward however, Dodge saw evidence of what Newcombe had described. The cavern walls were shot through with streaks of white. And then, with the same abruptness that had heralded the discovery of the river, the tunnel ended. A slab of gray rock, laced with porous white crystals and nodules of glinting silver, stretched across the entire width of the passage. Part of the rock wall had been eroded by the river, but veins of metal had formed into stalactites that hung down into the acid stream, looking like the bars of some ancient portcullis.
Fiona grinned triumphantly. “As promised, gentlemen, I give you the gates of Tartarus.”
Dodge didn’t share her excitement. He was familiar enough with the substance Barron called “adamantine” to recognize it for what it was: the same metal that had been used by the builders of the Outpost in Antarctica to harness otherworldly energies. His contribution to the effort had been incidental; Fiona Dunn would have found both the library at Alamut and the gates of Tartarus on her own anyway, but Dodge could not escape the feeling that he had just handed Barron the prize.
Newcombe took out a small rock hammer and chipped away a pea-sized grain of metal. He allowed the bead to roll on his palm. “It’s very lightweight.”
Barron crowded forward, exhibiting uncharacteristic eagerness. “But is it adamantine?”
“It’s impossible to say with absolute certainty. The original samples I worked with had been refined. I was never able to find a melting point, or identify any chemicals that would react with it. But I was able to measure the density of the refined metal.” As he spoke, Newcombe took several pieces of laboratory equipment from his pack. He weighed the metal nugget, then transferred it to a graduated cylinder that was about half-filled with water. After taking precise measurements of the amount of water the specimen had displaced, he did some quick calculations, and nodded. “It’s the same. In fact, I’d say this sample is almost pure.”
Excitement danced in Barron’s eyes. “And the ore? Can you refine it chemically?”
“I’ll have to test it, but judging by the effects of the acid in the river, I think I can narrow the field quite a bit.”
“We can run those tests back on Majestic.” The industrialist’s voice took on a commanding tone. “Use the wave projector to pulverize the ore.”
Dodge saw a flicker of doubt in Newcombe’s eyes, but he did not give voice to his apprehensions. Instead, he meticulously packed up his lab equipment and then went to work assembling the resonance device.
Fiona seemed oblivious to their discussion. While Newcombe had been examining the sample, she had busied herself studying the wall itself. “How does it open?” She turned and caught Dodge’s eye. “The legends call them ‘gates.’ Gates open, they let you in. How does this open?”
Dodge wasn’t convinced that the legends could be taken at face value, but he had seen the metal relics from the Outpost become as fluid as quicksilver. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that those relics might have once been used to command the element in its raw form. That wasn’t something he wanted to explain to the archaeologist, however.
“It’s ready,” Newcombe said. He positioned the wave device a few feet away from the wall. “Stand back.”
As soon as Fiona was clear, he activated the switch.
Dodge had seen the device used twice previously, once to deadly effect, and thought he knew what to expect, but this time it was different. He immediately felt the silent vibrations in every nerve of his body, as if he was holding onto a gigantic tuning fork. As the seconds ticked by, the sensation intensified into debilitating agony. From one moment to the next, the entire party of explorers dropped to their knees, in the grip of an overwhelming sensory experience.
An involuntary wail escaped from between Dodge’s clenched teeth. He heard similar cries and groans from his companions, and still the pain grew. Dodge knew that he was only seconds away from paralysis, and with a supreme effort of will, reached past Newcombe and swiped his hand at the wave projector’s power switch.
In that instant, a chorus of shrieks erupted from the dark confines of the cavern.
The vibration ceased as soon as Dodge hit the switch, but the shrieking continued. Dodge felt a tingle of fear shoot through his body that had nothing to do with the wave device, and as soon as he could move again, he directed his flashlight beam into the shadowy depths of the passage behind them.
Something moved there, flashing out of view as if the touch of the light was anathema.
Despite his legendary fortitude, Hurricane had been as helpless as the rest of the group during the strange episode, but he recovered quickly when he glimpsed the figure moving in the tunnel. He whipped his pistols out and aimed them down the tunnel, following the sweep of Dodge’s light, searching for a target.
The shrieking subsided slowly, and Dodge knew that it had not been a single voice crying out, but rather a chorus of voices, issuing from all around them.
“I think we woke someone up,” Hurricane said.
Barron turned to his crewman, whom Dodge now saw was also armed with a pistol. “Go see what that was.”
The man blanched visibly at the command, but nodded tersely and set out, flashlight in one hand, gun in the other.
“I’ll go with you,” Hurricane said.
“What the hell just happened to us?” Vaughn asked.
Newcombe adjusted his glasses. “Conductivity. Stupid of me really. Metal is an excellent conductor of energy. We’re surrounded by the ore, so the energy from the waves was all around us.”
“You could have killed us all,” the general grumbled.
The accusation was not altogether warranted, but if Newcombe had an answer, it was forgotten as Barron pushed forward to examine the results of the attempt. “Never mind that. It worked.”
Indeed, directly in front of the wave generator, a hole about three feet in diameter had appeared. Sloping away from the hole was a pile of what looked like fine sand. Barron shrugged out of his rucksack, unceremoniously dumped out the contents, and began scooping handfuls of the dust into the bag.
Dodge poked his light into the hole and saw that it went clean through — a depth of at least five feet — and opened into the darkness beyond. “Gates let you in,” he muttered. If Fiona and the myths she followed were right, on the other side of that hole was the legendary land of the dead.
He turned his attention back to where Hurricane and Barron’s crewmen were cautiously making their way down the tunnel. The conductive properties of the adamantine might have conducted the wave generator’s energy back at them, but it was not the source of the shrieking they had heard. Not directly at least.
“What do you think that noise was?” he asked Newcombe.
“An animal of some kind—”
Another scream cut off the scientist’s speculations, but this one was all too human. The flashlight beams from the lights held by Hurricane and the other scout suddenly began dancing crazily, illuminating random spots on the walls and ceiling. Dodge shot his light down the tunnel, and even though he knew that something was dreadfully wrong, what he saw beggared belief.
The tunnel was filled with pale, vaguely humanoid shapes. They were small — though they were hunched over, even the tallest of them was only about waist high — and moved quickly, making it almost impossible to get a good look at their faces. Dodge saw no eyes; only rat-like teeth and claws, and ghostly white, naked bodies. The creatures seemed to ooze from the rock, slipping through cracks in the walls and ceiling that had gone unnoticed when the explorers had passed through only a few moments before.
Hurricane was still on his feet, but just barely. Dozens of the creatures were swarming over him, gripping his arms and legs. Though individually they could not hope to budge him, their collective mass was driving him closer to the acidified river.
Barron’s crewman had already succumbed to that fate. The lone scream they had heard at the onset of the attack had been his last outcry. He lay unmoving in the toxic flow, his flesh already boiling off his bones.
Hurricane struggled mightily against the assault, stripping his assailants off, but for every one that he flung away, three more moved in to take its place. With every passing second, their victory became more certain.
Even as Dodge racked his brain to come up with some way to help his friend, he saw some of the creatures advancing past the struggle, sniffing the air as they caught the scent of more intruders in their midst.
In a rush of inspiration, Dodge turned the wave projector toward another section of the wall. “Brace yourselves,” he shouted. “This is going to hurt.”
He flipped the switch.
The vibration instantly permeated every square inch of the cavern, and Dodge felt his nerve endings come alive with pain. The creatures screamed again, and this time their howl was deafening. They fell to the cave floor, writhing in agony, and in their midst, Hurricane also fell to his knees.
Dodge switched the device off and hastened to help his friend, but the big man waved him off. “I’m fine!”
He struggled to his feet, half-stumbling back to the rejoin the rest of the group. The creatures were recovering almost as quickly however, and the vibrations had only served to further amplify their mindless rage.
“We’ve got to get out of here,” Barron shouted.
Vaughn shook his head grimly. “We’re not getting out that way.”
Dodge thought the general was being optimistic. A wave of pale flesh — dozens of demonic shapes, driven by primal rage — rolled toward them, blocking the only avenue of escape.

Chapter 16—Land of the Dead

“Everyone! Go through that hole,” Dodge shouted.
“We don’t know what’s on the other side.”
In the urgency of the moment, Dodge couldn’t tell who had lodged that protest. “We know what’s on this side. Go! Now!”
He spun the wave projector around, aiming it into the mass of approaching creatures, and turned it on.
The vibrations filled the cavern once more, but this time the sensation was marginally more tolerable. Although they were surrounded by adamantine ore, most of the wave energy was expended on the flesh of the bestial swarm. Several of the creatures in the center of the group simply dropped as their bones were pulverized. The rest peeled away, shrieking like the damned, but were nevertheless momentarily rendered helpless as the invisible waves reverberated through the metal walls of the cavern and permeated their bodies.
Dodge did not linger to survey his handiwork, but turned to see Vaughn squirming through the hole in the “gate.” Nora, Fiona and Barron had apparently already gone through. Hurricane was at Dodge’s side, his pistols drawn and ready.
“Your turn,” Dodge said, turning the wave device to sweep the tunnel with its invisible energy. “I’m right behind you.”
Hurricane holstered the guns and clapped Dodge on the shoulder. “You’d better be.”
As soon as the big man stuck his head and shoulders into the opening, Dodge made one final adjustment to the projector, tilting it back so that its energy pounded into the rock overhead. The vibrations immediately increased to a fever pitch and fine particles of sand began to pour down from the ceiling, but Dodge had no intention of turning it off now. He gritted his teeth against the near-paralyzing agony, and thrust himself into the hole with such force that he shot out the other side and tumbled into the darkness.
Before Dodge could even raise his head to take stock of his surroundings, the earth groaned and a different kind of tremor shuddered through the stone beneath his feet as the ceiling above the abandoned wave projector collapsed in a thunderous cave in. The vibrations ceased instantly, as did the screams of the enraged creatures.
Hurricane aimed a flashlight and one of his pistols into the hole, but the only thing that came through after them was sand, pouring through the opening like water from a pipe. The flow trickled to a stop within seconds, but there was little doubt that the other end was completely covered in debris.
Dodge sagged back against the wall, struggling to shake off the effects of the vibrations and the post-adrenaline fatigue. It’s not over, he reminded himself. “Is everyone okay?”
“Where’s Erik?” Barron asked.
Erik. The crewman from Majestic. Dodge felt sick as an image of the man’s horrible demise flashed in his mind’s eye. “He didn’t make it.”
“Dodge. Look.” Nora stood nearby, shining her light away from the wall, into the darkness of the cavern, and Dodge groaned as the expectation of some new and probably much worse threat sent a new surge of adrenaline coursing through his veins.
What now?
He took in his immediate surroundings first: the huddled group of explorers; Hurricane with flashlight and pistol, bracing for another attack; Barron, clutching his rucksack full of adamantine ore; Newcombe, Fiona, Vaughn… unhurt, confused, with just one electric lamp between them. Nora was closer to Dodge, but he now saw her wrapped in a strange mist that shimmered in the diffuse light. The cloud was thickest near the cavern floor, which was almost completely obscured, but whorls of vapor filled the rest of the vast chamber. The beam from Nora’s lamp looked like a solid glowing shaft as it stabbed out through the misty darkness.
His other senses began transmitting a rush of information as well. His skin registered a strange tingling, like the mild burn of mentholatum oil or a freshly sliced onion. He tasted and smelled it too; the sharp odor of sulfur, but something else that he couldn’t quite pin down. After only a few breaths, he realized that he was starting to feel lightheaded.
Poisonous gas?
If the air was toxic, then it was already too late for all of them, but for the moment, the effects seemed mostly benign.
His gaze finally reached the objective Nora was illuminating. He had half-expected to find another group of the strange pale creatures advancing toward them, but this was nothing like that.
“My God!” Fiona exclaimed as she turned her light onto the distant target. “It’s amazing. We’ve found the city of Hades.”
The tiny circles of light could barely capture the grandeur of the subterranean necropolis, but everywhere the beams touched, they revealed elaborate staircases and columns, hewn out of solid rock. The nearest of the structures was only about fifty yards away — a bridge that spanned the acid river as it wended into the heart of the strange city. Its arch joined with the rock on either side of the river, well above the corrosive flow. The furthest extent of the city lay far beyond the reach of the flashlight beams. Yet, the architecture was not the most fantastic aspect of the place.
“Turn off the lights,” Dodge said. He heard grumbles of protest. “Just for a moment.”
One by one, the beams switched off, plunging them into darkness. The sudden loss of visual cues triggered a mild wave of vertigo, probably intensified by the omnipresent fumes.
“Is this really a good idea?” Vaughn asked.
“Give it a minute.” Dodge strained his eyes, willing his pupils to dilate, wondering if he had really seen what he thought he had.
“I’ll be damned,” Hurricane whispered. “It’s glowing.”
Dodge recalled that his friend had always possessed exceptional night-vision, but after a few more seconds, he too saw it: a faint orange light spilling from walls of the cavern all around them.
“Phosphorescent lichens,” Newcombe explained. “It makes perfect sense. There would have to be an entire biological system down here to support those creatures.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Vaughn said.
“A food chain. Those beasts were obviously carnivores; you saw their teeth. Carnivores have to have prey. The prey animals — insects probably, or small rodents — would also have to have a food source. On the surface, it would be plant life, but down here, plants can’t grow… not ordinary plants at least. Plants need energy to live and produce. These lichens must get their energy from chemical reactions instead of sunlight. I think we’ve found an entirely new type of ecological system.”
“Well, hooray for us,” Hurricane said sourly.
As the scientist spoke, Dodge’s eyes continued to adjust to the point where he could make out some of the outlines of columns and temple roofs.
Suddenly the image evaporated in a blaze of artificial light as Fiona switched on her lantern. “I’ll leave you to look at the local flora,” she said. “I simply must explore the city.”
“Wait…” Dodge’s protest fell on deaf ears. Fiona was already forging ahead, striding toward the bridge. He turned to the others, shaking his head. “She’s probably right. If we’re going to find a way out of here, we need to look around. But we should stay together.”
The remaining members of the group assented and quickly hurried to join the intrepid archaeologist. Dodge waited for Newcombe to pass and fell into step beside him. “What do you make of this mist?”
“It’s probably a mixture of evaporating acid and the byproduct of the chemical reaction that sustains the lichens. There might be some volcanic gases in the mix as well.”
“Is it poisonous?”
“So far the effects seem mild. Nevertheless, it goes without saying that it’s probably not the best thing for us to be breathing. The longer we’re exposed to it, the more likely we are to experience more dramatic consequences. Fatigue, hallucinations perhaps.”
“Getting out is pretty high on my list of priorities,” Dodge said. “This ecological system you mentioned… if it’s part of the food chain for those creatures, then that means they can get in here, right?”
“Ah, I see what you mean.” The scientist nodded enthusiastically. “If the creatures can move on both sides of the gate, then there must be another way out. Of course, their prey might be very small animals that can get through miniscule spaces in the rock. But yes, it’s quite probable that there is a network of passages running through the entire underground complex.”
“Meaning we ain’t seen the last of those things?” Hurricane asked from behind them.
Dodge didn’t answer. Instead, he quickened his pace and caught up to Fiona, just as she passed between two enormous columns that appeared to reach all the way to the ceiling of the cavern, evidently marking the entrance to the city.
“What have you figured out about this place?” he asked her. “Can you tell who built it?”
“No, and that’s what’s so fascinating.” She directed her light to a series of columns that lined a staircase that ascended to another tier of the city. Swirls of fog rolled off the structures at the touch of the light, creating ghostly shapes that danced and cavorted in the periphery of Dodge’s vision. Just a trick of the light, he thought, but then he recalled Newcombe’s warning about hallucinations resulting from exposure to the strange vapors. He shook his head and tried to concentrate on what Fiona was saying.
“Cumae was settled by Greeks in the seventh century BC, but most of their building projects didn’t really get underway until much later. During that period and in this region, they employed the Doric style of column building — columns assembled out of smaller pieces, stacked one atop another, gradually tapering toward the top, with a broader capital supporting the roof. The Etruscans who occupied most of northern Italy, and some of the area surrounding modern Naples, used a similar style of architecture, though they worked mostly in wood.”
“But this is different?”
“These columns don’t utilize the Doric tradition. They’re a single piece of stone, and perfectly straight.” She laid a hand on the nearest upright. “Smooth. No tool marks.
“This entire city, from what I can tell, appears to be carved from out of solid volcanic rock. That, in itself, isn’t so strange. The cities of Petra and Cappadocia were carved out of rock by ancient peoples, so the idea isn’t that outrageous. What’s different here is the level of detail and workmanship. There are false columns in Petra — facades, really — that are modeled after Roman and Greek styles, but the oldest parts of the city, the parts dating back to the same time period as the Greek settlement here, are square and much more utilitarian. This…” She gestured at the city. “This is a masterpiece. It would have taken a hundred years to carve this out, and thousands of laborers and craftsmen. And yet here it is, buried and forgotten. Why?”
“Didn’t Egyptian Pharaohs build elaborate tombs, and then bury them in the desert to keep them safe?”
“Nothing on this scale.” She turned to him, a look of awe in her eyes. “I honestly have no idea how, or even why, this place exists.”
“There will be time aplenty for you to uncover that secret,” Barron interjected, joining them. “But first we must accomplish our mission. You have led us to Tartarus, Miss Dunn. Now you must lead us out again.”
With palpable disappointment, Fiona nodded, and resumed her trek into the city. Newcombe caught up to Dodge a moment later and pulled him to the side of the path. Dodge expected to hear more biological observations, but the scientist had something else on his mind.
“Dodge, when I was in Antarctica, I had a… a glimpse of the past. I saw the ancients — the ones who built the Outpost. Their city looked just like this.”
“I wondered about that. This must be where they mined the adamantine to make their devices.”
Newcombe frowned as if Dodge had missed the point. “Their reach extended across the entire globe. I believe that may explain the similarities in the myths and legends of different cultures around the world. But their civilization was centered in Asia, far from here. It was their technology that enabled them to explore the rest of the world. They would have needed their devices to find this place and carve out the city.”
“So it’s a chicken-or-egg question.” Dodge tried to ponder the paradox, but his mind felt sluggish, mired in a mist-induced fugue. “Maybe they found a different source of the metal somewhere else, and then after getting established, used the technology to find and create this place.”
“Possibly. But I have another hypothesis. Some scientists theorize there is a network of connected caves that run throughout the earth’s crust, like the pores of a sponge. I think that may be how the ancients were able to find places like this. They must have extensively traveled the roads of the subterranean world.”
Hurricane, who had been listening from a few steps away, joined the conversation. “Do you mean there’s a tunnel here that leads to India?”
Newcombe nodded. “Or rather a tunnel that connects with another tunnel and another. And not just India. There are vast cave systems on every continent. Africa, South America… If we started walking, we might eventually reach Mammoth Cave, in Kentucky.”
“That’s a bit further than I’m prepared to travel right now.”
“You and me both, Hurricane.” Dodge said. “So, wandering around exploring the cave could get us lost forever. What are our other options?”
“The way we came in is the only sure pathway back to the surface.”
Hurricane scowled. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Doc, there’s a small army of ugly beasties between us and the exit door. And from what I can tell, Dodge’s little trick with that gizmo of yours brought the roof down, which is the only reason why those critters didn’t come in after us.”
“If there are other passages that connect this cavern with what’s on the other side, then those creatures may already be on their way here.”
Dodge studied the scientist’s face, looking for some small seedling of hope. “He’s right, Hurricane. Like it or not, our best chance to get out of here is to find a way to get back through that gate.”
Hurricane sighed. “I suppose digging is as good as walking. Won’t be easy though.”
“Maybe there’s a better way.” He glanced up the path and saw that the rest of the group was getting spread out. He called out to them, mindful of the fact that his shout might attract attention from the unseen denizens of the cavern. When they were finally assembled, Dodge led them all back to the bridge where he quickly explained the situation, leaving out Newcombe’s revelation about the link to the builders of the Outpost. “We can’t afford to spend hours looking for an exit,” he concluded. “And digging through the cave in could take even longer, but I think there’s another way through the gate. The river has been eating away at that wall for centuries. The gate is thinnest there, and there are already cracks that the river flows through. We might be able to break through to the other side.”
“Not to rain on your parade,” Vaughn countered. “But you do remember that the river is made of pure sulfuric acid, don’t you?”
Dodge nodded. “That river has been here a long time. It was here when they built the city; that’s why there’s this bridge. We need to look around and find something we can use to build a platform or a causeway.”
Hurricane leaned over the side of the bridge and cast his light down onto the fog shrouded surface of the river. “How ‘bout a boat?”
* * *
It was, in retrospect, ridiculously obvious.
The ancient architects had built their subterranean city long the banks of the river Fiona had dubbed “Acheron” for a reason. While the acid flow could not sustain life or facilitate agriculture, there was one trait the stream shared with its freshwater counterparts on the surface; it was a natural means of easy transportation.
In legends of the underworld, a mythical ferryman — Charon, in both Greek and Roman mythology — bore the souls of the dead into the afterlife, guiding his boat along the river that separated the living from the dead.
Of course, both the city and the river existed firmly in the realm of the real, and the usefulness of the latter to the long forgotten citizens of the former was almost certainly banal in nature, but whatever their purpose, the ancients had left behind one of their boats.
Dodge and Hurricane made their way cautiously down to the craft, which appeared to be made completely of adamantine. It resembled a flat-bottomed canoe, about fifteen feet in length, and had been left on the bank just downstream of the bridge. Jutting out of its interior was a long pole of the same metal. A quick inspection revealed that the hull was sound, and given its composition, Dodge was confident that it would not spring a leak. Nevertheless, he wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea of venturing out onto the deadly river.
“I’ll do this,” Hurricane said. “Remember, I’m pretty good at breaking through walls.”
Dodge shook his head. “If those creatures show up, your guns are about the only chance we’ve got of holding them off.”
The big man simply nodded, and gripped the prow of the boat as Dodge climbed aboard. “Hang on,” he said, and when Dodge was situated, he gave it the craft a sturdy shove, launching it into the stream.
The river was almost completely hidden in a blanket of mist, and as the boat splashed into it, vapor spilled over the sides, filling the bilges. The gentle current immediately tugged at the boat, drawing it further away from the bridge, but Dodge extended the pole cautiously into the river finding the bottom only a few feet down, and pushed back. As he punted the craft under the arch of the bridge, he glanced up into the expectant eyes of the rest of the group. “See you back at the gates.”
The task of propelling the boat upstream was not particularly arduous, but after just a few minutes of exertion, Dodge felt lightheaded. The river course was the lowest place in the cavern and the concentration of vapors was greater here. The giddy sensation was not much different than the effect of a couple pints of beer, but he made a conscious effort to avoid abrupt movements that might cause him to lose his balance.
He will….
Dodge froze at the sound, tightening his grip on the punt. The current pulled the boat back, curling it around the pole, but Dodge remained statue still for a moment.
“Hearing things,” he muttered. “This mist is getting to me.”
He shoved the boat forward again.
He will destroy….
Dodge tried to ignore the whisper — the auditory hallucination — and continued methodically pushing the little craft through the fog.
He will betray you. Don’t trust him.
This time, the sound was no mere whisper, but a stern warning, delivered by a voice that was eerily familiar.
“That’s helpful,” Dodge said, under his breath. He knew exactly what the warning meant — a warning that surely originated from his own subconscious. Deep down, he knew that Von Heissel was plotting something terrible, and that he would betray Dodge as soon as he had what he wanted.
He will destroy everything.
I know that voice, Dodge thought. But from where?
He tried again to focus on the immediate goal, all too conscious of the fact that every moment spent breathing the poisonous air surely brought him closer to the point where hallucinations would give way to delirium and unconsciousness.
He will betray you.
The mist directly ahead of him coalesced into a face, a ghostly image repeating the warning, now amplified to a stentorian roar.
He will destroy everything.
The face dissolved as Dodge punted the boat through, but the brief glimpse was enough for him to recognize the phantom his subconscious had conjured to give voice to his misgivings about Barron. Though they had met in life only briefly and under extraordinary circumstances, he nevertheless felt an intimate connection to the man.
“Captain Falcon. I guess this really is the land of the dead.”
The mist poured into the boat, taking on form and texture, and suddenly Captain Zane Falcon was sitting before him. He looked exactly as Dodge described him in the stories; handsome, with a strong aquiline nose, wearing a slightly faded military uniform, with his signature hatchet tucked in his belt. His piercing eyes commanded Dodge’s attention as his lips began to move. Baron Von Heissel is evil beyond redemption. Do not trust him. He will betray you. He will destroy everything.
“I kind of got that the first time you said it.” Dodge shook his head. Stupid. Don’t waste your breath talking to hallucinations. Get to the gate.
Falcon’s specter evaporated as Dodge gave the boat another push, and the gate came into view. The fog was thinner here, and he could see the surface of the river, trickling through the hanging tooth-like stalactites of naturally refined adamantine that hung down into the acidic water. One more thrust brought the prow up against the metal spikes, and he took hold of them with one hand to hold the boat in place.
He scanned the bank for the rest of the group, but saw no hint of their presence. Even the glow of their flashlights was concealed by the pervasive mist. He pushed down the lump of concern that was rising in his throat, and bent himself to the task to prying apart the bars of the naturally occurring portcullis. He carefully laid the punting pole in the boat, and gripped the protrusions with both hands experimentally pushing and pulling to see if there was any give. There wasn’t; the stalactites didn’t budge.
“Dodge.”
This time, the voice caught him unaware. Startled, he jumped almost jumped back, and only the fact of his grip on the spikes saved him from completely upsetting the craft. He felt the boat rock beneath him; the gunwales dipped perilously close to the acid surface.
“Dodge,” the voice repeated again, not Falcon this time, but someone even closer to his heart.
“Just another hallucination,” Dodge whispered, but this time he wasn’t convinced. Even as he told himself to ignore the voice, his found himself twisting around to look back into the fog.
“Padre?”
Father Nathan Hobbs stepped out of the dense vapors, walking it seemed on the surface of the acid river. He looked exactly as he had the last time Dodge had seen him, but his face was twisted with worry. Or was it pain? “Dodge. The prisoner has returned.”
Dodge shook his head, but his attempts to dismiss the phantom were futile. The Padre kept advancing. “You must prepare. The prisoner has returned. He will destroy everything.”
“The prisoner? Why would you call him that?” This is a hallucination; why would my subconscious call him that?
The Padre stepped over the boat, passing so close that Dodge thought he felt the whisper touch of Hobbs’ cassock brushing against his leg. The priest turned to him, commanding Dodge’s full attention. “You must be ready. The time is near.”
“What…?”
The Padre then reached out and grasped the stalactites, just below Dodge’s hands. The metal grew warm and soft in Dodge’s grip, and with almost no effort at all, he spread the spikes apart, creating a gap wide enough for the boat to slip through.
“Thank—”
Hobbs was gone.
Of course he’s gone. He was never there at all. It was a hallucination.
But the stalactites had moved, and the way out was now open.
A light flashed in his face, and Hurricane’s voice reached out to him. “Dodge, are you there?”
“I’m here.” He picked up the pole and punted the boat closer to the bank where his companions were gathered. “It’s open. I think we can get through.”
He studied their expectant faces. Nora’s eyes gleamed with admiration. Newcombe looked hopeful, while Fiona’s face expressed faint disappointment at having to leave yet another ancient wonder behind. Vaughn and Hurricane wore stern, wary expressions; they knew from experience that the battle was not over until the troops were safe at home. Barron, with his rucksack full of adamantine ore, could not hide his eagerness.
Evil beyond redemption… He will destroy everything.
Dodge shook his head, trying to banish the whispers of doubt and paranoia. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
But the Padre’s warning continued to echo in his head. The prisoner has returned… You must be ready.
What did that mean?
* * *
Like the antithesis of mythical Charon, Dodge ferried living souls up the Acheron and out of the underworld. It required three trips. Hurricane went in the first trip — along with Nora just in case the pale creatures were still there, poised to attack. The caution was thankfully unwarranted. There was no sign of the fierce animals; they had even taken away their dead. Dodge left Hurley and Nora on the bank, and threaded the small boat back through the opening to pick up Barron and Newcombe. Fiona and General Vaughn went in the final trip.
It wasn’t until he abandoned the boat and climbed up the riverbank that Dodge got a good look at the aftermath of the earlier attack and the cave-in he had triggered. A head-high pile of gritty adamantine-rich sand was heaped against the gate, completely blocking the hole through which they had passed. Somewhere beneath it lay the wreckage of the wave device.
“A pity it’s gone,” Barron said, but that was his only comment.
As the nominal authority on the paths of the underworld, Fiona led the way, with Hurricane close at her side, guns drawn to meet any threat. The rest of the group followed behind them, two by two when possible, with Dodge bringing up the rear. They moved quickly, without complaint, especially when passing beneath shadowy recesses that they knew might harbor the cavern’s pale denizens.
They reached the junction with the first tunnel much sooner than Dodge expected and soon were threading their way through the cramped passage. Although the narrow cave hampered their progress, the knowledge that they were almost free of the underworld’s embrace filled them all with a sense of urgency, and seemingly in no time at all, a glimmer of natural light greeted their eyes. At the rear of the pack, Dodge felt a growing impatience as the group seemed to hit a bottleneck at the exit. Finally, his turn came and he pushed free into the open air.
His joy was short lived. As he blinked against the harsh glare of the sun, he saw that they were not alone. Four men, Sorensen and three others wearing the uniforms of Majestic’s crew, stood in a line facing the hillside. Even before his eyes could adjust to the brightness, he saw that they were armed with Thompson sub-machine guns, and that the weapons were trained on his friends.

Chapter 17—The High Road to Trouble

Dodge came to a dead stop in the mouth of the tunnel. For an instant, he contemplated retreating back inside, but knew that would accomplish nothing.
As if reading his mind, Barron said, “Come out and join your friends, Mr. Dalton.”
Dodge complied with a grimace. One of the gunmen took his flashlight and brusquely motioned for him to join the rest of the group. Vaughn and Hurricane glowered at their captors, while the others simply looked confused. “I wish I could say this comes as a surprise, Von Heissel, but I never really trusted you.”
“And I never believed that you had.” Barron turned away as if he had already grown weary of the banter, and began conversing with Sorensen.
Dodge saw the two autogyros, parked nearby in an open area, and scanned the sky until he found the fat cigar shape of Majestic high above. He edged closer to Hurricane.
“I should’ve tossed him in that river,” the big man growled under his breath.
“I figured he’d turn on us,” Dodge said. “I just didn’t think he’d make his move this soon.”
Vaughn nodded to the men, then spoke loud enough for their captors to hear. “You’ve made a grave mistake, Barron. You were on thin ice with the War Department as it was; now you’re finished.”
Von Heissel glanced back and laughed. “Indeed I am, General. Finished playing games with you, that is. I’ve got what I needed. My arrangement with the War Department no longer serves any useful purpose.”
Dodge saw an opening. “You only think you’ve got it. There’s barely enough adamantine ore in that sack of yours to make a pie tin, and you don’t even know how to use it.”
“Give me some credit, Dalton. I’m not the buffoon you portrayed me as in your stories. That’s what I have Dr. Newcombe for.”
The scientist’s eyes widened. “You don’t actually think I’m still going to help you.”
Von Heissel chuckled. “But you are, my dear doctor. You will do exactly what I want in order to spare Miss Dunn any unnecessary discomfort. Oh yes, I’ve seen the look in your eyes when she walks into the room. You will do as I ask. Who knows? Perhaps when all this is finished, I will permit the two of you to have a life together in the new world I will create.”
Newcombe swallowed nervously, but whether it was because of Von Heissel’s threat, or embarrassment at having his feelings for Fiona discussed so publicly, Dodge could not say.
The baron turned to Sorensen. “Take Miss Dunn and Dr. Newcombe back to Majestic. See that he begins work on the sample straightaway, then return for the rest of us.”
“What about the writer?”
“He still amuses me. And it may be useful to have another hostage if Dr. Newcombe needs an object lesson.”
The pilot took a step forward and motioned with the barrel of his sub-machine gun. “You heard him.”
Fiona dropped her hands to her hips defiantly. “Walter, you traitorous bastard. If you think you can use me to—”
Sorensen silenced her with a slap that sent her reeling backward. Newcombe tried to catch her, but the force of the blow caused both of them to stumble against the hillside. “This will be easier if you’re conscious,” the dark pilot snarled, “but it’s not absolutely necessary. Your choice.”
“Go along with him, Doc,” Dodge said. He wanted to say more, to tell the scientist that the best way to stop Von Heissel was to stay alive, but he didn’t dare say it aloud. “And take care of Fiona. She’s no part of this.”
The baron laughed again, but said nothing more as the two captives were pulled from the group and ushered toward one of the waiting aircraft. As the Sorensen started the engine, Hurricane whispered: “I think the writing’s on the wall for us.”
“If we’re going to get out of this,” Vaughn added, “we need to make our move soon.”
Dodge didn’t doubt that the two former soldiers would act decisively and without hesitation. He could almost picture them charging the three gunmen, braving a storm of .45 caliber rounds and either seizing the day or dying in the attempt. But going out in a blaze of glory wouldn’t stop the baron from achieving whatever it was he intended. And there was someone else to consider. Moving slowly, so as not to arouse the suspicions of their captors, he got closer to Nora. “Be ready.”
She nodded.
As the autogyro hopped into the sky, Dodge grabbed her by the arm and propelled her toward the mouth of the cave.
The gunmen reacted slowly, but as Dodge reached the opening, the bullets started to fly. Hurricane dropped to a crouch and swept up a double-fistful of loose rocks, which he hurled at the three crewmen. He then shoved the general toward the cave and plunged into the darkness after him.
* * *
Newcombe caught only a glimpse of the scuffle on the ground before Sorensen banked away, cutting off his line of sight, but it was enough to fill him with hope. As long as Dodge was alive, there was a chance.
He settled back in the cramped cockpit. The space had been designed for a single passenger, but Sorensen had told Fiona to sit on Newcombe’s lap. It was a degree of contact he could only have dreamed about, but given the circumstances, he took little joy from the experience.
But then he she pressed her cheek against his. “Findlay, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”
She had to shout to be heard over the roar of the engine and the whistle of the wind, but her entreaty was no less meaningful. “It’s not your fault at all,” he answered. “None of us knew who he really was. But if anyone can stop him, it’s Dodge.”
“Findlay, we can’t wait around for the cavalry to charge in and save us.”
Dodge’s parting words still rang in his ears. Go along… take care of Fiona. So also did Von Heissel’s boast about creating a new world.
After learning Barron’s true identity, Dodge had shared his concerns about what Von Heissel’s broader goal might be. Building a bigger version of the wave generator was merely an intermediate step toward that unknown objective. Simply escaping from the baron’s clutches wasn’t going to be good enough. With or without Newcombe’s help, Von Heissel was going to carry out his dark purpose. Newcombe knew that if he cooperated, or at least seemed to, there was a chance he might be able to figure out what the baron was really up to. And just maybe, stop him.
* * *
Dodge had wondered if the baron’s men would simply cut their losses and return to the airship, but as he scrambled through the darkness, urging Nora forward, sporadic gunfire behind them indicated otherwise. The bullets ricocheted from the walls, showering them with chips of rock.
It wasn’t until they reached the junction near the river that Dodge was able to ascertain that Hurricane and Vaughn were still alive, and but for a few scrapes, uninjured. As the big man tumbled out of the narrow passage, Dodge saw a flicker of light — their own flashlights, now in the hands of Von Heissel’s goons.
“They’re still coming.” Despite the dire pronouncement, Hurricane’s voice was like a solid rock of hope.
“I hope you’ve got a better plan than to just keep running,” Vaughn said, sourly.
Dodge was about to utter a caustic retort when he heard Nora’s sibilant “Shhh!”
He resisted the urge to question her, and in the silence that followed, he was glad he did. They were not alone. The darkness was filled with the soft sound of breathing and the scrape of claws on stone.
A burst of gunfire erupted from the opening. The bullets cracked harmlessly against the cavern wall on the far side of the acid river, but in the fleeting spark-light, he saw pale forms moving up the tunnel from the direction of the gates.
Before any of them could move however, a flashlight beam stabbed out of the passage and the first of the baron’s men burst into view, gun in one hand, flashlight in the other.
Hurricane acted decisively. He gripped the smoking barrel of the man’s Tommy gun, and wrenched it loose. The gunman stumbled headlong down the terraced slope and splashed into the river.
Dodge caught just a glimpse of the man surfacing again before the flashlight abruptly went out. Then the cave reverberated with his screams.
“Upstream!” Dodge hoped his friends understood what he meant; there wasn’t time to be more explicit, but the creatures were advancing from the direction they had followed earlier, which left only one direction to go. He found Nora’s hand and pulled her along, hugging the cavern wall and staying as far from the river as he could.
More lights shone out from the adjacent tunnel, and in their diffuse glow, Dodge saw Hurricane and Vaughn right behind him, and behind them, dozens of small ghostly white figures. The second gunman emerged at almost exactly that instant, only to find himself surrounded by the fierce creatures. He had the wherewithal to bring his gun to bear, and a storm of lead slugs tore into the pack, but it was not enough. The creatures overwhelmed him.
No one else came out of the tunnel. The third crewman had either not ventured in after them, or had turned back. This was small comfort to the quartet that hastened along the unfamiliar path in total darkness. Dodge drew to a halt after about a hundred tentative steps. “Still there, Hurricane?”
“Right behind you,” the big man whispered. “I think those critters are busy with their fresh kill, but don’t ask me to put money on it.”
“We need to see where we’re going.”
“I’ve got a few matches,” Hurricane said.
“You’ll bring those things right to us with a light,” Vaughn intoned.
“I don’t think they have eyes,” Dodge said. “Or if they do, they’re probably sensitive to light. It might actually keep them at bay. We just need something to make a torch with.”
In an almost sad voice, Nora said: “I’ve got some paper. My notebook.”
Because he was a writer, Dodge understood just how much of a sacrifice it was. She tore off a few sheets, twisted them together, and passed them to Hurricane who struck a match.
Though the flame was tiny, their eyes had become adjusted to the darkness, and for a moment, it was like looking at the sun. Hurricane touched the match to the paper, then held it aloft.
Dodge thought he saw movement at the edge of the illumination cast by the makeshift torch. It might have been just a change in shadow as the yellow flame flickered, but there was no reason not to believe that the creatures were following them.
Their surroundings were almost indistinguishable from the section of tunnel they had passed through on their approach to the gates, but Dodge detected a slight incline on the path ahead. They continued forward, with Nora supplying more pieces of paper to keep their way lit. As they advanced, the ceiling dropped, forcing them down onto the naturally carved river banks and closer to the stream of acid. Even at that, they had to walk in a hunched over position. Then, just when it looked like they might have to start crawling, they reached the end of the tunnel.
The river broadened into a pool. The far wall, at the head of the pool, glistened with moisture seeping out of cracks and dribbling down into the acidic pond that fed the stream.
For a moment, no one spoke. Dodge knew the grim reality that they had hit a dead end was kept at bay only be their refusal to openly acknowledge it, and he was desperately hoping someone would discover some solution that presently eluded him.
For once, his hope wasn’t in vain.
Hurricane’s sharp eyes picked out a horizontal crack large enough to crawl through, just above the seeping rocks. “I reckon water used to flow through there once upon a time. It might lead us back to the lake.”
“Or another dead end,” Vaughn muttered.
“I’m certainly willing to entertain alternatives,” Hurricane drawled. When Vaughn didn’t answer, he continued: “Guess not.”
He passed the torch to Dodge, slung his captured Tommy gun across his back, and then began looking for handholds in the rock face. To everyone’s amazement, the big man seemed to move effortlessly on the nearly vertical surface, like a spider crawling up a wall. He picked out tiny protuberances for steps and insinuated his fingers into near-microscopic cracks, and in just a few minutes, was able to crawl into the seam he had previously identified. He crawled a few feet inside, then stuck his head back out. “Get on up here,” he called. “You’re gonna want to see this.”
* * *
After a short journey they emerged from the underworld in the cave Fiona had earlier identified as the grotto of the Sibyl. The fissure had probably served as a source of the mephitic vapors which had facilitated the ancient oracle’s trance states. It had been necessary to dig a little at the end in order to widen the hole enough to get out, but the proximity of daylight was enough to give Hurricane the will move mountains — or at least, very small parts of volcanic hills.
Von Heissel and his remaining crewman had evidently left in the second autogyro. Nevertheless, the group stayed vigilant as they hiked back to the Grotta di Cocceio, where they hired a cab to take them back to the seaport in Naples. Although Majestic was nowhere to be seen, it wasn’t hard to find people who had noticed the airship crossing their skies. The dirigible had last been seen heading west.
“He’s going back to the States,” Vaughn said. “He probably needs the resources of Barron Industries to carry out his scheme.”
“I wonder just what that scheme entails.”
Vaughn’s forehead drew into a crease. “He’s made no secret of his desire to build a larger version of the resonance generator. And it would be a powerful weapon.”
“Von Heissel’s always had delusions of grandeur,” Hurricane offered. “Whatever he’s got planned, you can bet the wave doohickey is just one piece of a much bigger plan.”
“He’s probably got everything he needs to build his new wave resonance device aboard Majestic,” Dodge replied. “If he’s going back to America, it’s because that’s where he plans to launch his attack.”
“I’ll contact Washington. They can intercept him; shoot him down before he ever gets close enough to do any harm.”
“Doc Newton is aboard that thing,” Hurricane said.
Nora added: “Rodney, too. And Miss Dunn. You’d kill them all.”
“To save hundreds of American lives? You’re damn right I would.”
Dodge nodded slowly. “It may come to that. But we need to at least try to save our friends.”
“What have you got in mind?”
“We’ve got to get aboard Majestic again.” Dodge didn’t know exactly how that was going to happen, but he knew it wouldn’t be pleasant.
* * *
When his two crewmen did not immediately return from their subterranean pursuit, Von Heissel felt certain they had met with some kind of misfortune. He hoped that whatever had befallen his crewmen had likewise taken care of the escapees — an attack by the pale creatures, perhaps. As much as he hated leaving while the fate of Dalton and the others remained uncertain, he needed to get back aboard Majestic. Nevertheless, he was not about to take the risk of his carefully laid plans unraveling because his foes had slipped through his fingers.
The departure of the Catalina flying boat from the sea port did not go unnoticed. As soon as the plane took off, the baron’s informant sent a short wave transmission that was picked up by the radioman on Majestic, which was in turn passed directly to Von Heissel himself.
If the baron was surprised or disappointed to learn that Dodge Dalton and his companions were still alive, he did not show it. He simply summoned Sorensen and told him what to do.
* * *
As the azure waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea fell away beneath the hull of the Catalina, Dodge began scanning the skies for Majestic. Hurricane’s sharp eyes soon picked the airship out, a black speck high above the cloudless horizon. The mere fact of knowing where she was however did little to lighten the mood. At more than ten thousand feet above the earth — or in this case, the sea — and moving at a constant rate of about one hundred miles per hour, their friends and enemies were as inaccessible as if they were on the moon.
Dodge was still pondering how to bridge that gap when Hurricane spied something else. “I think Majestic just launched a couple planes,” he said in a grave voice.
If the airship was a speck, then the two aircraft which took to the sky from her launch platforms were mere motes of dust, but it wasn’t long at all before they grew large enough for Dodge to spot them as well.
Dodge recalled that Sorensen had strafed the attackers at Alamut from the air. Majestic’s complement of biplanes was there for combat, not shuttle duty. He craned his head around, shouting from the cockpit. “General! Tell me about those fighters!”
Vaughn came forward and peered through the front windscreen. “Damn him. All right, those are Curtiss F9C Sparrowhawks. They’ve got a pair of Browning machine guns. They’re fast and very maneuverable.”
“How fast?”
“Around 150 knots… that’s about 175 miles per hour. But they’re meant to be short-range patrol craft. Can’t go more than about 300 miles on a tank of gas.”
Dodge knew the Catalina could max at 196 miles per hour, and its range was measured in thousands of miles. It was start. “Service ceiling?”
Vaughn searched his memory. “Just below 20,000 feet if I remember right.”
“That’s higher than we can go.” Dodge drummed his fingers on the control column. “Okay, we can’t fight back and we can’t outfly them, but maybe we can outrun them.”
“We’re not completely toothless,” Hurricane said. “We’ve got that Tommy gun I took from the baron’s goon back in the cave. It’s not much good at a distance, but maybe it they get close enough we can give them something to think about.”
“I can do that,” Vaughn volunteered. “I’ll set up in one of the waist turrets.”
Dodge saw a flicker of disappointment in Hurricane’s eyes. The big man knew he wasn’t much use in the cockpit, so being able to shoot back would have given him something to do in the crisis, but he simply nodded. “Good hunting, sir.”
As soon as Vaughn called forward to say that he was situated, Dodge banked to the south, but the Sparrowhawks were already close enough to start throwing lead across the sky. Dodge saw streaks of white — tracer rounds — slicing through the air ahead of them. He responded by lifting the nose up, climbing for a few seconds, then angling down before the fighter pilots could adjust their aim. He saw more tracers whiz past, now coming in from behind, and knew that the Sparrowhawks were lining up for the kill. He leveled out and pushed the throttles to their limit.
Suddenly, the interior of the plane was filled an explosive roar, louder even than the drone of the engines; Vaughn was firing his sub-machine gun at the incoming fighters. After firing three short bursts, the general crowed in triumph.
Eclipsed from Dodge’s view, one of the Sparrowhawk pilots had the misfortune to be flying right where Vaughn was shooting. A few rounds had plinked off the cowling of the plane, doing little more than cosmetic damage, but one bullet had grazed the side of the man’s head, knocking him unconscious. As he slumped forward, his hand jerked the control stick, and the plane veered off, corkscrewing aimlessly through the sky as it descended out of control.
Vaughn’s victorious moment was short-lived. A very different sound resonated through the fuselage as 7.62 millimeter rounds from the remaining fighter hammered into the Catalina. Dodge started in his seat as one round passed through the interior of plane and smacked into the instrument panel scant inches from his hand.
The plane suddenly shook with an explosion. Dodge glanced up just in time to see the starboard prop disintegrate. The nacelle continued to vomit black smoke, and after a few seconds, the smell of burning metal intruded into the cockpit.
“I don’t think we’re going to be able to outrun them,” Hurricane said in a grim voice.
Dodge cursed under his breath. Deprived of half its engine power, and now structurally compromised, it was all he could do to maintain control, and with the fire evidently spreading, trying to stay aloft was patently foolhardy. Outrunning the fighter plane was sheer fantasy. He nosed the plane down and headed for sea, silently praying the Catalina would hold together long enough for him set down.
He kept the port engine at full throttle, fighting the plane’s insistent drift to the right, but the aircraft was shedding forward velocity, fast approaching stall speed. He increased the angle of descent, using gravity to increase the airflow across the airfoils, but even as he did, the wing assembly started to groan and shake.
If the wing comes off….
He didn’t let himself finish the thought.
The descent was interminably long, but as the plane finally got below a thousand feet, he started leveling out. The open sea rushed up at him, looking a lot choppier than it had in the sheltered harbor of Naples, but the fates weren’t going to let him be picky.
The plane held together just long enough for the hull to kiss the water. The sudden friction and the jolt of landing caused the damaged wing strut to snap, and the rush of air ripped the entire wing away with a deafening shriek.
Still careening forward at more than a hundred miles an hour, the Catalina suddenly tried to go in several directions at once. The next few seconds were a blur of noise and motion as the fuselage tumbled along the surface. Salt water sprayed in through dozens of tears in the hull, and then poured in as windows and hatches broke apart completely.
Dodge’s next memory was of sitting in waist deep water, with more spraying directly in his face. He reached down and fumbled with the buckle of his seat belt. It was like trying to get dressed while standing under a waterfall, but after several attempts he felt the metal clasp yield to his efforts. Hurricane was groggy, but still alive and mostly conscious. Dodge shook the big man’s shoulder until the latter’s eyes flew open, and he got a reassuring nod.
“I’m going back to check on the others,” Dodge shouted over the sound of inrushing water. “Find us a way out.”
Nora was still buckled into the navigator’s seat, apparently unconscious, with the rising water nearly up to her chin. Dodge tilted her head away from the flood, giving her a few more seconds to breathe, and saw her eyes flutter open. She started involuntarily as her mind caught up with everything that had happened, but Dodge offered an encouraging smile.
“It’s going to be all right,” he told her, reaching down to free her from the safety belt. She spilled forward into the water, but he caught her and pulled her into a one-armed embrace as he went looking for Vaughn.
The general had chosen the starboard waist-turret as the place to mount his defense against the Sparrowhawk attack. The Plexiglas bubble was still above the water line, but Dodge saw that there was very little of it left. Rounds from the enemy Browning machine guns had shattered the turret as easily as they had the starboard engine. They had also struck Vaughn full in the chest.
Dodge heard Nora gasp as she got a look at the general’s lifeless body, and he quickly steered her away. There was nothing he could do for Vaughn now, and if they didn’t get out of the sinking wreck, they would soon be joining him in the hereafter. Nevertheless, he took a moment to close Vaughn’s unseeing eyes. “All is forgiven, sir. Godspeed.”
Hurricane appeared a moment later with a large canister under one arm. “The bow hatch is underwater, but it’s open.” He paused a beat as he spied Vaughn’s motionless form, then shook his head. “Come on. This way.”
Hurricane went through first, and after giving him a moment to get clear, Dodge, still holding Nora’s hand, took a deep breath, plunged into the water and swam for the opening.
The surface looked deceptively close. The front end of the plane had already sunk more than ten feet below, and by the time Dodge broke from the water, his lungs were on fire. He sucked greedily at the fresh air.
Hurricane was nearby, still clinging to the canister. Dodge could make out the words EMERGENCY LIFE RAFT stenciled on its surface, but he knew why the big man hadn’t yet deployed it.
High above them, the surviving Sparrowhawk turned lazy circles in the air, surveying the damage. From such a distance, they would be indistinguishable from the floating debris of the wrecked plane, but inflating the bright yellow raft would be like a firing off a signal flare. Dodge couldn’t help but think about Vaughn’s wounds, still dribbling blood into the water; would sharks come? Were they already circling beneath their feet?
Finally, after nearly five minutes of searching — five minutes in which the fuselage of the broken Catalina slipped quietly beneath the surface — the fighter plane turned away and headed back to Majestic.

Chapter 18—Hammer and Chisel

When he had been a research scientist in the employ of the War Department, Findlay Newcombe had wrestled with the ethical problem of using scientific discoveries in the pursuit of military dominance. It was perhaps because he understood that knowledge about the universe and the marvelous principles which made it tick, was freely available to all residents of the planet, regardless of their moral character, provided they possessed the intelligence to unlock the mysteries and understand the applications. Because he loved science, loved making those discoveries, it was unthinkable for him to willingly leave off the search for understanding. And because he knew that foreign governments, many with openly belligerent aims, were likewise striving to use science to build a better sword, he took some comfort in the knowledge that his research would protect the government and people who, collectively speaking, were dedicated to preserving liberty for all.
Nevertheless, part of him had been secretly pleased when those ties had been cut. Writing a newspaper column with Dodge was a far cry from what he had always imagined his career would be, but in many respects it was much more satisfying.
Now however, he was facing his worst nightmare: the certain knowledge that his activities would lead to a perverse weapon that might kill or enslave thousands.
He stared at the contents of a stoppered test tube in the rack on the lab table. It contained a solution of adamantine ore and cyanide. The ore had completely dissolved and now existed only as a molecular amalgam of the two substances: adamantine cyanide. He had been staring at it for a long time, conscious of the fact that, when he finally removed the rubber stopper and added a few grains of sodium to the solution, triggering a chemical reaction that would draw the cyanide away from the adamantine, leaving that latter element in a pure, refined state, it would be like letting the genie out of the bottle.
Newcombe looked up as Barron — or rather, Baron Von Heissel — entered the lab. Two days had passed since the baron’s act of betrayal at the Avernus Crater; two days in which Majestic had left Europe behind and struck out across the Atlantic. In that time, Von Heissel had pushed for results, making veiled threats against Fiona and Rod Lafayette if Newcombe did not produce. The scientist didn’t know if the baron sensed the truth, that he had already unlocked the refining process and was intentionally delaying, but as Majestic’s final destination drew closer, Newcombe knew that the threats would become less subtle.
But this time, the baron had not come to threaten or cajole. “Good morning, Dr. Newcombe. I trust the work continues?”
“There’s not much else for me to do.”
Von Heissel smiled. “All the amenities of Majestic are at your disposal. I would hate for you to think that you are chained to this lab table.”
“Somehow it’s hard to enjoy those amenities with an armed babysitter always at my side.”
Von Heissel shrugged. “I’m sure you understand my reluctance to simply give you free run of the ship, but perhaps I can instruct your minder to be less obtrusive.”
“It’s your ship, do as you like.”
“I’ve been thinking about our arrangement — our professional relationship, if you like — and it has occurred to me that you might have reached an erroneous conclusion about my plans for the resonance wave device. I suppose it’s only natural that you would assume that I have some malign purpose for it; I am a manufacturer of armaments and I was working with the War Department, ostensibly to use this technology to create a new kind of weapon. But I want to assure you that such has never been my true intent. If it eases your conscience, I can assure you that the device will not be used to harm a single living thing.”
Newcombe studied the other man’s face for some hint of deception. “What, if I may ask, is your ‘true intent’?”
“I suppose there’s no reason not to tell you.” Von Heissel leaned casually against the table, and picked up the test tube, peering at its contents. “Do you recall our conversation about the other applications for this technology?”
“I recall you promising to build a weapon so terrible that it would end war altogether. But you’re very adept at telling people what they want to hear in order to get them to do your dirty work.”
Von Heissel smiled patiently. “I have found that most people have a tendency to hear what they want to hear, regardless of what is actually said. Everything I have told you about this device and my plans for it is the truth, but not in the way you might believe.
“The resonance wave generator does indeed have the potential to be used as a weapon, but not a very effective one. It can shake a building to its foundation; so what? A B-17 Flying Fortress can drop a two-thousand pound bomb and wipe out an entire city block. I ask you which is more efficient?”
“So if you’re not going to use it as a weapon, then why go to all the trouble?”
“My purpose is not so different from what Tesla intended for this technology; an application which you yourself used.”
“You want to use the device to see through rock? To drill tunnels in the earth?” Newcombe cast a skeptical eye at his host. “And for that, you are willing to kidnap and kill?”
“You of all people, doctor, should understand just how important the earth’s hidden resources are, from a strategic point of view. Why do you think wars are fought, if not to control such wealth?” Von Heissel’s smile broadened. “And what better way to end wars than to open up the earth’s treasure houses so that resources are no longer so scarce as to be worth fighting over?”
The argument was persuasive, seductive even, and Newcombe wanted to believe the baron. But Von Heissel had unknowingly incriminated himself. People hear what they want to hear. Newcombe was not going to make that mistake. Von Heissel hadn’t revealed anything about his true purpose; he had merely given a few plausible alternatives — straws to grasp at — that he knew would ease the scientist’s ethical uncertainty.
Newcombe focused on what Von Heissel actually had confessed to. He wouldn’t need to reinforce the device with adamantine if he only intended it as a way of probing underground. He’s going to use it to dig. But why?
Newcombe did his best to return the baron’s smile. “Thank you for putting my mind at ease. As it happens, I think I’ve isolated the formula for refining the ore. Let me show you.”
* * *
The Catalina had gone into the sea about a hundred miles north of the Aeolian Isles, a location Odysseus had likely visited in his epic journey. Although they could not see the islands from the bobbing yellow raft, Dodge had recalled spotting them from the air in the moments before the crash, and reckoned the shortest path to salvation lay to the south. Fortunately, after only a few hours of paddling, they encountered a passing freighter bound for, of all places, Naples, and their brief trial at sea came to a welcome conclusion. They did not linger in Italy; shortly after disembarking the freighter, they chartered a flight to Lisbon, where they were met by US Army Lieutenant Colonel Kerry Frey, who had traversed the Atlantic in response to their urgent summons.
“Sad news about General Vaughn,” Frey said, after the initial introduction. “He was a good soldier.”
“He went out fighting,” Hurricane said.
Frey nodded somberly, then turned to Dodge and proffered a thick leather portfolio. “Here is the information you requested.”
“I’ll read it in the air. What can you tell us about Von Heissel? Is he headed back to the States?”
“We’ve intercepted radio-navigation signals from Majestic that would seem to indicate that. But I have to be honest with you; Washington isn’t quite sure what to do about all this.”
“It’s Baron Otto Von Heissel we’re talking about,” Hurricane rumbled. “He’s got to be stopped.”
Frey pursed his lips. “We can order him to surrender once he’s back in American territory.”
“And if he refuses?”
“In theory, if we determine that he has hostile intentions, we could shoot his airship down.”
“Our friends are still aboard,” Dodge said.
“That contingency would only be used as a last resort.” Frey sighed. “Because Barron… excuse me, Von Heissel… was working with the War Department, the brass still expect him to deliver the weapon he promised. They’re having trouble accepting that he’s up to no good. If General Vaughn were here, they might be convinced—”
“Von Heissel killed him!” Hurricane exclaimed, slapping his thighs angrily.
“I believe you, but there’s no way to corroborate that. And given your own history with the general, no offense Mr. Dalton, there are some in the War Department who think you might be making all of this up.”
Hurricane appeared to be on the verge of a volcanic eruption, but Dodge forestalled him. “Thanks for giving it to us straight, Colonel. Von Heissel is planning something terrible. And he has our friends hostage aboard that airship. With or without your help, Hurricane and I have to stop him.”
“Don’t forget about me,” Nora chimed.
Dodge grimaced a little. That was a discussion he wasn’t looking forward to.
“I’ll get you back to the States,” Frey promised. “After that… well, I guess we’ll just have to see what shakes out.”
As they boarded Frey’s transport plane, Dodge pulled Hurricane aside. He held up the portfolio. “I’m going to try to figure out what Von Heissel’s really up to. Do you think you can come up with a way to get us aboard Majestic?”
The big man grinned fiercely. “I’ve got a couple crazy ideas, but we’ll need some help.”
“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Dodge settled in next Nora. “Since you’ve proven yourself as a crackerjack researcher, are you up for a little light reading?”
“Researcher?” She raised an eyebrow. “I had hoped that by now, you’d think of me as more than just that.”
Dodge couldn’t resist grinning at the flirtatious comment. “Believe me, I do.”
She answered his grin with a dazzling smile, but the moment could not last. “All right, what have you got?”
Dodge opened the portfolio and took out thick sheaf of papers. “Doc Newcombe said that Von Heissel’s machine is based on principles developed by Nikola Tesla. I asked Colonel Frey to bring me everything that’s been written or published on Tesla’s resonance wave theories and experiments.”
“How will that help us?”
“Tesla is a genius, but a lot of his stuff has been dismissed as crackpot science. The resonance wave machine is a good example of that. The scientists of the world dismissed it, but Von Heissel obviously found a way to make it work. The question is: why? What is it about that particular machine that would prompt him to go through all this effort? I think we’ll find the answer in Tesla’s papers.”
“How will we know if we see it?”
He divided the contents of the portfolio into two roughly equal stacks, and passed one to her. “Just look for anything that seems too crazy to be true.”
* * *
Dodge’s exhortation was not as useful as he thought it would be. Tesla’s writings and correspondences were rife with exaggerated claims and reports of successes that could not be independently corroborated or repeated. Tesla was a veritable P.T. Barnum of the scientific world, a showman who used extravagant tricks to get funding from wealthy industrialists for pet projects that held great promise, but never seemed to deliver. His massive tower in Wardenclyffe on Long Island was just such an example. Built with funds from financier J.P. Morgan near the turn of the century, its purpose, according to Tesla, was to transmit electricity without wires across the Atlantic. It would, he theorized, be possible for anyone, anywhere in the world, to simply pull electrical current out of the air, without the necessity of generating plants and a network of power lines. Tesla had been able to sell the dream, but after sinking hundreds of thousands of dollars into the project with nothing to show for it, his investors lost faith and cut their losses. Yet, for all his failures, Tesla’s passion was as great as his provable genius, and Dodge could see why wealthy capitalists were so easily enticed by his vision for the future and his promises of what he could do, with just a little bit more of their money.
Then Dodge read something that sent a chill down his spine.
It was in an article published in the periodical The World To-Day in 1912, where Tesla was asked about his experiments with resonance waves. The first part recounted his experiments with a small device that delivered vibrations at variable frequencies. Tesla had found just the right frequency to cause a piece of two-inch thick steel to break apart.
“Sledge hammers could not have done it; crowbars could not have done it, but a fusillade of taps, no one of which would have harmed a baby, did it.”
Tesla had then tried his device on an unfinished ten-story steel building.
“‘In a few minutes’, he said, ‘I could feel the beam trembling. Gradually, the trembling increased in intensity and extended throughout the whole great mass of steel. Finally, the structure began to creak and weave, and the steel-workers came to the ground panic-stricken, believing that there had been an earthquake. Rumors spread that the building was about to fall, and the police reserves were called out. Before anything serious happened, I took off the vibrator, put it in my pocket and went away. But if I had kept on ten minutes more, I could have laid that building flat in the street. And, with the same vibrator, I could drop Brooklyn Bridge into the East River in less than an hour.’”
That seemed to Dodge like typical Tesla hyperbole, but then he kept reading:
“Tesla says that he can split the earth in the same way — split it as a boy would split an apple — and forever end the career of man.”
“Nora, listen to this.” He straightened in his chair, and read aloud:
“‘The vibrations of the earth have a periodicity of approximately one hour and forty-nine minutes. That is to say, if I strike the earth this instant, a wave of contraction goes through it that will come back in one hour and forty-nine minutes in the form of expansion. As a matter of fact, the earth, like everything else, is in a constant state of vibration. It is constantly contracting and expanding.
“‘Now, suppose that at the precise moment when it begins to contract, I explode a ton of dynamite. That accelerates the contraction and, in one hour and forty-nine minutes, there comes an equally accelerated wave of expansion. When the wave of expansion ebbs, suppose I explode another ton of dynamite, thus further increasing the wave of contraction. And, suppose this performance be repeated, time after time. Is there any doubt as to what would happen? There is no doubt in my mind. The earth would be split in two.
“‘I could set the earth’s crust into such a state of vibration that it would rise and fall hundreds of feet, throwing rivers out of their beds, wrecking buildings, and practically destroying civilization.’”
He lowered the clipping to find Nora gaping in disbelief. “You did say ‘too crazy to be true,’” she said. “You can’t believe he wants to destroy the world.”
Dodge recalled Von Heissel’s boast about creating a new world, but it was the voice of Captain Falcon’s ghost that echoed in his head: He will betray you. He will destroy everything. A hallucination, perhaps, but the ghost had been right on the first count.
“I think that’s exactly what he wants. Destroy civilization; create a new world in its place. When I was in that hidden valley in Pennsylvania, I saw where he had tested an earlier prototype of the device, a circle, about a hundred yards across, where the ground had broken down to dust. I think that while the device was turned on, it would have behaved almost like a liquid.”
“How does that help him destroy the earth?”
“Tesla talked about exploding a ton of dynamite in exactly the same place over the course of several hours… days even. What would happen if you tried to do that? Let’s say you did in the middle of Central Park. After the first blast, you’d have a great big crater. And with each new blast, the crater would get deeper. It would be like creating an open pit mine; you’d never be able to actually explode the dynamite in the same place twice.”
He could see the wheels turning in Nora’s head. “But if you’ve got a machine that can liquefy the ground at a constant depth, you could drop a bomb in and have it explode in exactly the same spot over and over again.”
“I think this is what Von Heissel wants to do. The resonance wave generator is just part of it; like a hammer and chisel working together.”
“Is it really possible? Crack apart the whole earth with just a few tons of dynamite?”
“Tesla seemed to think so. And I don’t think we can take the chance that he might have been wrong.” He managed a smile. “The good news is, Von Heissel’s plan won’t work without that resonance wave machine. I doubt he has enough adamantine ore to make more than one. If we can get aboard Majestic and wreck the machine, his plan is finished.”
“Easy peasy,” she replied glumly.
Dodge reached over and gave her knee a reassuring pat. Then he went up the aisle to where Hurricane was conversing with Frey. “I think I know what Von Heissel’s trying to do. How are we on getting aboard Majestic?”
Hurricane’s reply came with a grim smile. “Colonel Frey here has an idea that might work. You’re not going to like it.”
* * *
About an hour after Newcombe spotted land through the porthole in his stateroom, he received a summons to a part of Majestic he had never visited. He had no difficulty finding it; his ever-present escort knew exactly where he needed to go.
His destination was a large bay, situated on the same level as the central corridor, but just aft of the staircase leading up to the landing platform. There was little question in his mind about the purpose the bay served; the object suspended by a rotating gimbal apparatus above the center of the bay, surrounded on all sides by a metal rail, was unmistakably the larger-scale version of the resonance wave device.
His part in the construction of the device had taken place entirely in the laboratory. After perfecting a method to refine the adamantine ore, he had been given precise specifications for the shape of what Von Heissel called the “emitter,” the part of the machine where the resonance waves were created. Newcombe had created a solution of adamantine cyanide with the remaining ore, and then cast it into a mold supplied by the baron. After handing over the finished product, his role in the affair had ended. Or so he thought.
Von Heissel was there, standing beside his creation. So also were Fiona and Lafayette, along with a handful of crewmen, all armed with machine guns.
The baron greeted him expansively. “Dr. Newcombe, welcome. I thought you might like to join us for a test of the resonance device.”
“Well, you know what they say. If you’ve seen one…”
Von Heissel chuckled. “Ah, but that is like comparing a child’s toy car to a Daimler. You’ve never seen anything like this. And it’s only possible because of your contribution with the adamantine. I would have thought you’d be eager to see how it holds up.”
Newcombe shrugged. “I can’t make any promises. Science is as much about learning from failures as it is achieving successes.”
The baron’s smile took on a sinister tilt. “I do hope, for your sake, that you haven’t planned for such a failure. Or rather, should I say, for the sake of Miss Dunn and Mr. Lafayette.”
“Are you suggesting that I might have sabotaged the emitter?” Newcombe knew that was exactly what the baron was implying. “Knowing that you would take it out on them if I did? Now you’re insulting my intelligence, baron. As much as the idea of helping you disgusts me, I wouldn’t dream of putting them in danger. But you do have to realize that machines are prone to failure. You can’t hold me responsible for some other part breaking down. And like I said, I can’t make any promises about the emitter; no one’s every created anything like that before. This is unexplored territory.”
Von Heissel held his stare for an uncomfortably long time, and Newcombe could almost feel the man’s gaze peeling away the layers of his soul, searching for some hint of deception. He was grateful for the borrowed eyeglasses; the stare was much more endurable with the subject slightly out of focus.
Finally, the baron relented and clapped his hands together in satisfaction. “Let’s have our test then, shall we? Dr. Newcombe, please stand at the rail with your friends.”
Without a trace of hesitation, Newcombe took a place alongside Fiona. “How have you been?” he asked, conversationally.
“I’ve been better,” she replied, with uncharacteristic anxiety. “I hate being cooped up in my stateroom.” She paused a beat, watching as Von Heissel and his crew men moved away from the center of the room, putting a healthy distance between themselves and the device. “Did you really help Walter… or whatever he calls himself these days?”
“I didn’t have much of a choice, really.” He patted her hand and tried his best to look reassuring. “But it’s done. And now we can think about getting out here.”
“You don’t actually think he’s going to let us leave, do you? I overheard some of the crewmen talking. They said that Sorensen shot down your friends’ plane.”
“I knew he was a killer,” Lafayette intoned. “He tried to push me off the landing platform, you know.”
Newcombe remembered the incident well, and now it made a lot more sense. Lafayette’s account of being abducted and taken aboard Majestic might have shed too much daylight on Von Heissel’s plan, so the decision had been made to silence him permanently. When that hadn’t worked, the baron had tried a different approach, buying Lafayette’s cooperation with empty flattery and the promise of being involved in creating a living legend.
“I don’t think he’s going to let us leave,” Newcombe said. “But is that going to stop us?”
He thought he saw her begin to smile, but at just that moment, there was a clanking sound and the floor beneath the resonance device fell away in two halves. The three observers found themselves staring down from a height of several hundred feet, at a brown and green landscape, veiled in shadow with the approach of evening. Cool air rushed in through the gap, stealing their breath away.
Over the wind noise, Newcombe heard Von Heissel shout the order to activate the device, and almost immediately he felt vibrations travel through the metal deck plates and into the railing.
Far below, an area of terrain in a perfect circle, about a hundred yards across, began to shimmer as individual grains of dirt and sand danced to the rhythmic pulses of energy. After a few seconds, the entire circle dropped several inches — then several feet — as large rocks dissolved like clumps of flour in a sifter, and the fine sediment infiltrated tiny void spaces. And still the vibration continued. One minute passed. Five minutes. The earth in the circle rippled like the surface of a pond, and settled deeper and deeper as invisible waves of energy pulverized the rock beneath.
Despite the chill, Newcombe felt a bead of sweat trickle down his back. There was so much that could go wrong….
“Enough,” Von Heissel shouted.
The vibration instantly ceased, and then the two sections of floor rose back into place, shutting off the rush of wind.
The baron moved out of his sheltered area and approached the trio. “You have wrought exceedingly well, doctor. I am very pleased. How deep would you say the effects went?”
“Without knowing the composition of the soil and the underlying bedrock, it’s hard to say, but judging by the amount of compaction, I would say at least a hundred feet, possibly more. You would certainly achieve deeper penetration from a lower altitude.”
“Lower. Yes. This was of course just a preliminary test.” Von Heissel clapped his hands together. “I should say a celebration is warranted. Won’t you join me for dinner?”
“Like you’re giving us a choice,” Fiona muttered.
Newcombe jumped in quickly, before Von Heissel could respond to her. “Dinner sounds wonderful. A good meal, and a good night’s sleep before you get to work on the next phase of… whatever it is you’ve got planned for this machine.”
The baron offered a cryptic smile. “Just dinner, I’m afraid. There’s no time to waste sleeping. The next phase, as you called it, begins in just—” He consulted his pocket watch—“One hour and forty-two minutes.”

Chapter 19—Storming the Heavens

Frey delivered the news like a doctor handing out a terminal diagnosis. “Evidently, Walter Barron still has friends in high places. He refused our request to set down for a customs inspection, and about ten minutes later, we were ordered to leave him alone.”
“Don’t they know who we’re dealing with here?” Hurricane growled.
“Even if some of them do, it’s all tangled in bureaucracy now. The army doesn’t have the authority to conduct operations on US soil, and Customs doesn’t seem to think there’s any problem.”
Dodge took the news in stride. He had expected something like this to happen. Since arriving at the Lakehurst Naval Air Station a few hours earlier, he had told several military and political leaders about Von Heissel’s activities and his suspicions about what the man was planning, and had been met with varying degrees of disbelief and distrust.
“Where’s Majestic now?”
“Somewhere over Eastern Pennsylvania, at last report.”
Dodge turned to Hurricane and Nora. “He’s going back to that valley. I’m not sure why it’s important to him, but it’s completely cut off from the rest of the world. It’s the perfect place for him to execute his plan.”
“Then I guess we’ve got choice but to execute ours,” Nora said.
Dodge frowned at her. “I don’t suppose there’s any way I’m going to convince you to sit this one out.”
“No, but I’m flattered that you care enough to try one more time.”
When the plan had first been conceived, Dodge had half-expected Nora to voluntarily bow out. Instead, she had simply said: “Sounds like fun,” and the argument had begun in earnest.
Dodge had learned from experience — experience that he remembered now with a bitter taste — that a woman could be every bit as capable in sticky situation as a man. But like most men, he had an almost reflexive urge to be protective toward the fairer sex, an urge no doubt amplified by his growing attraction to her. The plan to get aboard Majestic was audacious and inherently dangerous; any number of things could go wrong before they ever got inside the floating fortress. Yet, at its heart, his argument came down to the simple fact that he didn’t want to let her go because she was a woman.
“A woman who knows Majestic at least as well as you two,” she had countered. “You’re going to need all the help you can get, and unless the powers that be have a sudden change of heart and decide to send in the marines, it’s just we three. You can’t afford to leave me behind.
His attempts to frighten her with the potential risks were equally unsuccessful. They had already faced so many dangers together, what was one more? Hurricane hadn’t been much help on that front. “Dodge, Miss Nora’s a daredevil. I’ve ridden with her. This is the kind of lady who doesn’t take kindly to being told she shouldn’t do something.”
A fearless daredevil, intimately familiar with the objective was exactly the kind of person they needed, and that was something Dodge couldn’t argue against. And deep down, he didn’t really want to. He wanted her with him almost as much as he wanted her to stay safely behind.
Colonel Frey led them to the waiting Ford tri-motor plane, one of a small fleet used by the US Army for transcontinental transport. Dodge had used a similar aircraft to make his escape from the destruction of the Outpost in Antarctica, and the memories that association triggered were not particularly pleasant. Even worse was the realization that, although this plane would be taking them into the sky, they would not be aboard when it landed.
They had already changed into heavy coveralls, and received a hasty block of instruction—“Let’s not call it a crash course,” Frey had joked, but no one had laughed — in how to use the equipment. Now all that remained was to carry out the crazy scheme.
As the sun sank below the distant horizon, the plane taxied down the runway and headed west. As dangerous as the plan was, they didn’t dare attempt it in daylight; if they were observed by one of Majestic’s gun batteries, they would be doomed. The flight seemed painfully brief. After what seemed like only a few minutes, Colonel Frey came back to give them an update.
“We’re setting up to make our pass over Majestic. She’s holding stationary in the valley, just like you said she’d be. We’re only going to fly over once, so as not to attract their attention. When you get the signal to jump, do it. If you hesitate, you’ll miss the objective.”
Hurricane nodded confidently. Dodge wished he shared the big man’s unflappable courage. He’d done some crazy things before, but usually with a lot less forethought. The anticipation of what was coming filled him with dread. Nevertheless, as the big man got up from his seat and went to the side hatch, Dodge followed, with Nora right behind him.
“Thirty seconds,” Frey called.
Hurricane worked the latch and threw the door open. A blast of cold air rushed through the cabin, but Dodge knew that wasn’t the reason he was shivering.
“Clip on.”
Dodge took his turn securing the static-line ripcord to a wire suspended above the door, and knew that he had passed a point of no return. He tried to empty his mind of all thoughts, putting himself on autopilot as Frey counted down. When the army officer finally shouted: “Go!” and he saw Hurricane step through the open hatch, he lurched into motion right behind the big man.
The drop took his breath away, but the hard part was already behind him. He fell for only an instant before the static line pulled open the soft-packed parachute. The canopy filled with air and he felt himself yanked back from the fall with a bone-jarring snap.
He could just make out the dome of Hurricane’s chute right below and only about a hundred feet away. Nora was somewhere above him, lost from view. Below his dangling feet, he saw only blackness.
With the initial ordeal of jumping from the plane behind him, he felt strangely euphoric. He had done something that went against every instinct, and pushing through that wall of fear and doubt had filled him with a sublime confidence. He knew it wouldn’t last however. In just a few more seconds, he would have to think about surviving the landing.
To the extent possible, the jump had been timed to compensate for wind conditions and the natural tendency of a parachutist to drift. Majestic was so massive — nearly the length of three football fields, and easily as wide as one — it made for an excellent landing zone, but anything could happen between the door of the plane and touchdown. It was possible to steer the chute a little by tugging on the lines and altering the flow of air through the holes in the circular silk canopy, but there were no guarantees.
There was just enough starlight filtering down from the sky for Dodge to make out the darker shape of Majestic against the earth tones of the valley floor. Judging the distance was almost impossible, but with each passing second, the oblong shape grew larger.
Then he glimpsed something unexpected. Right in the middle of the black area, he saw what looked like a light-colored cross. It’s an airplane, he realized immediately. But what’s it doing riding piggy-back?
They had considered attempting to land a small aircraft atop the dirigible, but rejected that idea because there was no way of knowing if the ship’s structure could withstand the weight of an airplane. And then of course there was the fact that the upper section was bristling with gun turrets.
The mystery of the plane got shoved aside as Dodge realized he was only a few seconds away from landing, and starting to drift toward the starboard side of the airship. He tugged on one of his lines, steering back toward the center, and then the black surface of Majestic’s topside was everywhere he looked. He flexed his knees… and slammed down onto the airship.
The jolt of the impact sent him sprawling, but he remembered the advice Frey had drummed into him before leaving: “Gather up the parachute quickly before a gust of wind catches it and drags you off to who knows where.”
Shrugging off the pain that was shooting in pulses from his feet to his hips, he started hauling in the lines until he had an armful of silk. Only then did he look around to see how the others had fared.
When he caught sight of Nora, about fifty yards away, and closer to Majestic’s bow, he breathed a sigh of relief. Had she, or any of them, missed the airship, the most likely outcome would simply have been an inconvenient visit down to the valley floor, but it would have made accomplishing their goal that much harder. Hurricane had also made it down without any trouble, and was already moving to join him.
“Did you see that plane?” the big man asked.
Dodge nodded. “What do you suppose it’s doing there?”
“I reckon we should take a look.”
As they trekked across the broad surface, Dodge found it hard to believe he was walking on the exterior of an aircraft. It didn’t feel that much different from being on the observation deck of the Empire State Building, and compared to the parachute jump, the experience didn’t seem the least bit unnerving. He was a little apprehensive about the proximity of the machine gun turrets, but a quick check revealed that they were all empty. He thought that perhaps Majestic didn’t have crew to spare for a state of constant vigilance, but Hurricane’s next observation made him wonder if there wasn’t a very different explanation.
“It’s a glider.” Hurricane put a hand on the drooping tip of the long wing and pushed experimentally. The entire airframe shifted, seemingly with very little effort required. “Wood frame, covered in cloth.”
Dodge moved in closer and saw a side door hanging open. The plane was empty.
“I think it crash landed here,” Nora said. She pointed to a swath of damage to Majestic’s array of photovoltaic cells, directly behind the glider’s tail section. “But why/”
Hurricane stuck his head into the craft’s exterior. “Looks big enough to hold maybe half a dozen men. You know, there’s been talk about using gliders to drop troops behind enemy lines. Safer than a parachute drop and you can move a lot more equipment. I think somebody else had the notion to crash Von Heissel’s party.” He winked at Nora. “Pun intended, of course.”
“Who? Did the army take us seriously after all?”
“I don’t think the military has actually developed the glider program yet. Your guess about who’s behind this is as good as mine.”
“If someone’s trying to raid Majestic,” Dodge said, “then Doc and the others might be in even more danger than we thought.”
Hurricane nodded grimly, then drew a pistol from the flap-holster on his hip. It was a Colt M-1911A — Frey had supplied one to each of them — but in Hurley’s grip, it looked like a toy. “Guess we’d better get moving.”
* * *
Baron Otto Von Heissel stood at the railing alongside the resonance wave projector, gazing down onto the valley floor. The circular depression the machine had earlier cut was now illuminated by spotlights, shining from Majestic’s underbelly. He checked his watch again, then turned to his companion and smiled. “Time to change the world.”
The device began humming, bombarding the ground with invisible vibrations. The light revealed the almost instantaneous effects; the ground began to shimmer as the tiny particles turned to quicksand. Von Heissel’s gaze however was now fixed only on his timepiece, watching as is ticked away the seconds.
“Stand by for release,” he called out. “Ten seconds… five, four, three, two, one, now!”
A faint tremor passed through the deck as a crewman in an adjacent bay released the hook holding the payload in place. The baron looked down just in time to see an oblong gray object plummet into the swirling earth, where it vanished like a rock dropped into the ocean. Almost exactly two seconds later, the depression bulged upward as seven hundred and fifty pounds of the high explosive compound amatol detonated almost two hundred feet below the surface.
As the earth settled, Von Heissel gave the order to shut down the resonance machine, and then noted the time. He could almost visualize the seismic waves spreading out from the point of the detonation, rippling through the earth’s crust and mantle. In less than two hours’ time, those waves would reverberate through the entire planet. Given the tremendous mass of the earth, this single explosion would be no more significant than a mosquito biting an elephant. It might not register on even the most sensitive graphs. Nevertheless, in slightly more than one hundred minutes, at the very moment when the energy returned to the source, the process would be repeated and the resulting wave would be twice as strong.
Another tremor rolled through the deck and Von Heissel saw the spotlight beams waver from their position above the circle. He waited for the ship’s pilot to bring Majestic back to its correct position, but instead the illuminated area continued to shift below. His satisfied smile slipped, and he stalked over to one of the speaking tubes.
“Helm. Why are we moving off station?”
A little bit of drift was to be expected, but it was now evident that Majestic was powering away from the objective. There was no answer from the control room.
“Helm, respond immediately.”
Silence. He rang the ship’s bell, signaling a general alert, and then turned to his companion. “Something is wrong. Go find out what’s happened.”
* * *
Newcombe reviewed his solution one last time. This problem was more complex than most, with more variables than he would have liked, not the least of which was his own ability to do what needed to be done. He looked at the length of twisted cloth, torn from a bed sheet, stretched between his hands, and felt sick with dread.
Don’t think about it, he told himself. Just stick to the plan.
The plan. He would open the door to his stateroom and summon one of the two guards posted to ensure that he and the other hostages did not leave without permission. It would be a simple request for help, and the guard would probably comply without protest, imagining the bookish scientist to be the least likely person to attempt any kind of violent confrontation, but as soon the guard passed into his quarters, Newcombe would drop the loop around his neck and pull it tight.
He had worked out the physics of garroting someone. The person holding the strangling rope had all the advantages; comparatively little strength was needed to quickly render someone unconscious.
Yes, just unconscious, he thought. No more than forty-five seconds. The makeshift rope would cut off the supply of blood to the guard’s brain, and he would go down in less than a minute. If it went longer than that, brain damage or death might result, and that wasn’t something the scientist wanted to contemplate. As long as he believed he wasn’t about to possibly kill someone, the odds of his being able to go through with it were about even.
Dealing with the second guard would be a little trickier, and there were a lot more variables there. He would proceed quickly to Fiona’s stateroom. He had managed to pass her a brief note during the dinner service, short on detail, but with the explicit message: “Be ready!” He wouldn’t have time to explain everything to her; the remaining guard would immediately register that something was amiss and come in to investigate, but once more, the belief that Newcombe was incapable of such aggression would render the man vulnerable to a decisive attack.
With the guards subdued and Fiona free, they would need only to collect Lafayette and make their way to the landing platform and freedom.
There were other variables to consider, but ultimately, he knew that the longer he tried to work the equation, the more their chances of survival diminished. Once Von Heissel realized what he had done, it would be curtains for them all.
He took a deep breath, and went to the door.
The ship’s bell rang at just that moment, and he nearly jumped out of his shoes. Whenever the bell signaled the traditional watch periods, it always startled him, but this time the signal was different. The insistent ringing continued for several seconds.
Newcombe sagged against a bulkhead, breathing deeply to bring his heart rate back down to normal and repair his shattered nerves. When he at last regained a measure of his former resolve, he took one last deep breath and opened the door.
The hallway was empty. The guards were gone.
For a moment, he was stunned. The equation had changed; new variables had been added.
No, he realized. It’s an opportunity. Seize it.
He darted across the corridor to Fiona’s stateroom and threw open the door without knocking. Fiona stood there, hefting a broken chair like a baseball bat and poised for action.
“Findlay!” She lowered the impromptu cudgel. “They’ve sounded general quarters. What’s happening?”
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “But I think this may be our last chance at escaping.”
She flashed a confident smile. “Then let’s go, shall we?”
* * *
They entered Majestic through an access hatch located near the airship’s bow. Hurricane pulled the cover back and Dodge peeked in, but saw no sign of activity. A metal ladder dropped down about thirty feet to a catwalk which curved around the internal helium bladder, and out of sight.
“Looks like this is where we go our separate ways,” Hurricane announced. “But if you’re not on that landing platform in half an hour, I’m gonna come looking for you.”
“We’ll be there,” Dodge said.
“Be careful, big guy,” added Nora.
As Hurricane hastened away to carry out his part in their two-fold mission, Dodge and Nora crept along the catwalk. The interior of Majestic was a vertical maze of platforms, ladders and stairs, all designed to facilitate the unending process of maintaining the ship. Once below the level of the gas bladder, Dodge could make out the landing platform and the neat row of Sparrowhawk fighters lined up behind the two autogyros. There was however not a living soul to be seen.
Nora let out a gasp. “Dodge, is that blood?”
She pointed to a dark stain on the otherwise immaculate metal of the catwalk. It did indeed look like blood, and a lot of it. “Must be the work of our mysterious party crashers. I hope they’re on our side.”
They made their way down, and a few minutes later reached the forward end of the landing platform where they found another pool of blood and a pair of streaks leading away, painting a trail to the cockpit of the nearest biplane. Dodge glanced inside and saw, amid a tangle of stiffening limbs, the bodies of two crewmen. Their distinctive blue uniforms were in shreds and stained black with copious amounts of drying blood. Whoever had dispatched them had done so with brutal efficiency. He didn’t shed any tears for Von Heissel’s “loyal” crew, but the mysterious nature of their killer filled him with dread. Would they find Newcombe and the others similarly hacked apart?
He steered Nora well clear of the grisly discovery and they crept along the platform. As they passed the autogyros, Dodge glanced at the interior. The rotor-wing aircraft were critical to their escape — he knew they could carry three people, for a short distance at least — but Fiona couldn’t fly both of them at the same time. Dodge had studied a technical manual for the aircraft prior to embarking on the mission, and he hoped that knowledge, coupled with his experience in a variety of fixed-wing aircraft, would enable him to get the whirlybird in the air and down in one-piece. His quick look verified that all the controls were where the manual said they would be; there wasn’t much more he could do without actually trying to start it up.
They continued to the spiral staircase that led down into the parts of Majestic with which he was more familiar. Thus far, luck — or more probably, the violent pre-emptive action of the unknown assault force from the gliders — had spared them any encounters with Von Heissel’s men, but he was prepared for a much different reception in the inhabited sections. He drew his pistol, holding it before him and aimed low, as he circled down the stair. He had almost reached the bottom when a door opened and a familiar figure stepped into the stairwell from a door at the back of the stairwell.
Dodge almost dropped his gun in surprise, but the other person looked even more startled as recognition dawned. “You!”
Dodge lowered the gun a little, unsure of how to react. “Anya. I was wondering where you’d gotten off to.”
For just a moment she looked completely lost at sea, but then her face regained its perpetual cat-like calm. “There’s not much time,” she said. “Come with me.”
“Hold your horses,” Nora demanded. “We’re not going anywhere with you till you answer some questions.”
“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Dodge added.
She put her hands on her hips in a gesture of exasperation. “I told you that one of my revolutionary brothers is a spy in the baron’s crew. He helped me sneak aboard at Alamut, and I’ve been biding my time until we could strike. Tonight, we have made our move. I have your friends in a safe place, but you must come with me.”
“The baron?”
She blinked. “Yes.”
“Not ‘Barron.’ You used his title. How did you know that?”
“I’ve been hiding here for more than a week. Of course I learned Barron’s true identity.”
“You claim your spy has been here a lot longer than that. Funny how he didn’t tell you all about that, or about what Von Heissel is really up to.”
“This is ridiculous.” Anya’s imperturbable mask slipped. She half-turned, gesturing to the door. “Your friends are waiting. You need to come with me.”
Dodge leveled the pistol at her. “I really don’t think I want to go anywhere with you.”
“Dodge,” Nora’s voice quavered, and he knew something was wrong.
Tyr Sorensen stood on the stairwell, just behind Nora, with one of Hurricane’s massive automatic pistols pressed to her throat. “I think you should do what the lady says.”
Dodge’s heart sank. He offered no resistance as Anya stepped close and plucked the Colt from his grasp. “As I said, you need to come with me, now.”
Dodge and Nora, bookended by Anya and Sorensen, went into a large bay where Von Heissel was pacing anxiously. “Dalton. I might have known. What have you done to my ship?”
“I spied these two sneaking around on the landing platform,” Sorensen said. “I didn’t see anyone else up there. Not even crewmen. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not certain that he’s part of it.”
Dodge ignored them both and turned his attention instead to the enormous device suspended above the opening in the floor. He took a step closer and saw that the airship was moving ahead at a rapid clip. “I see you built your better death ray. Your plan to destroy the world is already finished, but you could probably salvage your reputation if you handed that thing over to the War Department.”
“Fool. You know nothing of my plans. And if you do not relinquish control of Majestic, I will…” For a moment, his fury overwhelmed his ability to think of a suitable threat, but then his eyes fell upon Nora. “I will put her underneath the resonance generator and let you watch as it turns her skeleton to powder.”
Dodge forced back a rising tide of fear and instead forced out a chuckle. “Now that’s more like I imagined you. All that’s missing is the evil chortle.”
The baron looked like he was about to explode, but Dodge quickly continued: “The honest truth is that I haven’t done anything to your ship. I just came to get Doc Newcombe and the others out of your slimy clutches.” He turned away from the opening and faced Anya. “What’s your story? You obviously aren’t an anarchist. Let me guess… daughter?”
“She is my granddaughter,” the baron said, regaining some of his composure. “The only child of my son who perished in the insanity of the Great War. You may mock me, but do not doubt my conviction to rid this world of this failure we call modern civilization. Now, answer my question. If you and your cohorts are not controlling my ship, why are we moving? Why is the control room not answering?”
Dodge spread his hands in a gesture of innocence. “I’d say you’ve got bigger problems than me right now.”
Von Heissel scowled. “That may be. But you are a problem I can deal with. Captain Sorensen, would you please kill them and throw them out that hole.”
* * *
Hurricane worked quickly, using the catwalks to place time-delayed explosive charges at several points around the helium-filled envelope. He set the first one for forty-five minutes and reduced the time for each one in succession so that they would detonate at approximately the same time, and with a little luck, long after they were safely away from the airship. It wouldn’t be a fiery explosion like the Hindenburg, but when the gas envelope ruptured, the ship would no longer be lighter than air. Regardless of whether or not they made it off, Majestic was going down.
He remained vigilant, moving stealthily, expecting at any moment for a crewman to discover him, but the cavernous interior was a quiet as a tomb. With the last of the charges in place, he hastened down, well ahead of his half-hour deadline.
He had just reached the last staircase above the landing platform when he glimpsed movement out of the corner of his eye. He whirled around, gun drawn, but before his eyes could alight on anything, something flashed across his vision and struck the pistol from his hand in a shower of sparks.
He sprang backward, narrowly avoiding another swipe, yet his eyes refused to focus on his assailant. The man slipped out of his field of view like an egg white through his fingers. He retreated further, bounding backward, accompanied by the sound of steel slicing through the air where he had stood.
Can’t keep running away from this guy, he thought. But where in the hell is he?
He made a show of looking back and half-turned as if in preparation to flee, but then hurled himself forward in a low tackle, arms spread wide.
He caught just a glimpse of gray before his left arm struck something solid — a leg — and took the shadowy attacker down. He hammered blindly at the man with his right fist, holding nothing back. The blows slammed against flesh, cracked the bone underneath. The man struggled for a moment but then went limp, and Hurricane heard a clatter of metal against the deck plate. He gave one more punch for good measure then rolled off them man.
Even subdued, the man was hard to see; his gray clothes, which covered him from head to toe, seemed to blend perfectly with the shadows that painted the catwalk. But when Hurricane pulled off the hood, more than just the man’s face was revealed.
“Japanese,” he muttered. It might have been the same man that had attacked him in the Azores; it was hard to tell, mostly because Hurricane’s blindly thrown punches had seriously messed up the fellow’s mug. “Well, that explains the glider. I wonder how many more of you fellows are mucking about here.”
Then his eyes widened in horror as the full implications of that thought hit home.
* * *
Ryu Uchida gazed out the door of Majestic’s control room at the advancing mass of blue uniforms and breathed a curse. His ire was self-directed. He had been too quick to congratulate himself on the success of his bold venture.
He reached into the folds of his shinobi shozoku and withdrew a handful of what looked like ornate stars. He splayed them out in his fingers like playing cards and then with a deft flick of his wrist, hurled them into onrushing mob.
Cries of surprise and pain went up as the razor sharp points of the hira shuriken found flesh, and Uchida knew that in a matter of seconds, the wounded would realize that the pain of being stabbed by the projectiles was merely a harbinger of a much worse fate; the throwing stars were tipped in a lethal tetrodotoxin harvested from the liver of the fugu fish. Soon, their muscles would be seized by paralysis, and they would collapse, unable even to breathe. There was no antidote to fugu poison; they were already dead men, and didn’t yet realize it.
But his shuriken attack had barely made a dent in the force of crewmen intent on retaking the Majestic’s control room. He was arguably one of the deadliest men alive, but there were simply too many of them. He retreated through the door and slammed it shut.
Through the forward windscreen, he could see the lights of Manhattan, the beacon which was to guide them to the rendezvous with the freighter lying just a few miles offshore. He cursed again. So close.
It had been an audacious plan, and perhaps that was why he was so certain that it would succeed. After Dalton’s escape, he had almost concluded the entire mission to be a loss, but then Nakamura had made contact from Iran. His lieutenant had not only tracked down Dalton and the others, but had ultimately found a way aboard the airship where Walter Barron was already in the process of constructing a large scale version of the device the Empire coveted. For several days, Nakamura roamed the airship, his shinobi skills making him virtually invisible to the crew, and learned everything he could about the weapon and the ship itself. Most important, he had learned its ultimate destination; Barron planned to return to the valley in Pennsylvania.
That was when Uchida had conceived of his plan to capture Majestic and seize the weapon. To accomplish that mission, he had hired a crew of four men familiar with airship operations and willing to risk their lives for the right price. The glider had seemed the perfect way to get his crew onto the airship. Nakamura had made sure that no one would prevent them, silently dispatching the crew of the third watch, clearing a path all the way from the dorsal hatch to the control room, situated just above the regal dining room. Working together again at last, Uchida and Nakamura had quickly dealt with the crewmen there, turning the airship over to their mercenary crew.
Of course, there was more to it than simply seizing the controls. Nakamura had learned this during his weeklong reconnoiter. Each of the ship’s motor nacelles was monitored around the clock by a crewman who received commands through the system of copper speaking tubes that ran throughout the ship. In order to take the ship where it needed to go, the engineering crews had to receive voice and signal commands from the control room.
The engineers had been none the wiser. But then the general quarters alarm had sounded, and Uchida knew that eventually, someone would inform the engineers that the ship had been taken. He had sent Nakamura out to intercept any such messengers, and that had been the last he’d seen of his most trusted subordinate.
The ship was still plowing through the skies on course, so perhaps Nakamura had been successful, but now it would matter little. The crewmen would retake the ship before it reached the rendezvous.
He heard the sound of someone beating on the door, and saw it buckle under the relentless assault. The leader of his hired crew, a rough-looking gaijin, gazed at him balefully. “Looks like the jig is up. I say we cut our losses and turn you over to them. Maybe they’ll thank us for our trouble.”
“That will not be necessary,” Uchida said.
His katana slashed four times before the any of the men could offer further opinions on the matter.
He wiped their blood away, but did not sheathe the blade. Instead, he knelt with his back to the door, ignoring the insistent pounding, and laid the sword on the deck in front of him.
Only one task remained now.
Though he was trained as a shinobi, Uchida had always believed that he had the heart of a samurai. And when a samurai brought shame upon himself, or upon his daimyo, he would take his own life, disemboweling himself with his tanto.
Uchida’s failure however would bring shame upon the Empire. In order to save face, it was not enough to merely commit seppuku; he had to erase himself from existence. He reached in his pack, drew out his last weapon, and hugged it to his chest.
He had given Dodge Dalton five minutes, but he would need only one.

Chapter 20—City Lights

Sorensen shoved Nora away, causing her to stumble into Dodge’s arms, and then casually leveled the enormous pistol at them. Von Heissel and Anya moved away in order to give him a clear shot. Dodge felt Nora’s embrace grow tighter as she steeled herself for what was to come.
Then, Sorensen crumpled to the deck. Hurricane Hurley reached over the pilot’s motionless form and plucked the gun from the man’s grasp.
Dodge did not waste a moment enjoying the unexpected reprieve. He released Nora and hurled himself toward Von Heissel.
For her part, Nora found herself only a step away from Anya, who was gaping in disbelief at Sorensen’s limp body. Anger flashed in the blonde woman’s eyes and she remembered that she still held Dodge’s Colt in her hand, but as she started to bring it up, Nora closed the distance and delivered a roundhouse punch that connected solidly with Anya’s jaw and sent her reeling. She tried again to bring the pistol to bear, but Nora, emboldened by her initial success, rushed her and seized Anya’s gun hand, twisting the arm away before the trigger could be pulled.
Von Heissel may have been twice Dodge’s age and accustomed to soft living, but he was no pushover. Trained as a youth by the finest military instructors, he knew how to fight with his bare hands as well as he knew how to command armies. He struggled out of Dodge’s tackle, and in a single deft motion got behind Dodge. Dodge felt an arm wrap around his neck, and felt the crushing power of Von Heissel’s other forearm at the back of his neck. Breath and blood were instantly cut off and Dodge saw dark spots begin to swim across his vision.
An experienced wrestler himself, Dodge immediately understood how his foe had gained the advantage, but he knew a few tricks too. As he writhed and twisted on the deck, trying to keep the other man from getting more leverage, he brought one hand up and slipped it into the small gap between his Adam’s apple and the crook of the baron’s elbow. For a moment, his efforts served only to increase the pressure at his throat, but as he got his hand in, he was able to push out, exerting more pressure against the hold than Von Heissel’s interlaced fingers could withstand. He didn’t try to break the hold completely, but instead twisted around, so that he was face to face with the other man.
Von Heissel’s face was bright red with fury and exertion as he struggled to regain the advantage. Dodge wasn’t about to let that happen. He drew back and then slammed his forehead into the bridge of the baron’s nose.
Von Heissel gave a howl of unrestrained rage and reflexively let go of Dodge, throwing his hands up to protect his already ruined face. Dodge pushed away, and then as soon as he had the room to do so, brought both feet up and rammed them into Von Heissel’s chest. The force of the kick sent the baron shooting across the deck toward the resonance wave generator.
And then he was gone.
From the midst of her own struggle with Nora, Anya saw her grandfather vanish through the opening in the floor. Nora tried to twist the gun out of the other woman’s grasp, but Anya, still shocked by Von Heissel’s exit, instinctively tried to yank the gun back.
The pistol barked once, bucking like a living thing in both women’s hands, and Nora was sprayed with a fine mist of gun oil residue. Anya’s eyes widened in disbelief and she let go of the gun to press her hands to her abdomen, but her fingers could not stem the sudden eruption of her own lifeblood.
Nora, still a little rattled from the unexpected discharge, scooped up the gun and scrambled to put some distance between herself and the woman. Only then did the gravity of what had just occurred sink in.
Dodge was at her side an instant later. He gently took the pistol from her hands and turned her away. “It’s okay,” he whispered, soothing. “Now let’s get out of here.”
As he guided her back to where Hurricane was retrieving his other pistol from Sorensen’s belt, Dodge said: “I didn’t expect you for another five minutes.”
“Sorry if I came at a bad time.” The big man grinned, but then his expression hardened. “I ran into one of our Nipponese friends upstairs. I think that’s who came in the glider. Him and his friends.”
“That must be who took control of Majestic. They’re hijacking her in order to steal the wave device.”
“Well, it won’t matter much. The charges are all set; this gasbag is going down.”
“Let’s find the others so we can all be somewhere else when that happens.”
As they stepped out into the stairwell, the door leading to Majestic’s central corridor swung open. Hurricane’s guns were out in a flash, but thankfully he withheld firing long enough to identify his target.
“Newton!”
The scientist squinted behind his inadequate eyeglasses. “Hurricane? Dodge? How on earth—?”
“Time for all that later,” Dodge said quickly. “Are the others with you?”
“We’re right here,” Fiona called over Newcombe’s shoulder. “Brilliant timing, too.”
“Yes,” Lafayette added, trying to sound braver than he obviously felt. “Nice of you to finally show up. Now can we get out of here?”
Dodge gestured up the stairwell. “The last flight out leaves in a few minutes. Don’t miss it.”
* * *
Tyr Sorensen snapped to consciousness like someone waking from a nightmare. As he sat up, a spike of pain stabbed through his skull and he touched a finger to the rising goose-egg just above his right ear.
Someone cold-cocked me, he thought bitterly. He couldn’t fathom how someone had gotten the drop on him; the last thing he recalled was….
As his memories caught up, he jumped to his feet looking for the others; Anya, the baron, but also Dalton and the woman. They were all gone. The only movement in the bay was the rush of air blowing up through the opening in the floor.
No, not all gone. He spied a motionless form near the edge of the opening, and as he took a step closer, his heart became a lump of lead in this chest. “Anya!”
Her eyes fluttered open as he knelt beside her. “My love!”
For perhaps the first time in his long and storied life, Sorensen was paralyzed with dread. He had fought in the skies above Europe, engaged the world’s deadliest aces and emerged victorious, though not always unscathed, but he had never felt such utter terror. He wanted to pull his lover into his arms, take her pain into his own body, but he feared that even his gentle touch might hasten her descent.
“Grandfather is gone,” she whispered. “Dalton killed him. And I will soon join him.”
“No. I will save you. I’ll get you to the doctor. Hold on, my beloved.”
She smiled, and a stream of blood flowed from her lips. “It is too late for me, my love. You must go.”
“I will never leave you.”
“You must.”
Sorensen’s mouth worked, but no more words could rise past the grief in his throat. He felt her hand tighten on his. “Do this for me,” she said. “Remember me only in life, and I will live forever in you.”
He nodded, but the dread of losing her kept him rooted in place.
Then, his beloved Germanic princess opened her eyes wide and something other than love filled her gaze. “They are escaping. You must hunt them down. Go quickly. Avenge me.”
Her commanding tone broke the spell. He bent down and kissed her forehead, then without another word, rose and sprinted from the room.
* * *
As Dodge worked the mechanism to open Majestic’s tail section to the sky, he felt a tremor ripple through the aircraft — an explosion had occurred somewhere on the ship.
Hurricane glanced up at the suspended helium envelope. “Not one of mine.”
“Doesn’t matter, I guess.” Dodge signaled Fiona to start up her autogyro. “We’re finished here anyway.”
He hurried back to the second gyro as the engine on the first roared to life. The propeller blades started beating the air as it revved up for takeoff, and by the time Hurricane got situated, the gyro with Fiona, Newcombe and Lafayette was already gone, escaping doomed Majestic once and for all.
Nora climbed into the forward passenger well with Hurricane. “Looks like I’m sitting on your lap again.”
“Right back where we started.”
Dodge loosened the ties securing the aircraft to the deck, and then climbed inside. For just a moment, he was stymied as he stared at the unfamiliar controls, but he reached down into his memory and started putting names to the switches, dials and levers. He found the starter, and the engine turned over with a noise like a gunshot.
He found the lever to engage the rotor axle and felt the airframe shudder with the torque as it started to spin. Okay, gonna have to keep that in mind.
After a few seconds however, the blades were spinning too fast to see. He ran through the procedures for controlling the craft, trying to find parallels with the fixed-wing controls with which he was more familiar. The rudder was more or less the same, but to change pitch and yaw required tilting the rotor assembly using the collective control. That would take some practice, but he didn’t plan on doing anything fancy. He released the wheel brakes, tilted the rotor forward, and opened the throttle to full.
Just as the craft started to roll, Sorensen, with murder in his eyes, erupted from the stairwell and ran straight for the gyro. He timed his intercept perfectly, throwing an arm over the lip of the cockpit as if he might, with nothing more than his passion, prevent it from taking off. Overloaded as the aircraft already was, it did not seem entirely beyond the realm of possibility.
Regardless, Dodge wasn’t about to take on one more passenger. He released the stick just long enough to drive a fist into Sorensen’s unprotected face, and the saturnine pilot went sprawling backward.
Dodge got both hands back on the controls just as the edge of the platform fell away beneath him. For a few sickening seconds, the autogyro plummeted like a brick, but Dodge fought back the impulse to panic and methodically did everything the manuals said to do. Almost grudgingly, the aircraft responded.
“Dodge! Turn!”
Hurricane’s shout reached him just as he was feeling a measure of relief at having figured out how to fly the gyro, but he knew the big man wouldn’t have made that urgent suggestion unless it was absolutely necessary, so he banked hard to starboard before finally looking up from the cockpit.
A column of bright colored light flashed by to his left, almost close enough to touch, and although he was past the unexpected obstacle before he could make sense of what it was, the landscape of lights below helped him recognize it instantly.
He had almost crashed into the Empire State Building.
He had been so consumed with finding his hostage friends, that he had been unaware of the airship moving through the skies, but he recalled Von Heissel’s accusation — someone, he now realized it had been the Japanese hijackers — had moved Majestic away from the valley, and in the brief time between their parachute drop and their escape, the airship had sped through the skies like an arrow aimed at Manhattan.
Well, at least I won’t get lost.
He nosed down and began looking for an airport or any open area big enough to set down, but directly ahead there was only the dark band of the East river and beyond, the lights of Queens and Brooklyn. Then a different kind of light flashed by beneath him, streaks of light like meteors arcing through the sky.
Tracers! He craned his head around and saw the muzzle flash of a pair of Browning machine guns. “Sorensen.”
He brought the gyro’s nose up again, and started climbing for the sky. The overburdened craft responded sluggishly, but stayed ahead of the sporadic discharge of tracer rounds. Dodge caught a glimpse of Sorensen’s Sparrowhawk as it zipped past beneath him, already starting to turn for another run.
A memory of his last aerial encounter with Sorensen sprang unbidden to his mind, and he knew he was no more able to outfly the ace in the rotor-wing craft than he had been in the Catalina; the liability of his inexperience made it even less likely. But the gyro was more maneuverable than even the nimble Sparrowhawk. It could turn on a dime and move almost vertically. Moreover, the sky above Manhattan was a very different battleground than the open sea.
Dodge spun the gyro around and headed for the beacon of the Empire State Building. He dared not hope that Sorensen would hold back for fear of hurting civilians with stray rounds; the man was an unapologetic killer. But as long as he kept the buildings between them and the fighter plane, there was a chance.
He cut a tight corkscrew around the lofty aerial that crowned the world’s tallest building, and glimpsed Sorensen whizzing past once more. Now he was behind the ace, and if the autogyro had been equipped with guns, he would have had a perfect shot. But it was not, and in an instant, Sorensen came around again.
Lower, Dodge thought. The autogyro would be able to move easily down in the urban canyons between the buildings, while the Sparrowhawk would be forced to move in long straight lines, unable to turn.
Sorensen must have sensed this, for he came in low, firing right where Dodge was trying to go, forcing the gyro once more into the sky. Dodge watched the phosphorescent tracers streak down into the metropolis, and knew that somewhere down there, people might be getting hurt because of his attempt to evade the killer.
There was only one place he could think of where Sorensen might not be so quick to unleash a stream of lead. Dodge banked around the Empire State Building, and headed once more for the Majestic.
* * *
Anya imagined the Valkyries were coming to bear her off to Valhalla. She did not put any great faith in religion or the mythology of her ancestors, but the idea brought her some comfort as the cold darkness closed around her. Her father, whom she had never known, had died on the field of battle, and if those legends were true, then he would be waiting for her in the halls of Asgard.
But the array of lights she saw passing below was not the Bifrost Bridge to the afterlife. As she recognized the skyline of New York City, she saw one last chance to strike a blow that would haunt Dodge Dalton for the rest of his life.
She struggled to sit up, and then used the rail to get her feet under her. The resonance wave projector rose before her like some kind of futuristic monument, but she knew how to release the catches that held it steady, and with the barest of efforts, she disengaged the locks, allowing it to rotate freely on the gimbal arm bolted to the ceiling above.
She turned the device so that its emitter was aimed down at the Empire State Building, and then flipped the power switch, sending out a constant pulse of destructive vibrations.
What Anya did not realize, what she could not have imagined, was that the threats her grandfather had made to coerce Newcombe into crafting the emitter had not been completely successful.
Although the scientist had, to all appearances, been cooperative, he knew that he could not simply deliver such a lethal device into the hands of a madman like Von Heissel. Newcombe had realized that the baron would test the device, perhaps several times, before relaxing his ever-vigilant security enough to afford the hostages a chance at escape, so he knew the emitter had to actually work. But when he had cast the amalgam of adamantine and quartz crystal, he had also placed several glass vials of sulfuric acid into the mold. Though hidden from view, the vials would almost certainly shatter when the resonance waves began to propagate from the device. The resulting flaws in the surrounding material would spread the acid, further destabilizing the emitter. Newcombe had reckoned that the device would not survive more than fifteen or twenty minutes of operation, and even when it sat idle, the acid would continue to erode the bonds between the crystal and the adamantine.
When Anya activated the device, it took only a few seconds for the vibrations to put the finishing touches on his act of sabotage.
The resonance wave generator came apart in an eruption of kinetic energy, flinging pieces of metal in every direction. One piece, no bigger than a baseball, tore through Anya’s body, speeding her along to whatever afterlife she deserved. Another much larger piece ripped clear through the rear bulkhead, into the bay where a score of amatol bombs were neatly lined up to do their part in Von Heissel’s aborted scheme to destroy the world. The flying shrapnel had expended most of its energy tearing through the wall, and when it struck one of the bombs, it didn’t have enough force to trigger a detonation. Instead, the bomb simply began rocking back and forth precariously in its cradle, as if unsure of what to do next.
* * *
Majestic continued lumbering forward across the sky, passing the edge of Manhattan Island and moving out over the East River. Dodge caught up to her a few seconds later and angled the autogyro low, coming in under the tail section. The stream of tracers relented immediately.
Okay, that worked. Now what?
As soon as he was clear, he nosed up and cut back around, climbing up the side of the airship, and saw the Sparrowhawk shoot past underneath. Sorensen turned again, but by the time he was lined up for another pass, Dodge had cruised over the top of Majestic and was dropping back down on the other side.
He kept one eye on the sky above, waiting for the Sparrowhawk to soar over once more, but Sorensen was too canny for that. As the autogyro descended, the fighter plane moved under the airship, lined up for a perfect kill shot.
Suddenly, Majestic’s exterior swelled as if had taken a deep breath. Dodge was too focused on the stream of bullets arcing his way to even recognize that the timed explosive Hurricane had placed around the helium envelope at last had done their job, rupturing the gas bladder and splitting seams all over the dirigible’s outer skin.
It wasn’t enough to send the airship plunging immediately into the East River.
But it was enough to decide the fate of the teetering amatol bomb. Seven hundred and fifty pounds of the volatile high explosive compound slammed into the deck and vaporized in an instant. The rest of the bombs, fifteen tons worth of ammonium nitrate mixed with trinitrotoluene, went critical an infinitesimal fraction of a second later.
The back end of Majestic blossomed with fire and force.
Sorensen’s plane was instantly consumed by the fireball. Only a little further away, Dodge felt the heat and energy buffet the autogyro, and for a moment he was sure they would share the fighter pilot’s fate. Instead, the hot wind caught the rotor craft like a giant hand flinging a child’s balsawood glider. He fought for control, but for several seconds, the gyro simply rode the shockwave like a piece of driftwood on a tsunami wave.
The explosion fairly threw them back to the city. The autogyro gradually began to do what Dodge wanted, but he could hear creaks and moans from the airframe that hadn’t been there before the explosion. There was no time anymore to be picky about a landing area; he needed a space big enough to set down without clipping a building, streetlamp or tree with the rotors. It would have to be a street, one of the wide thoroughfares that ran the length of the city….
The answer was right in front of him.
He brought the gyro down as fast as he could, letting the drag of gravity spin the rotor instead of forward motion, so that the craft behaved more like a glider, seemingly hanging in the air. Floor after floor of the Empire State Building flashed by as the aircraft descended only a stone’s throw away, and on Fifth Avenue directly below, the gathering crowd of onlookers realized the gyro was about to land squarely on top of them.
The gyro came down with sufficient force that the wheel struts bent and the bottom of the fuselage crunched into the macadam.
But they were alive, and Von Heissel and Majestic were gone, and with them, their potential to send the world to oblivion. The nightmare was over.

Epilogue — The Message

Dodge cut the engine immediately, and for a moment just sat there, grateful to be alive. He watched as first Nora, and then Hurricane, squirmed out of the front seat, and then leaned over the edge of the cockpit. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t my best landing.”
Hurricane chuckled. “Dodge, I’ve flown with you a time or two, and I can testify that it was by no means your worst.”
The big man’s humor was contagious. Dodge was still laughing as he climbed down from the wreck. Somehow, Nora found her way into his arms, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
“Not bad,” she said, gazing up him with something more than admiration. “And thus ends another chapter of the Real Adventures of Dodge Dalton.”
He laughed again at that. “Too bad Rod wasn’t around for most of it.”
She winced guiltily. “I have a little confession to make. Rodney doesn’t write those stories. I do.”
His initial disbelief passed quickly.
“They said no one would read adventure stories if they knew a woman wrote them,” she explained.
“I would read them,” he promised, and pulled her close once more. “But if you’re going to write this story, we need to give it a proper ending.”
“You don’t think this is good enough?”
“It’s missing something.” He gently tilted her head up until their eyes met, and when he kissed her, he could that she had been waiting for him to do it for a long time.
“Ah, Dodge?”
He grudgingly pulled away from her. “Hurricane, you really know how to ruin—”
The words caught in Dodge’s throat as he followed his friend’s gaze to the edge of the crowd.
“Molly?”
Though surrounded by scores of people, Molly Rose Shannon, dressed in a bright green Indian sari, with a heavy travel bag slung over one bare shoulder, seemed somehow to be standing alone. There was hurt in her eyes as she stared back at him, but she blinked it away and started toward him.
“Sorry to just show up like this,” she said, her voice tight with emotion. “But I had to come. I’ve got a message from dad.”
“The Padre is back?” Hurricane said.
Molly shook her head. “I dreamed about him. The same dream, night after night. He told me to find you, to give you a message:
“‘The time is near. You must be ready. The prisoner has returned. He will destroy everything.’”
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