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Аннотация
"When the good is swallowed by the dark… There The Peregine shall plant his mark!"

Adventure has a new name!
Award-winning genre fiction author Barry Reese, known for creating such fantastic characters as Lazarus Gray and Gravedigger, revitalizes one of his greatest creations for fans old and new! Max Davies lives on as THE PEREGRINE!
An adventurer. A man of mystery. A hero. Max Davies, newly moved to Atlanta, Georgia, finds himself unable to avoid danger, intrigue, and death. Donning the mask of The Peregrine, Davies seeks to bring justice to a world dying for it and peace to his own troubled spirit. And the only price he may have to pay is his soul.
The Peregrine Omnibus, Volume One brings the first three book length volumes of this classic New Pulp hero's adventures together into one massive two-fisted collection. Fly again for the first time with Barry Reese's The Peregrine!


Barry Reese
The Peregrine Omnibus Volume One


LUCIFER’S CAGE


An adventure starring the Peregrine
Written by Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
The Temple

Tibet — April 1933
The snow was blistering, whipping past the exposed portion of his face. He had no idea how far below freezing the temperature was, nor did he truly care. The horrors of the expedition lay far behind him now… ahead lay the summit of his dreams, the culmination of years of study and research.
Inch by inch, he ascended the side of the mountain. His muscles ached from the exertion and there was a pounding in his ears that threatened to overwhelm him. “Just a little bit more,” he whispered to himself. Those words had been a mantra for him, repeated over and over again over the last few days. They were the only words he’d spoken since the last of his expedition party had died screaming in the frozen wastes, torn apart by—
He pushed those thoughts away from his mind. There was no point in dwelling on those who had lost their way along the path; after all, he’d known it would come to this in the end.
Of all those who had undertaken the search for Lucifer’s Cage, none had shared his dedication. This was far more than a mere archaeological quest; this was the end of a spiritual journey that had begun in his freshman year at the university. He’d found one particular professor who’d opened his eyes to the glories of the past, to the forgotten lore of the world. There was a secret history at play, one that was kept in the shadows by men who embraced science over spiritualism. Jacob Trench had found this secret world beguiling. He had devoured every text his professor could put before him and had then abandoned the university altogether, realizing that the kind of knowledge he sought would never be learned in a classroom setting. To the ends of the world he’d traveled, selling everything he’d ever owned, betraying his parents’ good faith until they could no longer trust him with money.
And it had all led him here, to the snowy mountaintops of Tibet.
Jacob pulled himself over the edge of the mountain with a grunt, his hands feeling like two huge blocks of ice within their gloves. Rope was slung over one shoulder, a mountain axe held tightly in the fingers of his right hand. He felt naked as he rose to stand before the temple, as if he’d come unprepared to an important meeting. “Just a little bit more,” he whispered, a smile making his frozen lips crack open.
Staggering, he pushed past the wooden door, not even noticing that it was open already, as if someone had been expecting him. Jacob felt heat radiate from within, warming the blood in his veins. The temple consisted of only one large room, with a series of mats along the outer sides of the room. These were for the monks whose task it was to guard the sacred relic housed here… but there were no monks to be seen today. Jacob felt this was a good sign.
In the center of the room lay a single pallet, upon which rested a small wooden pedestal. Atop the pedestal was a crystalline object, about the size of a milk bottle. A fiery red glow emanated from the interior of the object and Jacob felt himself growing stiff in his trousers, his penis responding to some horrible lust for the thing before him. He could feel the touch of women all over him, could smell their sex and their perfume. A laugh rang through the room, like the beckoning call of a whore, summoning him into her bed.
Jacob fell to his knees, his legs unable to bear his weight any longer. His shaking hand reached out for the object, his dry tongue snaking out to lick at his cracked lips. An awful yearning made him whimper like a starving child, desperate for sustenance.
Just before his fingertips made contact with the crystal, a wooden staff came down hard on his hand, shattering his knuckles. Jacob howled in surprise and pain, twisting around to look at the source of the attack. There was a man there, dressed in black robes. The man’s bald head was speckled with liver spots and his long white beard trailed down past his waist, curling at the end.
Jacob pushed himself backwards awkwardly, unable to stand. He fumbled in his clothing for the pistol he knew was there but he couldn’t seem to find it and the old monk was fast approaching, staff raised high. His broken hand throbbed painfully and his other hand no longer seemed capable of functioning.
“Please,” Jacob pleaded, his eyes fastened on the end of the staff. He could easily imagine it splitting his head open like a watermelon. “I’ve come so far…”
The old man paused, his lips parting in a leer. Rotten teeth were exposed to Jacob’s eyes and a scent like spoiled meat seemed to pour forth from the man’s mouth. “You think you have suffered?” he asked, his English thickly accented.
Jacob blinked in relief. If the man spoke English, he could be reasoned with. “I’ve come looking for Lucifer’s Cage. I want it,” he explained, knowing how foolish he must sound.
The old man nodded slowly, the staff still raised. “You are the first to make it so far in centuries. All those who have come before you since my master built this temple have died, either on the mountainside or just outside the temple. Many I have slain myself. Others have died by Yeti.”
Jacob nodded, the fingers of his non-broken hand finally finding hold on the gun. He didn’t draw it out, but he felt confident he could do so before the man struck again. “I saw them. They attacked us.”
“But you fled, leaving your fellows to be eaten.” It was not a question and Jacob didn’t answer, though his eyes widened. The old man began to lower the staff. “You bankrupted your parents to fund your research, murdered your professor in cold blood so you could take his papers and now you have betrayed the fools who came with you in search of the great prize. Is all this true?”
“Yes, it is. How did you know?”
The old man laughed and it sounded like the cracking of dry leaves. “Because I have waited for you. You are the one.” He gestured towards Jacob’s wounded hand. “You have not yet begun to suffer. But in time, you will gain the favor of our master and you will free him from his prison. He slumbers, waiting for your voice to awaken him.”
Jacob turned back to the crystal. Its glow once more reached into his soul and stirred him. “I’ll do anything.”
“Such passion,” the old man chuckled. “It will serve you well in the days and weeks to come. Rise, Jacob Trench. I am K’ntu and I will prepare you.”

CHAPTER II
A Man of Means

Atlanta, Georgia — June 1936
“This heat is simply unbearable.” Max Davies swept his fan back and forth in quick little motions, doing little to generate a cooling wind on his sweat-covered face. He wore a white suit, one that was quickly growing stained by sweat and dust, and an expensive hat that served to keep the sun from his eyes. He was a handsome man, with a slightly olive complexion and dark green eyes. He was trim, with a swimmer’s athletic build, and seemed exceptionally poised and collected, though the hot Georgia summer was testing his famous resolve.
Sitting next to him on the porch of the grand house that Max had recently purchased was his personal banker and close friend, Samuel Kincaid. Samuel was a large-framed man with a belly that was slowly crossing the line from pudginess to fat. “You’re the one who moved down here, Max. It’s not too late to sell this property and move back to Boston, you know.” He cast an appraising eye over the land, watching as the numerous farmhands tilled the soil and took care of the livestock. The house had once been part of the largest plantation in Georgia, but much of it had been sold off after the Civil War. Now it consisted of a lovely house that whispered of the antebellum days and enough land to make Max Davies a prominent member of the local community but nothing more. “It’s like going back in time. Up north it seems like the War Between the States was forever and a day ago. Down here… Hell, you’d almost think it never ended. The Negroes are still treated like slaves, aren’t they?”
“Hmm,” Max said in careful thought. He raised a glass of iced tea to his lips and sipped it slowly. “There’s still many who don’t think of them as equal to whites, that’s true enough. But it’s better than it was… and the ones who live here with me are paid just as handsomely as any white worker.”
Sam glanced at his own glass of tea, which sat untouched on a small table situated between his chair and Max’s. “Why the hell do they ruin a perfectly good batch of tea by putting ice in it?”
“Because it’s hotter than the devil’s backside down here?” Max offered. Both men laughed at the ribald comment but their serious natures returned in seconds. “Why are you really here, Sam? You could have telephoned if all you really wanted to do was check on my health and state of mind.”
Sam leaned forward in his seat, a large sweat stain becoming visible on the back of his own shirt. His jacket had long since been discarded and his sleeves rolled up soon after, but it had done little to stem the effects of the heat. “Commissioner Croft says you’ve been cleared of all suspicion. There’s no reason for you not to come back.” Sam took a deep breath before adding “There hasn’t even been one trace of the Peregrine in the last six months. He’s gone. Kaput.”
Max twirled the dwindling pieces of ice in his glass of tea. “And what happens if I return… and the Peregrine starts up his vigilante activities again? The cloud of suspicion would be much worse this time. No, Sam, I think I’ll stay here. A fresh start.”
Sam hesitated. “Croft also told me that there’d been a murder down here, took place a couple of weeks ago. You know anything about it?”
“Are you an amateur detective now, Sam? A modern Mr. Holmes?”
“I’m being serious. What if that nutcase followed you here?”
Max sighed, setting his glass down on the table. He rose, somehow managing to look good even covered in sweat and grime. Sam envied him and always had. Max was the sort of man who could enter a room and steal the heart of your best, most faithful girl, without even trying. Not that Max would have encouraged such things. In all the time Sam had known him, he’d never seen Max take a fancy to any woman. “Sam… I’m not afraid of this Peregrine fellow. He kills some men who have escaped the law through duplicity and graft. He leaves behind a business card with the image of a bird on it.” Max shrugged. “He’s never struck out at anyone like me. I made my money legitimately.”
“The last three men he killed were at that gala you threw on New Year’s Eve, Max! He was in your penthouse, for God’s sake! And when you went skiing, he was there to knock off Boss Zucko, who just happened to be staying at the same resort. Is it any wonder Croft thought you might actually be the guy? If I didn’t know you myself, I might have wondered…”
Max turned and smiled. “Maybe Croft was right. They say you never truly know what lurks in the heart of another man. For all you know, I might dress up in black, skulk about in the shadows and kill criminals. All in my spare time, of course.”
Sam snorted, leaning back. “Right. I’d say the Peregrine is a man of passion and anger. You’re neither. You’re a businessman at heart, my friend. You look at the final balance and make your decisions based on the ledger sheet.”
“Perhaps the Peregrine does, as well. He tallies up the positives and negatives in a man’s life and decides whether or not his continued presence adds or subtracts from the good of society.”
“So what are you saying, then? That you are the Peregrine?”
“No. That’s not what I’m saying, Sam.” Max pushed his hands in his pockets and laughed. “I’m just being difficult.”
“Ah. The same as usual, then? You’re more hardheaded than my wife.”
“How long are you staying?” Max asked, not allowing the playful insults to degenerate any further.
“I’m leaving in the morning. You think I’m going to condemn myself to any more time in this heat than necessary? I came because I was worried about you… and I want you to come home.”
“I’m touched. I really am. But this is my home now. Go back and monitor my investments for me and maybe I’ll be up for a bit of skiing when winter comes.”
Sam rose, dusting himself off. “That man who was shot a few weeks back,” Sam whispered, keeping his voice low, lest a servant might overhear. “Croft says he heard there was a card left behind. The Peregrine’s signature. Now, I don’t believe you’re a killer, but it might mean that this guy has a thing for you. An obsession. Could be he’s followed you down South.”
“I’ll be careful, Sam. You have my word.”

CHAPTER III
Visions of Evil

Max ran the cold washcloth over his naked chest, examining the extensive network of scars that ran across his flesh. There was a story behind each and every one of them, most involving gunfire, whips and fists. Moving here to Atlanta had been Max’s way of saying enough was enough and that he was now ready to put the life of pain and death behind him.
That decision lasted approximately three weeks. It was that long before he’d discovered that a man named Felix Darkholme had begun a series of vile experiments on local poor. Max had found himself falling into the old roles all too easily, donning the skintight black jumpsuit of his own devising. The material of the suit was made of a light-absorbing material that was resistant to small arms fire, without restricting his movement in the least. The fabric had been one of Max’s first discoveries, created during his time in the Orient. It was so lightweight that he was able to wear it beneath a suit and tie with no restriction. Thus, while he might appear to be wearing nothing more than normal clothing, he was actually far more protected than most would realize.
Max had traveled the world shortly after turning eighteen, spending time with a Sensei in Kyoto and studying under many of the world’s great scientists and philosophers. All of it had been part of his ongoing mission to better himself, so that the entire world might benefit from his experiences. He had become the Peregrine to ferret out the evils of society, to find those who slipped through the cracks like hungry snakes, seeking out the innocent to prey upon.
Darkholme. Memories of the man came rushing back to him, turning his thoughts away from those concerning his distant past. Max set aside the washcloth and dried himself off, feeling refreshed but knowing that the sweltering heat would find him drenched in sweat again soon enough. Still, the sense of being clean would last at least long enough for Max to make it to the party being thrown by his nearest neighbor, a local banker by the name of Beauregard Ellis.
Donning a clean shirt, Max picked up the unfinished letter that lay upon his nightstand. It was addressed to the Nova Alliance, a group of men and women based in Boston who shared his passions. Leopold Grace was the current president of the Alliance and one of Max’s oldest and dearest friends. They had met in Paris back in ’27, when the Red Lord had tried to seize power in the Parisian underworld. Heady days, those were.
Max plucked up a pen and sat down, the sheet of paper still gripped in his fingers. He ordered his thoughts before resuming the narrative he’d begun before Sam’s arrival.
Leopold, you should have seen the horrors that Darkholme had foisted upon the poor fools he’d trapped in his lair. It brought to mind some of the stories you’ve told me about your family’s own adventures in the realms of shadow and nightmare. The madman had turned his storm cellar into a torturer’s delight, with chains that hung from the ceiling and beds wired with electricity. But worst of all were the noxious smelling chemicals that he fed his prisoners, forcing their bodies to alter in ways that God never intended. He’d taken the core components of the chemicals from several lakes and streams located near Tunguska, the site of that horrible explosion from ’08. Apparently, the source of said explosion was a meteorite that fell to Earth and detonated in mid-air. The meteorite contained creatures, Leopold! Tiny, almost microscopic creatures! They floated in these solutions of Darkholme’s, looking like brine shrimp… only with such malevolence to their appearance that it chilled the blood in my veins! Darkholme was feeding these things to the poor souls he captured… and the beasts wrought horrible effects upon them, devouring parts of their brain and making them susceptible to Darkholme’s suggestions.
Luckily, Darkholme’s pets proved to be no match for my revolver, though it pained me to end their lives. I kept hoping that there would be some cure to be found for them… alas, their murderous intent made it impossible for me to snare one for study. Darkholme himself nearly escaped into the countryside but I managed to catch his trail before the moon’s light faded behind the clouds. I shot him dead, ridding the world of a great evil, and then set fire to the house itself, to ensure that no one else would ever duplicate his experiments. The only thing I kept from the awful place was a silver dagger inscribed with mystic runes. Eventually, I’ll send the weapon on to you for study, but in the meantime I’ve been carrying it with me.
I left behind one of my calling cards, though I knew it would be wiser not to. There’s something that compels me to take responsibility for my actions, Leopold. Perhaps it assuages my guilt somehow, for the taking of human lives. Or perhaps it is vanity…
Regardless, my actions have brought renewed scrutiny upon myself. Had things gone differently, I never would have chosen the life of secrecy in which I now hide. I would have made my deeds public, like our friend Clark did. I hear that the authorities welcome him and his friends these days. Of course, his preferred means of dealing with criminals is lancing into their brains and removing the parts of the mind that compel them to commit evil deeds. More humane than putting a bullet into their skulls, I suppose.
I will endeavor to stay out of the limelight for the time being, old friend. Give my regards to Clark, Lamont and the rest.

Max finished the missive by artfully drawing in the shape of a blackened bird. He sat back in his chair, closing his eyes for a moment as pain began to throb behind his forehead. These horrible headaches had plagued him since his youth, when he’d seen his father gunned down… they’d appeared with regularity ever since, usually carrying with them visions of dark portent. Leopold had claimed they were bursts of precognition, helping guide Max along his path. But to Max, they were as much a curse as a blessing. They had led him to Darkholme and others like him. They made it impossible for him to set aside the Peregrine identity and live a life of peace.
Max gritted his teeth, trying in vain to avoid crying out in pain. He saw a crystalline object, glowing with an inner fire. A man held it in one hand, a look of almost orgasmic pleasure flitting across his features. There was a name attached to the man and Max whispered it aloud as the pen slipped from his fingers, clattering to the floor. “Trench,” Max said, before the image shimmered to reveal the face of a bald man with a long white beard. From the shape of his eyes, Max thought him to be Chinese… and very, very old. “K’ntu,” Max said, the pounding in his skull increasing until spittle flew from his lips and he jerked out of his chair. He heard his servants’ footsteps, hurrying to his bedroom door. They’d heard him cry out and were concerned. “Can’t be found like this,” Max whispered, forcing the images from him. As he did so, the pain became a dull ache in the background of his consciousness.
Sorry, Sam. I really did mean to stay out of trouble… but it looks like the Peregrine’s going to be needed again.

CHAPTER IV
Evelyn

The home of Beauregard Ellis was not what it had once been, but it was still one of the few plantations that had managed to survive the burning of Atlanta. Much of the surrounding property had been sold off since the War Between the States, helping to keep the family’s manner of living intact, but Max could tell that the Ellis clan was heading for hard times. There was no more land to sell, save for the house itself, and the way Ellis decorated the place, the remaining fortune would be gone in one or two generations.
As Max stepped into the grand foyer, Beauregard and his wife, a somewhat heavyset woman named Gladys, greeted him. Both of them wore old-fashioned attire, with Mrs. Ellis’ considerable bulk squeezed into a corset. Beauregard himself was dressed in a long coat and tails, his hair swept back by an overuse of hair cream.
“Mr. Davies!” Beauregard exclaimed, moving forward to shake hands. “I am so pleased that you decided to attend. How have you enjoyed the Southern hospitality so far?”
“Aside from the heat, I’ve quite enjoyed myself,” Max replied honestly.
“You Yankees just don’t know what a real summer’s like, is all,” Gladys said. She offered her hand daintily and Max played along with the game, bringing it to his lips. On the three occasions he’d met her so far, Gladys had never missed an opportunity to lament the many faults that Yankees possessed… but she always seemed somewhat attracted to him, as well.
“I’m sure there are hotter days to come,” Max agreed. “It looks like an excellent turnout.”
“Social event of the season,” Beauregard laughed. “Go on into the study. The men folk are gathered there, having some smokes. We’ll meet up with the ladies later on, for food and dancing.”
“Do you dance, Mr. Davies?”
Max paused at the question, recognizing the woman who had teasingly asked him. He turned to see Evelyn Gould moving up the stairs and into the foyer, looking breathtakingly beautiful. She wore a soft yellow dress that left her shoulders bare. Auburn hair was pulled back on her head, leaving small ringlets to dangle invitingly down her neck.
“Only with women such as yourself,” Max answered.
“And what kind of woman is that?” Evelyn inquired, coming to a halt just before him, close enough that her perfume reached his nostrils.
“One who is far too lovely for words.” Max reached out for her hand, not having to feign a desire to lift it to his lips, as he had with Mrs. Ellis.
“Flatterer,” Evelyn said with a small but pleased smile. She had arrived from Boston just a month or so before Max had moved to Atlanta, working as an actress. There was a small but increasingly vital arts community in the area and Evelyn had hopes of contributing to it. Her talent, from what Max had heard, wasn’t enough to get her onto Broadway or into the higher class of film, but she seemed content with what she had: which was more than enough to appease the typical theatergoer or matinee aficionado. “Did you come alone?”
“I’m afraid so. And you?”
“Yes. Shall we remain close to one another in hopes that no one will notice?”
“I was going to suggest the very same thing.”
“Great minds think alike,” Evelyn teased. She glanced around, noticing that several people were casting annoyed looks at them. “Seems we’re blocking the entrance. Are you going into the study to smoke those foul cigars and drink liquor?”
“Well, when you put it that way, it does lose some of its charm.” Max gently took her by the arm and led her towards the parlor room where the ladies were gathered. Laughter spilled out as various gossips were spread and fashions were compared. “Are you anxious to spend time with the old biddies of Atlanta?”
Evelyn’s eyes flew open and she emitted an unladylike snort of laughter. “You better hush before someone overhears you! We’ll be branded as uncouth Yankees and will never be invited back!”
Max grinned, marveling at how alive she made him feel. He’d long ago put aside notions of romance, for fear of how his nocturnal activities might impact such things. But whenever Evelyn was about, he found himself flirting like a schoolboy. “I suppose we should conform to local notions of propriety. Shall I find you once the males and females are brought back together?”
“Yes, please.” Evelyn squeezed his hand before moving into the parlor, leaving behind a most enticing scent. Max indulged in it for a moment before heading to take care of his own social duties.
* * *
“Darkholme was a bastard and I’m glad he’s gone!”
This heated pronouncement from a man named Gilbert Smith was met with a general murmur of approval. The topic of the recent unpleasantness had not been long in coming, for the party’s host himself had broached the subject within moments of the men-folk’s retiring to the study. “What does everyone think about this Peregrine fellow?” he’d asked, sipping a brandy and looking altogether too impressed with himself. “If the rumors I’ve heard are even half true, I’d say a bit of Southern justice would have dispatched Darkholme as well as this Yankee vigilante did.”
Max had smiled at those words, but Gilbert had spoken up before he could have voiced any kind of reply. He could see that Beauregard was watching him closely, however, as if waiting for a response.
“What sort of rumors have you heard, Beauregard?” Max asked, honestly curious.
“Only that Darkholme was conducting perverse experiments on negroes and gypsies. Fiendish stuff.” Beauregard took another sip of his drink and added “But you were up North during the Peregrine’s previous killings, weren’t you? Do you think he’s followed you here?”
The look in Beauregard’s eyes made Max a bit uncomfortable. He’s heard the stories, Max realized. I knew I was getting sloppy… that’s why I tried to stop this madness before it landed me in jail.
Forcing a look of nonchalance, Max shrugged and replied “I was there. The cad even made a few of his crime busting efforts on my private property. Gave me a bit of notoriety, I have to admit. Can’t say I’m glad to see him in these parts, though I think we’d all be in agreement with Gilbert that some of these people need to be taken care of.”
“True enough,” Beauregard confirmed. “Perhaps he’s someone you know, though? Did you bring any servants with you?”
“No. I traveled alone.” Max averted his gaze, as if losing interest in the discussion and was saved from any further defense of his honor by the arrival of a new gentleman, one whose late arrival caused everyone to look in his direction.
The figure’s appearance caused a profound effect on Max, who recognized him immediately. The man was slightly older than him, but in good shape and with a dark intelligence evident in his eyes. He wore the most fashionable of modern suits and a fedora was held tightly in one hand, which was slightly bent, as if it had survived great trauma. It was the figure from Max’s vision, the one named Trench.
“Jacob! Welcome,” Beauregard said, moving forward to shake Trench’s good hand. “I’m so glad you could make it. You’ll notice a few new faces in the crowd, so I’ll introduce you.”
Beauregard took to his task with great relish, introducing Trench as a collector of curiosities and the owner of a downtown Atlanta establishment called Jacob’s Ladder. Max noticed that many of the men who already knew Trench seemed to regard him coolly, so he made his way towards Gilbert, who had moved to stand near the window.
“You know Mr. Trench, I presume?” Max asked.
“Hmm? Oh, yes. Interesting fellow,” Gilbert replied, in a voice that definitely implied that he found Trench anything but interesting.
“He looks familiar to me, though I can’t quite place him.”
“Some of the newspapers ran stories on him a few years back. Feared lost on an expedition, turned up hale and hearty, only survivor, heroic case of human will overcoming nature. All that sort of thing.”
“Sounds like it, doesn’t it? And he never lets you forget that it is.” Gilbert surprised Max by reaching and touching his arm. “He’s a dangerous man, Mr. Davies. Be wary of him.”
Max nodded, feeling a bit unnerved by the fear that he’d seen in Gilbert’s eyes. Before he could question the man further, he heard Beauregard clear his throat from behind him. Turning, Max came face-to-face with the man who had haunted his mind earlier today.
“Mr. Davies, may I introduce you to…”
Beauregard’s words were lost in a sudden scream that made everyone in the room jump. Max shoved his way past Trench and his host, running full speed towards the door. He recognized the woman who had emitted the sound, which had been full of agonizing terror.
It was Evelyn.

CHAPTER V
Bodies in the Mist

Max burst into the parlor room, barely able to stop himself from retrieving the pistol he wore strapped under his coat. He found the women staring outside the windows, into the thickest fog Max had ever seen outside of London. It tumbled about like small clouds of mist, borne along by mystic winds.
Evelyn stood closest to the window, a hand raised over her open mouth. The poor woman looked as pale as a ghost and she jumped when Max touched her shoulder.
“What’s happened?” Max asked, feeling the way she shivered beneath his hand.
“Out there… Can’t you see them?”
Max followed her gaze, aware that the other men had entered the room and were asking their own wives and girlfriends for information. Outside, in the mist, were men… shambling mockeries of men, stooped over and somewhat misshapen. “Stay here,” he whispered. He turned and found himself face-to-face with Trench.
“Going somewhere, Mr. Davies?”
“There are people out there. I’m fairly certain that Beauregard didn’t invite them.”
“I’ll come with you, if I may.”
Max hesitated, remembering the dark terror of his earlier visions. Despite them, there was no way he could avoid the offered help without seeming rude to the other guests. “If you’d like. Just stay behind me.” Max reached under his coat and drew out his pistol, careful to keep it hidden from the women.
“Do you always come so well prepared to parties?” Trench asked.
“Only ones where unnatural mists spring up out of nowhere.” Max hurried out the front door, stumbling a bit as he reached the stairs. The fog was so thick that he could not see more than a few feet in front of him. He thought he saw two of the mysterious figures ahead of him, but he could not be sure. “You there!” he yelled. “Identify yourself!”
Trench’s voice came from just over his left shoulder. “Look to your right.”
Max did so and felt the blood in his veins chilling at the sight before him. A man with bluish-tinted skin had come into view, his clothing soiled by dirt and blood. His eyes were rolled up in his head, leaving only white showing. There was an awful nature to his gait that made Max feel sick and confused. “God in heaven,” he whispered.
“I don’t think God had anything to do with these things,” Trench whispered.
The undead creature shifted at the sound of Trench’s voice, seeming to zero in on the two men. It picked up speed, raising its arms and forming the hands into fists.
Max shot it twice in the chest, but the bullets only seemed to stagger the creature. It continued on, closing the gap quickly. Just as its fingers began to close around Max’s collar, he unloaded a bullet directly between its eyes. Blood sprayed backwards, along with white fragments of bone and gray matter.
The monster fell to the ground, twitching. A noxious odor rose from it and Max recognized it from the numerous scenes of horror he’d witnessed. It was the smell of death and decay.
“More,” Trench hissed.
Max whirled about as two more of the things ambled towards him from the other side of the porch. He leaped towards them, aware that his ammunition was limited. The first of the things was met with a hard chop to the throat. It didn’t harm the undead monster the way it would have a normal man but it gave the thing pause, allowing Max to fire his pistol at point-blank range into its temple. As before, damage to the cadaver’s brain seemed to bring its rampage to a halt.
Armed with knowledge of how to stop the things, Max made quick work of the thing’s companion and stared out into the mist, wondering how many more might be waiting.
Trench appeared again at his side, staring down at the twitching monsters. “Fascinating. Reminds me of the zombies I’ve heard about in Haiti.”
Max fought the urge to put the last of his bullets into Trench’s head. The visions had seemed to make it clear that he was a villain of the worst sort… but something stayed Max’s hand. He had never killed anyone who hadn’t forced the action and he held on to that last vestige of morality like a crutch.
“The fog is lifting,” Max said, noticing that the mist was beginning to part as quickly as it had arrived.
“And the bodies are going away,” Trench remarked. “Look.”
The two zombies at Max’s feet faded into nothingness, becoming as immaterial as the mist itself.
“What do you think could do such a thing?” Trench wondered aloud. “And why?”
“They were a distraction.”
“I don’t understand.”
Max frowned, wondering if that was true. It was certainly possible that whatever threat Trench posed was unrelated to his plague of undead… but Max had a feeling that Trench was anything but innocent here. “The men didn’t do anything other than wander around, attracting our attention.”
“They did attack you…”
“Yes, but rather ineffectually. There’s something more at work here.” Max looked over as Beauregard and several of the men hurried over, some of them brandishing their own gentlemen’s pistols. “Mr. Ellis, might I recommend that you have the servants search the house and make sure that nothing is missing?”
“You think some of those men the ladies saw might have gotten inside?” Beauregard asked, looking alarmed.
“It’s possible.”
“Where are they now?” Gilbert wondered. “I don’t see a damned thing.”
“They fled,” Trench replied, drawing a glance from Max. The two men seemed to share an understanding that discussions of walking undead would not go over well with men who hadn’t seen them firsthand.
Max spotted Evelyn slipping quietly out of the house and he excused himself quickly, moving to catch up to her. “Evelyn! Are you alright?”
She turned to face him with fear in her eyes. “No! Those men… they weren’t right! I saw one of them! He… It was awful!”
Max brought her into his arms, comforting her. “I believe you. I saw them myself.”
Evelyn drew back quickly. “You did? Thank heavens! I thought I had gone mad!”
“No, you mustn’t think that. There are things in this world that are beyond the rational. The sooner you accept that, the better. Can I take you home? I have a feeling you aren’t going to want to stay for tea and dancing.”
“Please. I would very much like the company,” she said, looking profoundly grateful.
Poor girl, Max mused. She’s not used to such terrors. I almost envy her.
Walking towards his parked car, Max cast another glance back at the house. Trench was there, talking quietly with Beauregard. He looked up and gave Max a perfunctory nod. I think I’ll pay Mr. Ellis a visit tonight and find out what went missing. Because something most certainly did… and it’s looking more and more like a case for the Peregrine.

CHAPTER VI
Questions at Midnight

The Peregrine arrived at the Ellis home just before twelve, a full moon giving him ample light to work by. He was cloaked in his dark garb, allowing him to blend in to every shadow. On his face was a small domino mask affixed with a birdlike beak over the nose. It was a bit of melodrama, he’d always reasoned, but it helped hide his identity amongst those frightened few who saw him and lived.
Though he was definitely in business mode, he couldn’t help but think about Evelyn. The young woman had recovered from her fright quickly, which had impressed him greatly, but it was clear that she didn’t want to be alone. She’d asked him to stay for a while longer and the implications of her offer were all too clear, but Max had been forced to excuse himself as politely as possible. There had been neither more visions nor their accompanying headaches, but he knew they were coming. Best to deal with the mystery head on rather than wait for him to be drawn into it against his will. Besides, he reasoned, whoever had done all of this had upset Evelyn… and the very notion of her being hurt roused in him a sense of chivalrous honor. He would find out whom had done these things, be it Trench or someone else… and he would make them pay.
Max crept through the quiet house, not making a sound. A light in the study was on and the fireplace was burning brightly as Beauregard sat in a large chair, smoking a cigar and staring into the dancing flames.
“Mr. Ellis?” Max hissed, making sure to keep his voice low and deep.
Beauregard glanced around in mounting terror, his eyes wide. “Who’s there? God knows you’ve taken everything you could have wanted! Why come back again?”
“I’m not the one who ruined your party, Mr. Ellis.” Max stepped partially into view, staying to the far side of the room so that Beauregard only saw what Max wanted him to see: a dark-clad figure with bird-like features, wielding a pistol. “But I want to know about them. What did they take from you?”
Beauregard hesitated, swallowing hard before speaking. “You’re the Peregrine, aren’t you?”
“What did they take from you?”
“A book…”
“All that over a collection of writings, Mr. Ellis? Seems unlikely. What kind of book was it?”
“A 17th century copy of Axiomata,” Beauregard said, looking back into the flames. He looked like a broken man, with none of the confidence he’d shown earlier in the evening. “Are you familiar with it?”
“No. Tell me.”
Beauregard sighed. “It was an important work in the collection of the Fraternity of the Rosy Cross.”
“The Rosicrucians,” Max whispered, remembering the name from his studies into the occult. He didn’t know much about them, but was sure that the Nova Alliance would know more. “Are you involved in witchcraft, Mr. Ellis?”
“No! I acquired it by accident, I assure you, knowing nothing of its origins. I was hoping to sell it to Trench but he claimed the price was far too high. And now it’s gone forever… and my hopes of getting my family out of debt is gone as well.”
“Why is it so important?”
Beauregard shifted in his seat, looking more forlorn by the minute. “The Fraternity was founded by a man named Christian Rosenkreuz. He was born in 1378 and lived until the age of 106. He was buried in a seven-sided vault and it’s said that he would return 120 years after his death.”
“Did he?”
“I don’t know!” Beauregard wailed. “But the Axiomata is said to contain references to where the vault can be found. The tomb is reputed to contain all the order’s books, plus magical mirrors, lanterns and more.” Beauregard sat forward in his seat, warming to the subject. Max thought he looked a bit mad, recounting these strange legends. “I’ve heard rumors that the Germans are looking for the true location of the tomb. Hitler’s a fanatic when it comes to occultism. Do you think the Nazis might have done this?”
“I think the thief might be a bit closer to home than that,” Max replied.
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing you need concern yourself with.” Max began to turn away but Beauregard rose from his chair, sounding desperate.
“Wait!”
Max glanced over his shoulder, noting the way Beauregard’s hands shook with impotent rage. “Yes, Mr. Ellis?”
“I don’t care if you are a madman, like the papers say. I want you to find the men who did this unspeakable thing, who violated my home and my honor. I want you to kill them!”
Astonishing how quickly a man becomes murderous when it’s his own property being threatened, Max thought. “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Ellis. In the meantime, I wouldn’t throw any more parties.”
Beauregard remained where he was, scarcely believing his eyes. It seemed that the Peregrine vanished into thin air, melding into the very shadows that blanketed the room. “Kill them,” he whispered again. “If what the ladies said about those men is true, they are abominations…”

CHAPTER VII
Jacob’s Ladder

“So, tell me again why you’ve brought me to this dreadful place?” Evelyn looked out of place, in her cosmopolitan fur-lined coat and small hat. Atlanta was fast returning to its glory of the pre-War days, but it still retained a lot of its country heritage. Evelyn, on the hand, reeked of 20th century sophistication. It was a dichotomy that attracted Max to her, for she certainly stood out amongst the women of the South. Someday that would change, he knew, and Atlanta would take its place amongst the leading cities of America… but that day was not today.
Max was standing in the dimly lit shop of curiosities, staring intently at an authentic sarcophagus. Trench’s place of business was full of interesting odds and ends, many of which were no more than elaborate forgeries. But several of them were the real deal and Max wondered why Trench didn’t ply his wares in New York or London, where the prices for such items could be much higher. “I thought you might appreciate a shopping excursion,” Max said to Evelyn. “To take your mind off the events of last evening.”
“A charming notion, but when you suggested it, I was picturing… I don’t know, some place that didn’t include mummies or haunted mirrors.”
Max turned to face her, trying not lose himself in her deep green eyes. “The best shops in the city, I promise. But I want to see Mr. Trench first.”
“I didn’t realize the two of you were so close.”
“We aren’t. But he was with me last night… he saw the same things you and I did.”
Evelyn’s features shifted at the mention of the walking dead. “I dreamed about them, you know. I barely slept a wink.”
Max reached out and touched her cheek, a move that surprised them both. Though they’d engaged in harmless flirtations before and there had been the hint of physical pleasures in her invitation to stay last night, there had not been overt touching between them. “I won’t let them harm you,” he said.
Evelyn looked both amused and touched by his sincerity. “You’re a rare man, Mr. Davies. There are times I look at you and think you’re a modern day knight, springing right out of those old storybooks of my childhood. But sometimes when I look in your eyes…”
“Yes?” he asked, moving closer to her.
“I’m not sure I know you really are. I mean…”
“Ahem.”
Max and Evelyn abruptly moved apart, startled by the sudden presence of Jacob Trench. He stood in a doorway leading to an off-limits storage area, his eyes taking in the scene before him. Max noted that there was a hint of blush to Evelyn’s cheeks.
“Mr. Trench,” Max said, moving to greet him. “Fascinating place you have here.”
“Thank you, Mr. Davies,” Trench responded, not accepting the offered hand. “I’m surprised to see you here, however. I didn’t realize you had an interest in antiquities.”
“I’ve traveled the world many times,” Max answered, holding the other man’s gaze. He saw questions aplenty in Trench’s eyes and Max felt relieved. If Trench had heard any of the stories about the Peregrine, he had apparently paid them no heed… or at the very least, was not worried. “In fact, some of your items are clever forgeries. But I’m sure you know that.”
A corner of Trench’s mouth turned upwards. “Of course. But for some of my customers, these forgeries are the closest they will ever come to being able to afford the items they dream of. I have authentic versions of everything on display here… I merely choose to leave some of them in safer places.”
“Evelyn and I were just discussing the things we saw last night. Have you given them any thought?”
Jacob sighed, finally nodding in Evelyn’s direction. It was apparent that he’d been involved in something of interest when Max had entered the store and was now resigning himself to the fact that he would be delayed from returning to it.
“A bit… but I’m sure you’ll understand if I say that it’s not something I’d like to dwell upon.”
“You handled yourself far better than most men would have,” Max offered. “I daresay that poor Beauregard would have been beside himself when faced with the undead.”
Trench glanced past Max, watching as Evelyn occupied herself with a small brass scarab. “Are you a spiritual man, Mr. Davies? Do you believe that someone might have the power to raise the dead and send them forth to ruin someone’s party?”
“You mentioned that you’d seen zombies before,” Max answered.
“Yes. Explaining why I’d be so receptive to the notion of the undead. But as for you… just as you thought that most men would have run screaming from the things we saw last evening, I’d expect most men to come up with every excuse possible… other than the obvious: that what we saw was real.” Trench turned his eyes away from Evelyn’s trim form, taking the time to examine Max more closely. “But you seemed quite at ease amongst them. You’ve seen such things before.”
Max merely shrugged as Evelyn finished her browsing and came up to join them.
Jacob inclined his head in her direction. “Miss Gould. So wonderful to see you again. Have you found anything in my shop that catches your fancy?”
“Actually, I think the beetle is quite nice.”
“The scarab was taken from a Pharaoh’s tomb and is said to be quite cursed.”
“Do you really believe in such things?” Evelyn asked, her skepticism tinged by the remembrance of what she’d seen the night before.
“I never put limits on what the world might bring, Miss Gould.” Trench returned his attention to Max. “So… to answer your earlier question, no, I have not thought much about the events of last night. Was there anything else?”
“Only one thing… I’m interested in acquiring a manuscript. A copy of the Axiomata. Do you think you might have something like that on hand?”
“Recent copies only,” Trench replied, looking like he was ready to bring the game to an end. “And they are far from accurate, or so I’ve heard. Are you a member of the Fraternity, Mr. Davies?”
“No, just interested in helping a friend. Beauregard’s copy has gone missing.”
“How tragic.”
“Isn’t it?” Max took Evelyn’s arm in his, ignoring the look of confusion on her face. It was obvious that she was curious as to the real reason behind their visit to the store, but Max knew she was smart enough to hold her questions for later. “See you around, Jacob. Let me know if you happen to stumble across a copy of the Axiomata, won’t you?”
Trench watched in silence as Max and Evelyn left the store, though he crossed over to a window and peeked beneath the blinds, following them with his eyes until they turned the corner and were out of sight.
“You should have dealt with him before now,” a heavily accented voice said from behind.
Trench glanced back at the aged form of K’ntu, noting that the old man looked the same today as he had during their first meeting in Tibet. In all that time, Trench had never seen him eat a thing, nor found him sleeping. He came and went like a wraith in the night. “Even if the stories are true, he’s nothing more than a maniac with a gun. He can’t stop me.”
“You shouldn’t ignore them. Even a small pebble can lead to a great man’s demise.”
Trench sighed. He’d barely begun to study the Axiomata, but so far everything pointed to his eventual success. With the information contained in the tome, he would be able to find the last items he needed to open Lucifer’s Cage… But perhaps K’ntu was right: Jacob might need to grind the bothersome pebbles of the world — staring with Max Davies — into the ground first, before moving on to the next stage of his plan.
Smiling, Trench said, “Old master, I’ll take care of him. Trust me.”
The man who had tormented Jacob Trench mentally and physically did not return the expression. He regarded Trench as a tool, one that was necessary for the revival of the ultimate master they both served, but nothing more. If Trench died, K’ntu would shed no tears, but he would be forced to return to his lonely vigil in Tibet and the Cage would not be opened for many a year. That simply could not be allowed to happen. “Take no chances,” K’ntu warned. “This man must die or he will ruin everything.”

CHAPTER VIII
The Devil’s Night

Max sat in the damp grass, staring up at the moon. It was well past eleven at night, but he couldn’t sleep. It was too hot and he was restless. The dreams had come again, two since dinner. In the first, he’d been running down a dusty corridor, something nipping at his heels. In the second, he’d seen Evelyn, her pale arms bare in a thin gown of some kind. An ornate headdress adorned her head and she was bound to a large bloodstained altar. A snake had coiled itself around her left foot.
The nature of the dreams disturbed him greatly. Not just because it seemed that Evelyn was in danger, but because none of his visions had been quite so… vague… before. Normally, he saw the face of those he needed to kill, perhaps augmented by scenes of their crimes. But he didn’t recognize the cobwebbed lair that he had found himself in during his dreams tonight, nor did he see signs of Trench or anyone else. Was it supposed to be the tomb of Christian Rosenkreuz? If so, that meant that Trench was closer to his goal than Max would have ever dreamed.
“Mr. Davies?” a tremulous voice asked.
Max looked up to see Nettie, his chief maid, standing not far away, clutching at her robe. She was an elderly black woman with fiery, intelligent eyes and skin so thin that you could see it stretched taut over her bones. In the short time that he’d known her, Max had come to recognize several endearing qualities about her. Most notable amongst them was her deep and abiding faith in God, which had allowed her to endure a lifetime of racism and blocked opportunities. “Yes, Nettie? What is it?”
“Gonna catch your death of cold out here,” she warned.
Max couldn’t resist smiling. He had been burning up in the house, but the locals considered this weather to be abnormally cool for a summertime night. “I’ll come inside in a little while. Did you need something?”
“There’s a call from you. From New York City.” These last words were spoken with great solemnity, as if Nettie had just told him something that simply could not be believed.
“Thank you.” Max rose and dusted off his bottom. Nettie followed him as they headed back to the house, her eyes turned this way and that. “Something wrong?” Max asked her, noticing her nervousness.
“It’s a devil’s night.”
“I don’t follow you…”
“That’s what my mamma called it when the moon was all pink like it is tonight. A blood moon.”
Max didn’t say anything to that, though the old woman’s words chilled him on some primeval level. He’d heard similar things in his own youth and had found them true often enough.
Stepping into his study, Max picked up the phone. To his delight, the voice on the other end was Leopold Grace, the current head of the Nova Alliance and one of Max’s dearest friends. “Leopold! You got my message, I see.”
“Yes… and I take it that your retirement didn’t last very long?”
Max grinned. Leopold knew about his activities as the Peregrine and had shared his own nocturnal activities with Max in turn. Leopold possessed a book which allowed him to travel between worlds, a gift from his father, Eobard. “Let’s say I’m keeping busy. Do you have anything for me?”
“There are a number of other copies of the Axiomata floating about, but the earliest I’ve been able to put my hands on is only from the late 19th century. It is allegedly a good copy, though, with many details not found in other translations.”
“How soon could you get it to me?”
“Through normal means? A few days. Via some of our more… esoteric methods… how does tomorrow sound?”
“Fantastic. When you’re in Atlanta in the fall, I’ll take you to the Fox Theatre. You’d enjoy it.”
“I thought it was bankrupt,” Leopold answered.
“That was back in ’32. The city took it over for a few years but it was sold to some gentlemen named Lucas and Jenkins last year. They’re using it as a movie house these days… a very opulent one.”
“I’ll take you up on that,” Leopold answered with a laugh.
Max was about to ask Leopold how some of their mutual friends were getting on when the line went abruptly silent. He checked the connection several times, a frown settling on to his face. Without even looking, he knew that there was someone outside the open window, perched low at the side of the house. Those sorts of feelings had saved Max’s life again and again over the years and he’d long ago lost any inhibitions he’d had about following his hunches.
Setting the receiver back in its cradle, Max knelt down and reached under his left pants leg, retrieving his pistol. He hated that whomever was out there had chosen his home as the battleground… Nettie and the other servants were innocents in the affairs of the Peregrine. My two worlds keeping meshed together, he mused. If I don’t find some way to make peace with this, someone I love is going to die eventually.
The Peregrine crept towards the window, allowing his mind to shift gears from Max Davies to his nocturnal alter ego. The shift was not a dramatic one, for there were far fewer differences between personalities than Max sometimes liked to think. Ultimately, Max affected the attitude that the Peregrine was another part of him to assuage his own guilt over his actions.
A rustling sound made him pause. Whoever was crouching on the other side of the wall was rising, perhaps to peer inside the window. Max readied his pistol.
A face came into view, one that was so awful that it sent goose bumps racing up and down the Peregrine’s arms. It was another of the undead, though one that was obviously possessed of a dark and sinister intelligence. This one looked about the room, his tattered lips parting in a sneer. The thing’s skin was pockmarked with sores that oozed a yellowish pus and Max was taken with the sudden notion that this man was recently deceased. He still smelled of voided bodily fluids and moved with a motion not that dissimilar from a living creature.
The Peregrine leveled his gun, taking careful aim. Just before he fired, the thing glanced down and took sight of him. With astonishing speed, it threw itself backwards, even as the Peregrine pulled the trigger. The shot just missed him, echoing loudly in the still house.
Max was on his feet, springing through the open window. He would have enough difficulty explaining all this without Nettie or one of the others coming upon the shambling corpse outside. The Peregrine landed on his feet, stunned by the speed of his attacker. The corpse was on him quickly, wrapping its hands about his throat. Max grunted as the thing began exerting tremendous pressure against him, choking the life straight out of him.
At this range, however, there was no chance of the Peregrine missing with his pistol. He placed the barrel against the undead’s temple and pulled the trigger. White chips of bone, intermingled with blood and gray matter, splattered against the side of the house. For a moment, he feared that even this would not be enough to stop his foe, for the pressure did not lessen on his throat. But finally, the thing’s fingers grew lax and the body collapsed to the ground before shifting into mist. Within seconds, all traces of the monster were gone.
“Master Davies! Are you okay?”
Max glanced over at Josh, the farmhand who did most of the heavy chores around the property. The handsome black man was dressed only in a pair of thin breeches and looked like he’d been awakened from a sound slumber. Inside the house, Nettie’s screams of alarm could be heard. “I’m fine, Josh… I just startled a prowler, that’s all.”
“Where is he now?”
“Took off… but not before I unloaded a couple of shots at him. I’ll call the police in the morning.”
“Want me to stay up and watch the place in case he comes back?”
Max smiled, but it was an odd one… unlike any other that Josh had seen from his employer. It was the smile of a killer and it chilled Josh to the core. “No thank you. Go back to sleep. I’ll handle this.”

CHAPTER IX
The Reich

Trench compulsively tapped his finger on the cafe tabletop, staring at the newspaper spread out before him. Attack on local businessman, assailant on the loose was splashed across the front page in bold letters. There was no mention of the assailant being a member of the shambling undead, of course, but Trench knew that Davies would be back soon enough, continuing his investigation.
“One creature,” K’ntu had said with a shake of his head earlier in the morning. “You send one lone creature to deal with this man. Perhaps I was wrong about you. Perhaps you are not worthy of the Master’s grace.”
Trench had stood there, not answering the taunts. They burned away at him, but he knew that K’ntu was right. He had underestimated Mr. Davies, it seemed.
“Mr. Trench. I hope I have not kept you waiting.”
Trench looked up to see a handsome blond man, dressed in a dapper black suit. The man’s ice blue eyes, clear complexion and soft German accent made it all too clear where his heritage lay. “Not at all, Mr. Schmidt. Please take a seat.”
The German did so, glancing around the crowded café. They were in the very heart of Atlanta, which still retained much of its Southern charm. A black minstrel sang a song outside, a small hat lying in front of him. A few whites tossed coins in to it, but not many. Across the street, an old man in a tattered Civil War regiment coat ambled by, muttering to himself.
“Interesting taste in meeting places, Mr. Trench. I had hoped for something a bit more… discrete.”
“The best hiding place is always the one in plain sight.” Trench leaned back in his chair, studying the man before him. Schmidt was a high-ranking member of the Nazi occult department. It was men like him who fed the Fuehrer a steady diet of prophecy and folklore, all proclaiming the eventual success of the German regime. “What did you think of my offer?”
“An intriguing one. As you know, our researchers have been working on the same problem. The location of the tomb is something that we covet very much.”
“I made a breakthrough last evening,” Trench replied, his words quickening. He was being honest in this, for a vital piece of the translation code had finally slid into place for him. “I think I know exactly where the tomb is located… but I’ll need supplies and men, both of which you have in abundance. Fund my expedition and I’ll turn over all mystic artifacts… save one. A silver key engraved with a single word, written in Sumerian. That prize is mine.”
“Agreed.” Schmidt pursed his lips together, making him look a bit prissy. “Of course, you realize that our coffers are not endless. If you fail to deliver on this… we will exact payment in return.”
Trench grunted. “I’d expect nothing less.” He raised his glass of water, clinking it against the German’s. “To a successful partnership.”

CHAPTER X
Secrets Revealed

The Peregrine crouched low atop a building facing the front of Jacob’s Ladder. He wore a long trench coat and low-brimmed hat, both of which hid much of his features from sight. His mask was in place, along with the bird-like beak that accompanied it, but Max had no doubt that Trench would recognize him if given the opportunity.
It was another warm night in Atlanta and Max could hear the sounds of bluegrass drifting by on the breeze. A local night club was filled to the brim and every now and again a drunk redneck would stumble by on the street below. Aside from that and the occasional motorized vehicle, there was no motion in front of the curio shop… which suited the Peregrine just fine. He allowed himself to enter a meditative state, running through all that he had seen earlier in the day. After the attack on his home last evening, he’d stayed awake, dreading the coming of more visions. None had come, but around noon a driver had arrived, bearing a tightly bound package.
Inside had been a tattered copy of the Axiomata. True to Leopold’s word, it appeared to be an excellent translation, with handwritten notes in the margin, scrawled there by some previous researcher. These notes discussed at length the differences between this edition and earlier ones, which aided Max greatly. He had a feeling that Trench was on the verge of a breakthrough and Max badly wanted to keep pace with the man.
A little voice in his head whispered to him Just kill him and it’ll all be done. Why play the game? Why let him try to lure you into his death traps? You know how it’ll end up… you standing over his body, a smoking pistol in your hand. Just do it!
Max frowned at the persistent suggestion, trying to still his mind. He was a vigilante but not a murderer. If Trench died, it would be because he had forced the Peregrine’s hand… that’s the only way Max could justify his own actions.
A black sedan pulled up in front of the shop and the Peregrine leaned down a bit to remain hidden from sight. Trench emerged from the vehicle and moved towards the door, while another man that Max recognized from his visions pulled the car around back: it was K’ntu, the aged Chinese.
Once Trench had moved inside and the car’s driver was out of view, the Peregrine was on the move. He descended the side of the building using a grappling hook and wire, landing silently in the dark alleyway. A quick scan of the area revealed that no one was watching and he sped across the street, coming to a stop on the same side of the building that the car had turned down. A small garage lay in the back and Max silently watched as the bearded old man exited the vehicle and entered the store through a rear door.
Something about the old man made Max uneasy, as if he were in the presence of a shark or some other kind of predator. The man was dressed simply enough, with a warm fur coat and a dark suit, but there was certainly an aura about him that suggested barely restrained violence.
The Peregrine crept around back after the man entered the building, checking to confirm that the door was locked. To his surprise, it opened at the twist of the knob, allowing Max an easy entranced. Holding his pistol tightly, the Peregrine moved inside. He was in a darkened kitchen area but there was light around the corner and Trench’s voice could be heard easily enough.
“The tickets are supposed to be waiting for us at the airport,” Trench was saying.
A thickly accented voice replied “And you mean to leave Atlanta… with this Davies person still breathing?” Max could hear the disdain in the man’s voice.
“Davies will have problems that go far beyond any attempts on his life. I’m going to destroy him without firing another shot.”
“Overconfident fool,” the other man replied. “You will waste the only opportunity the Master will ever have!”
“I am the chosen one, K’ntu… you’ve said it yourself. Now trust in me.”
Max felt the throbbing in his head and he bit down hard on his lower lip. The urge to kill, to slay evil, was almost overwhelming… what stopped him? Why not end it now? Do it, the voice inside him urged. Kill them.
“What is this place we are going to?” K’ntu asked, giving Max something to focus in on. As long as he could concentrate on the conversation in the other room, he could fight off the voices inside him.
“Kassel. It’s in west-central Germany, along the Fulda River. The Brothers Grimm lived there and it was there that they wrote most of their fairy tales.”
“Childish stories, but ones inspired by the dark deeds of truth,” K’ntu answered. “And the tomb is in this place?”
“Yes… and more importantly, the key that’s housed in the tomb. I suspect there are several such keys in the world, but this is the only one we know of… and so it’s the one we have to gain.” Max heard Trench putting ice into a glass. Soon afterwards, the sound of something being poured over the ice. “The Germans will provide us with all the papers we’ll need… and the manpower, as well. I’ve been careful not to give them any more details than are necessary. The last thing we need is for them to decide they no longer need us around.”
“The Druselturm. An odd name. Wasn’t it built long after Rosenkreuz’s death?”
“It was built in 1415… used to be a prison. But now it’s a historic ruin.” Trench sipped his drink. “But, yes… it was built after Rosenkreuz was dead. It was built on top of the tomb.”
A triumphant chuckle came from the old man. It sounded like sand paper rubbing together and made the pain in Max’s head even worse. “A prison built atop a prison, eh? Clever. And from there we shall gain the means to free our master from his own prison.”
Max felt his vision blur as Trench joined the old man in laughter. Images passed through his mind’s eye… of the dank temple with an elaborate altar, upon which lay the screaming form of Evelyn. A man with sunken flesh and empty eye sockets was clawing at Evelyn’s dress and skin, leaving long streaks of red on her pale body. Her screams were piercingly loud, the shrieks of terror that one produced when death was pressing its clammy hand directly upon your breast.
“Did you hear that?” Trench asked.
Max froze in place, the images fading. He heard the men approaching and hurried towards the door, hands shaking. Turn and fight them now! a voice urged, but he knew that he was too weak after the vision.
A shout, followed by a burst of gunfire, put fire to Max’s heels. He sped outside, a small warmth on his left shoulder telling him that the bullet fired by either Trench or K’ntu had grazed him, finding one of the few places on him not protected by his costume.
Again and again he heard Evelyn’s screams of horror echo in his head and they propelled him forward. The squeal of tires rang out through the night as a passing car swerved to avoid hitting him.
Back in the shadows across the way, the Peregrine fell to his knees. The pain in his head was awful and he retrieved a series of small capsules from his coat pocket, eagerly tossing them on to his tongue. They were a potent series of pain killers, mixed together in his own combination, that helped fight off the migraines that often accompanied his visions.
They’re going to keep getting worse. Just like way you hear me a lot louder now than you used to. The walls between the living and the dead are very thin… and growing ever more so as the day of Lucifer’s return draws near.
Max sighed, closing his eyes. The voice… it had always urged him in one direction or another… but it had never held a conversation with him…
“Who are you?” Max asked, knowing that he should keep moving but unable to force his legs to work.
Open your eyes… and see.
Max hesitated, but finally did so.
There, before him in the same suit he’d worn the day he’d died, was Max’s father.

CHAPTER XI
Shades of the Past

The Peregrine was standing in a field of blinding white snow that whirled all about him. For a moment he could see no further than the hand in front of his face and the howling of the wind made it impossible to hear even the screaming of his own voice.
He staggered forward, sensing warmth up ahead. Through the maelstrom he made out a small temple of some kind, hidden in the massive mountains he could now make out all around him.
And his father — Warren Davies — stood before the temple, watching him with a mixture of exasperation and obvious pride. Max’s father had never been an emotional man and had always held himself at arm’s length, both figuratively and physically. But there had been a bond between the two that had always remained firm in Max’s memory.
The Peregrine came to a stop before this man who could not exist and whispered through cracked lips, “This isn’t real. The bullet was drugged… wasn’t it?”
“Considering all that you’ve seen… is it really so hard to believe that you might actually be speaking to me?”
“I’m sure as hell not in… wherever this is. I’m in Atlanta.”
“You’re in a dreamscape, Max. A mental projection. You’ve always been gifted… even when you were a little boy. That’s the reason I was able to guide you over the years. Make myself heard. But with the walls between the living and the dead becoming so weak these days…” Max’s father opened his arms. “Well, you can see that I’m capable of a lot more now.”
“You’re telling me that the voice in my head… the source of my visions and the headaches… is my own dead father?” Max’s voice was dripping with disbelief. “This is a trick.”
“No. It’s not.”
Max paused, letting the implications sink in. “Why would you do this to me? Make me a vigilante?”
“I didn’t make you do anything. I merely offered certain paths to you and you chose to take them.”
“Or else suffer those headaches of yours! Not a fair choice, from where I’m standing!”
“You sound like a little boy, Max. Stop. Listen.”
Max seethed inside, still finding it hard to fathom. Could it be true? Could his father have been haunting him all these years? And if so… did that mean that someday Max would be free of his compulsions? Would his father leave him alone?
“Pay attention!” his father snapped.
“What do you want to say?”
“What’s happening to the world is not just the work of Trench and his manservant. They are chess pieces, being maneuvered about by the source of all evil in this world. These men seek to unleash the father of demons from his cage.” Warren Davies moved towards his son, locking gazes with him. “The forces of sin know their day is coming closer and they’ve begun weakening the barriers between worlds. That’s why you’re able to see me now… that and your own telepathic powers are becoming stronger.”
“Now I’m a telepath, too?”
“You’ve always been good at sensing deceit in others… but it’s a gift you may not have the luxury of mastering. You have to stop Trench or the entire world will suffer.”
“Why have you haunted me? Why did you make me into… what I am?”
“The costuming bit was your own creation, Max. A bit too theatrical for my tastes. I was killed because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time… a victim of senseless violence. There are too many people in this world who escape the clutches of man’s law… my anger, my sense of vengeance, kept me on this plane… and I knew you could become my weapon against the kinds of men who killed me!”
“You used me… just like this demon is using Trench.”
Warren shook his head. “I gave you a purpose. Do you know how many men would give anything to have a real purpose? But you’re growing careless… and soft. Don’t wait for the visions to force you into action. You know what needs doing.”
“I’m not a murderer.”
“You’ve killed dozens of men, Max.”
The Peregrine turned away from his father, confusion making his thoughts difficult. He honestly wasn’t sure how he should feel at this moment. “You brought me here for what? To tell me that Trench is dangerous? I know that.”
“You need someone you can trust. With Leopold and your friends so far away, you’ll need an aide. Someone who knows your secrets… and to whom you can confide all your troubles.”
“I don’t need a sidekick.”
Warren Davies smiled sadly. “I knew you would say that… so I took the liberty of taking a few precautions.”
Max whirled on his father, anger making his face splotchy and red. Despite the cold air all around him, he felt like he was burning up. “Damn you! I loved you. I’ve tried to honor you. And this is what you do to me? Treat me a damned puppet?! Go back to Hell!”
The snow began to blow harder than ever, blotting out all visions of his father. Max felt himself falling backwards, tumbling head over foot… and he wondered again: was this real? Or just some awful nightmare?
He hoped for the latter.

CHAPTER XII
The Peregrine’s Nest

Max sat up with a start, recognizing his surroundings at once. He was in the storm cellar of his home, which he always kept locked up tight. It contained his equipment and papers, everything that would link him to the Peregrine…
“You startled me,” someone said from the shadows and it only took a second for Max to place the pleasing feminine voice.
“Evelyn?” he asked, all too aware that his mask was still in place and that his pistol remained tightly clutched in one hand. He looked down at it as Evelyn, lovely in a black dress and coat, moved into view.
She followed his gaze, shrugging. “You wouldn’t let it go,” she said by way of explanation. “And I learned a long time ago not to argue with an armed man.” Evelyn followed with a small laugh that was a bit too shrill. She was nervous… and so was Max.
He rose from the cot upon which he lay, reaching up to remove his mask. There was no point in hiding the truth now… and Max felt certain that his father, if he truly existed, was responsible for this. “How did we end up here? The last thing I remember was being downtown.”
“I was out with friends — a producer and his wife — when I thought I heard you calling my name. It was strange, really… we were all alone on the street and they said they heard nothing but…” Evelyn chewed her lower lip, her gaze locked on some faraway place. Max thought she looked beautiful. “I excused myself from them and went looking for you. A couple of blocks away, I found you. You were lying in an alleyway, bleeding from your shoulder.”
Max glanced over at his wound, which had been patched up rather clumsily. He peeled away the bandage and saw that there was a small bloody furrow where the bullet had grazed him.
Evelyn moved to stand beside him, still looking uncertain. “You told me to bring you here… even walked me through how to fix your arm. But you never woke up. It was like you were… sleepwalking.” Evelyn reached out and took the Peregrine mask from Max. “Is this what you do at night?”
“You must have heard the rumors about me…”
“Of course. But who would really believe them? How many men dress up like a bird and shoot people?” Evelyn gazed into his face, seeking some sign of the cultured, funny man she’d been so attracted to. “Why do you do this?”
Max contemplated coming up with a lie… but in the end, he decided to tell her the truth. Perhaps his father had been right, because relieving himself of the whole story seemed very cathartic. He told her everything, beginning with the death of his father, all the way up to his odd vision that preceded his awakening. During the whole affair, Evelyn remained at his side, even taking his hands in her own.
When all was said and done, she whistled softly and said, “And I thought I had daddy issues…”
Max laughed a bit too loudly but Evelyn joined in easily enough. “You must think I’m a candidate for a sanitarium.”
“Not really. We all have our vices and oddities.”
Max raised her hands to his lips and kissed them softly. The move surprised them both, but it felt natural, as well. “What are your vices, Evelyn?”
A wicked smile touched her full lips. “Perhaps I’ll tell you about them, Mr. Davies. But now is not the time.”
“Why not?”
“Because, in your little fever dream, you told me to call the airport and have them clear us for flying.”
That brought Max clear of any fantasies he might have been developing. “I did?”
“Yep. We’re supposed to be flying to Kassel, Germany. Wherever that is.” Evelyn shook her head, sending her lovely curls flying. “Do you really have a plane that can fly that far?”
“Yes. A special one. It’s the fastest plane in the world and capable of making several round-the-globe trips without refueling.”
“That’s amazing! Did you invent it?”
“Well, parts of it. A friend of mine named Clark aided with other aspects.” Max smiled at the look of amazement she wore, reaching out to touch her cheek. “But you’re not coming with me. Remember the visions I had about you being in danger? The only way I can see to avoid that is for you to stay here.”
“Absolutely not.” Evelyn’s eyes flashed. “This is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me, Max. And I’m not about to let you cut me out of it.”
“But what if those visions were real?”
“Then I’ll take the experience of being mauled by a mummy and put it into my next performance.”
“You’re the crazy one,” Max laughed.
Evelyn jumped as the phone rang upstairs. Max held a finger to his lips and then moved over to another phone, gently lifting the receiver from its cradle. He heard Nettie’s voice immediately.
“Mr. Davies isn’t in, Sheriff. But I’ll sure enough tell him you called.”
“Make sure you do. Mr. Beauregard Ellis was found shot to death this evening… and next to his body was a small note pad with your employer’s name on it. That makes him a suspect, Nettie… so if you see him, you best let me know… or you’re an accessory.”
Max set the phone back down, not bothering to hear Nettie’s answer. “We have to go. Trench has set me up.” He looked around the storm cellar — his “nest.” Should he burn its contents? Once they found out he was missing, the police would surely search the house.
A spiteful thought came to him. If you’re listening, dad… I’ll leave it to you that no one disturbs this place. If they do, my usefulness to you is over…
Evelyn was brushing back her hair, looking flushed and excited. “So now we’re fugitives, are we?”
“You seem to like that.”
Evelyn shrugged, but the smile never left her face. “I need a fancy name like yours. Maybe Swan? Goes well with Peregrine, I think.”
Max put his mask back into place, wondering just where all this would go in the end. Evelyn seemed to enjoy the danger just a tad too much… but she would certainly keep things interesting, he suspected.

CHAPTER XIII
Winged Devils

“This plane is amazing.”
The Peregrine sat at the controls of his proudest creation, allowing himself the briefest of smiles. During his solitary crusade against evil, Max had missed out on the pleasures of sharing his creations with others. “I call her Nite-Wing. She’s the fastest plane in the world… if I open up the engines all the way we can reach speeds of 340 mph.”
Evelyn’s eyes flew open. She sat at Max’s side, dressed in a pair of khaki slacks and a safari-style button-up shirt. A leather flight jacket completed the outfit and gave her the look of an adventuress.
Max, meanwhile, was dressed in full Peregrine regalia, including mask.
“You get more interesting all the time, Max” she purred, watching in admiration as his fingers danced along the controls. Out the main window, she could see ocean waters through the fog.
The Peregrine found himself telling her more than she probably wanted to know, in an effort to impress her. I’m acting like a school boy, he thought wryly. “The Nite-Wing has an 18-cylinder engine and 15-foot propellers. It’s also got a triple-fin tail to aid in flying.”
“How did you pay for it? It must have cost you a mint.”
“My parents left me a large nest egg… and some of my inventions have been put to private use by the government, providing me with even more income.”
“Does anyone in the government know you’re the Peregrine?”
“One or two friends, yes. They help keep a few of the prying eyes out of my business. But there’s only so much they can do without arousing suspicion on their end. And I’ve gotten sloppy lately. Attracted too much attention on the local level. That’s why I left my home and came to Atlanta.” He paused, swallowing hard. “I wonder sometimes if I’m not trying to get caught.”
“Your father’s the reason you can’t give it up, though. It’s not like you’re crazy.” One corner of Evelyn’s lips turned upwards in a smile. “Is it?”
“You believe me about my father being a ghost?”
“Why not? You dress like a bird and shoot people. We’re flying in your super-secret airplane. I can certainly believe in ghosts when all that other stuff is around.”
Max nodded, understanding her point. His life was full of oddities and once you began to accept them, everything else fell into place. He glanced over at Evelyn and grinned. “When all this is said and done, how about you and I go someplace? Away from Atlanta, I mean.”
“What exactly are you proposing?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.
“A vacation. That is, if you’re not busy with a new play.”
“Nothing that starts in the next few weeks.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. “I’d like that.”
Before Max could respond, the entire plane began to rattle loudly. Checking his instruments, the Peregrine noticed that the fog had increased tenfold, leaving him flying blind. “We can’t be far from Germany,” he said, shouting over the rising din. “We’re in the North Sea now.”
“Turbulence?” Evelyn asked, checking to make sure her seatbelt was buckled.
Just then, the fog parted a bit in front of them and Max saw something through the haze… a figure of pure impossibility. “I don’t think we’re that lucky,” he whispered.
“What do you — oh my God!” Evelyn’s voice became strained as she, too, saw the thing ahead of them. It bore the body of a woman, bare-breasted, but the lower extremities transformed into feathery bird legs complete with claws. The thing’s face was a mockery of humanity, its mouth parting to reveal razor-sharp teeth. Gigantic wings spread out from its back, flapping as it remained airborne. “What is that thing?”
“A harpy,” Max answered, banking the plane away from the creature. From the back of the vessel came a terrible ripping of metal, following by a steep decline in altitude. “And she’s not alone from the sounds of things.”
“What should we do?” Evelyn asked, her hair beginning to whip about wildly. The cabin was beginning to depressurize and Max knew that there was no saving his plane.
“Unbuckle,” he shouted, doing the same. Grabbing Evelyn’s wrist, he pulled her towards the back of the plane. “We haven’t got long. Have you ever parachuted before?”
“What?” she asked with alarm. “Of course not!”
“What about that movie you made? Perils of Gwendolyn?”
“That was three years ago!”
“Evelyn…”
“That was a movie, Max! I didn’t actually jump from a plane!”
The Peregrine plucked up a parachute in one hand and began slipping the straps over Evelyn’s shoulders. “Count to three and pull this cord.”
“You’re not serious!”
Another sudden impact knocked both of them off their feet. Max was up first, drawing his pistol. “Something just entered the rear of the plane,” he said.
“A harpy?” Evelyn asked, pulling herself up by holding on to the side of the plane.
Max didn’t respond — the answer was clear enough when one of the horrible creatures, hissing and snapping at the air, moved into the cabin. The harpy looked from Evelyn to Max, obviously trying to decide which would make the better meal. The Peregrine decided to make the choice a simple one by unloading his pistol in the thing’s direction. The bullets struck home, driving through the harpy’s body and sending a stream of bluish-tinged blood to the floor.
The plane’s nose took another steep turn downwards and Max felt the wind buffeting him. “You have to jump, Evelyn!”
“What about you?”
The Peregrine pulled her towards the door, which he opened with a grunt. He peered out enough to see that they were no more than a few hundred feet up… and dropping rapidly. Two more of the harpies were outside, circling the falling plane. “I’m coming… but I’ll be distracting them away from you.”
“Max,” she screamed as he pushed her towards the door. “I love you.”
The Peregrine paused for a second. She couldn’t actually mean those words, for they barely knew each other… at least in the intimate way that led to such things. The power of the moment was at work, he mused… but the look in her eyes…
Throwing caution to the wind, he kissed her hard on the mouth before whispering “I love you, too.” Before she could reply, Max hurled her out of the plane. She fell, screaming, to the rapidly approaching ground.
The Peregrine grabbed hold of a spare parachute and leaped from the plane, targeting one of the harpies with his pistol. His first shot went wide left, but the second shot caught the thing in its wing. While Evelyn opened her parachute, Max drew a bead on the remaining creature. It saw him and lunged, clawed hands outstretched.
Max waited until the thing was so close he thought he could smell its fetid breath. Then he fired a bullet straight between her eyes.
With a quick yank of his own chord, the Peregrine felt salvation at hand. He tried to angle his landing towards Evelyn, who had come down in a heap of parachute and limbs in a tangle of trees. Behind him, the plane came crashing down with a thunderous roar. The heat of the flames burned at Max’s back as he reached the ground. He rolled with the impact, stopping at Evelyn’s side. She was lying on her back, eyes closed, and for a moment Max felt an overwhelming rush of fear. Had she damaged something in her landing? Had one of his stray bullets struck her?
And then she began laughing, her eyes opening to find his.
“What’s so funny?” he asked, unable to keep from laughing himself.
“I can’t believe you saw Perils of Gwendolyn. That film was awful.”
“It was,” he admitted. “But you looked very nice in it.”
Evelyn reached behind his head and pulled him to her. They kissed briefly but a second explosion from the plane sent fiery debris high into the air and made them both scramble to their feet.
The Peregrine stumbled further into the countryside, holding Evelyn’s hand in his own. “From the looks of the land, we’re in northern Germany. We need to head south. Kassel is close to the center of the country.”
“How are we going to get there without your plane? And where in the world did those… things… come from?”
Max grinned, stopping where he was and stripping off his Peregrine attire. “Trench is getting stronger. He’s near his goal… I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a few more tricks up his sleeve.” Max shoved his clothes into a small knapsack he’d brought along and strapped it to his back. Now he looked like a wealthy American on vacation, though there were fewer and fewer of those in Germany these days. War was in the air, despite the fact that many liked to believe otherwise. “Trust me,” was all he said in reply to her question.
Evelyn sighed, but she knew that was enough. If there was one thing she’d learned about Max thus far, it was that he was never at a loss for a plan.

CHAPTER XIV
Ghostly Visitations

Nettie looked past the sheriff’s burly form, holding Josh’s gaze. “Mr. Davies isn’t here. Can’t you come back later?”
The sheriff sighed, pushing his hat back so that it perched atop his balding head at an awkward angle. There were large patches of sweat visible under his arms and around his midsection, soaking right through the shirt he wore. His belly hung over the front of his pants, giving him the look of a pregnant walrus. “Now you know I can’t do that. If your master ain’t home, then I’ll just give myself a look around and wait.”
“You can’t be doin’ that,” Josh warned. He stepped up next to the sheriff, who regarded him coolly. “This is Mr. Davies’ property.”
“I’m an agent of the law, boy,” the sheriff warned and the look in his eyes was one that Josh and Nettie recognized all too well. It was the look they got from men and women who regarded them as something less than human… like the same property of which Josh had spoken. “Now if you don’t want your behind thrown in jail, you’re gonna back away from me.”
Josh did as the sheriff said but there was no fear evident on his face as he did so. He was twice as tall as the lawman and could break him in half easily enough… but Josh also knew how Southern justice would view such a thing. “Mr. Davies ain’t gonna be happy if you mess with his things,” was all Josh said.
“Yeah, well that’ll be too damned bad, ’cause I don’t work for Mr. Davies.” The sheriff ambled down the hallway, looking into various rooms in the house, his thumbs hooked through the belt loops of his overloaded pants.
“Hello, Sheriff,” someone said from the doorway to the last room. “Something I can assist you with?”
The sheriff came up short, looking into the face of a man who resembled Max Davies in more than a few ways… but who was obviously not the same man. He wore a tweed coat and a smart suit, his features those of the cultured elite. “Who are you?” the sheriff asked, intimidated by the upper class air that the man carried with him.
Behind the sheriff, both Nettie and Josh exchanged confused looks. From their vantage point, it looked like the sheriff was talking to thin air.
“My name is Warren Davies. I’m Max’s father.”
“Oh. Well, I have a few questions for your son. Do you know where I can find him?”
The elder Mr. Davies smiled in a slightly condescending manner. It brought a flush to the sheriff’s face and he slipped into the natural way that he handled all rich people — by completely and totally caving in. “He’s away on business, Sheriff. Is there something I can help you with?”
“Well… there are questions about a murder…”
“Surely you don’t suspect my son of being implicated…?”
“Oh, no! But I have to ask…”
“I’ve never understood why you have to waste your time with such nonsense. You should be able to focus on truly important matters… like finding the true killer behind Mr. Beauregard’s death.”
“How did you know—?”
The elder Mr. Davies leaned in close to him and the sheriff found himself unable to look away from the man’s eyes. They seemed to hold such power… such knowledge… as if their owner had been to Hell and back, returning with truths that the sheriff could never comprehend. “There is nothing to be learned here. You will return to your car, speaking politely to Josh and Nettie as you go… and then you will refuse to follow up any more leads related to my son. Do you understand?”
“Sheriff?”
The sheriff jumped, whirling about to see Josh and Nettie watching him with fearful expressions. The sheriff looked around for Max’s father but there was no sign of him. Hitching up his belt and trying to calm the pounding of his heart, the lawman answered “Just getting’ ready to head back to the station. Tell Mr. Davies and his father that I’m sorry for the trouble.”
Josh watched the man’s back as he hurried out the door, a dumbfounded look upon his face. “Mr. Davies… and his father? What the heck was that about?”
“Don’t ask me,” Nettie answered. “Mr. Davies’ daddy died a long, long time ago.”
“Maybe it was a ghost.”
“Don’t you be startin’ on about ghosts,” Nettie warned. “Plenty of strangeness in this world without bringin’ in ghosts. They need to stay where they be and let the livin’ do the livin’.”

CHAPTER XV
Tomb of Horrors

Jacob Trench wiped the sweat from his brow. He had grown used to pain and discomfort over the past few years, but even he felt the stifling air settling into his lungs, making him long for fresh air. The German workers he’d been given were laboring hard, most of them having dispatched their shirts to keep cool.
When he’d first entered the area beneath the Druselturm, Trench had enjoyed the cool air and the moist smell of earth… but as soon as the work began, the setting became more and more oppressive. The only thing that gave him any solace was the knowledge that Max Davies was probably suffering through even worse times. Even if he managed to evade the police back in Atlanta, there were creatures given the singular task of preventing him from reaching Germany.
“How goes it, Mr. Trench?”
Jacob turned to see his agent in the Reich, Schmidt, approaching. Much to Jacob’s chagrin, Schmidt looked fresh as a daisy. “They’ve moved away a lot of earth with their shovels and revealed a sealed doorway of some kind. One of them is lining the area with dynamite now. As soon as it’s blown open, we’re inside.”
Schmidt smiled, showing perfectly straight teeth. “You make it sound so easy. That is something I have noticed about you Americans — no matter how incredible the task, it is always something that can be overcome by your… ingenuity.”
“Our work ethic is second to none,” Trench replied, all too aware that he was standing to the side, sweating, while the Germans did the backbreaking labor. “I’m sure you’ll get a medal for your role in this. Hitler loves anything related to the occult, doesn’t he?”
“He does not view this as some sort of hobby, Mr. Trench. He values things that might help him and the German people.”
“Right.” Trench relaxed a bit as one of the foremen stepped up to him. Trench had forgotten the man’s name but he had been in charge of setting the explosives. “Are we ready?”
The other man nodded, answering in fractured English. “Ready to go boom. Back away.”
Trench did so, aware of Schmidt at his side. K’ntu had disappeared, which wasn’t unusual. The Asian had a tendency to vanish for weeks at a time, reappearing just when it was most inconvenient for Jacob.
Kneeling in the dirt, Trench heard the men counting slowly in German. He glanced up at the ceiling, hoping they knew their explosives as well as they thought they did. The last thing he wanted was to join Rosenkreuz in a tomb beneath the Druselturm.
The explosion made his ears ring and sent dust flying. Jacob coughed, burying his face in his hands until the cloud began to fade. He moved forward, even before he could see the gaping hole the dynamite had left behind. A new odor was drifting into the room, one that carried the weight of ages.
He paused in the newly-revealed doorway, staring into a complicated series of passageways, all adorned with runes that carried tremendous occult power. “We’ve found it,” he whispered.
“Yes. You have.”
The voice came from the depths of the tomb and made the workers at Jacob’s back jump in alarm. How could there be someone inside there? Someone alive? It was impossible!
Trench stumbled away from the door, hearing footsteps within. They were coming closer…
“Trench!” Schmidt shouted. “What is going on here?”
“I don’t… I don’t know.”
Suddenly several creatures burst forth from within the tomb. They looked like desiccated corpses, but they moved with astonishing swiftness. Each was naked, with sunken cheeks and flesh that outlined the bones underneath. One or two had been female in life, but most were obviously male. They attacked the workers with glee, making sounds that reminded Trench of dogs at play. Amidst the yips of the attackers and the cries of the dying, Trench realized that he alone was untouched.
Trench turned towards Schmidt, seeing that one of the female monsters had the German gripped about the head. Her hands were pulling his face towards her open mouth, as if to give him a gory sort of kiss. When he was within range, the female leaned forward and bit down hard, tearing away at Schmidt’s handsome face.
“She is ravenous,” a voice said from behind Trench. It was the same man who had spoken before and Trench turned slowly to face him, wondering what he would see.
The figure looked old, like a dried-up husk… but he retained much more vitality than the monsters did. He had long dark hair that hung in a braid down his back and his clothing was that of an ancient Egyptian priest. A ceremonial dagger hung on one sunken hip. A cobra wrapped itself lovingly around one of the man’s ankles.
“They… belong to you?” Trench asked when he’d found his voice.
“They are my spiritual children. Men and women who chose the life eternal…”
Trench felt the urge to retch as the man reached out and touched his shoulder. The odor of him was like that of spoiled fish. “Are you…?” He started, but found his throat seizing up, rendering him unable to finish the question.
The man nodded sagely. “I am Christian Rosenkreuz. And I possess the key to Lucifer’s Cage.”
Trench’s eyes flew open wide. He felt like he had years ago, when he’d finally found the temple in Tibet. “Give it to me,” he hissed, startling himself with the forcefulness of his desire.
Rosenkreuz laughed softly. “Patience. Since gaining the Secret Knowledge of the East, I have found that a man must always exercise patience as his highest virtue. There is something I expect from you before I share the key.”
“What?”
Rosenkreuz’s lips parted in a leer. “A bride.”

CHAPTER XVI
Arrival of the Peregrine

Evelyn fidgeted a bit, trying to ignore the smell of the pigs that grunted all around her. “This was your plan?” she asked, for seemingly the thousandth time. “Max Davies, I will never trust you again!”
Max smiled, jostled a bit by the bumpy road. The two of them were in the back of a truck, one loaded with pigs and slop. The latter was thankfully sturdily contained, but the former were too plentiful to ignore. “It’s gotten us here, hasn’t it?”
“Not very quickly, I’m afraid! Trench is likely to have opened the tomb and taken off by now.” Evelyn tried to ignore the stains that dotted her trousers. Whatever that was, she bet it would never come out in the wash.
“I don’t think so,” Max answered, reaching over to remove a small twig from the curls of her hair. “I haven’t had a single vision since we arrived in Germany and I’m positive that if Trench had opened the cage, I’d know.”
“Isn’t it a silly thing to even try?”
“What?”
“Opening this Lucifer’s Cage thing. If it is the embodiment of evil inside there, what makes Trench think that the thing won’t just betray him? I mean, it is evil.”
“That’s a good question… and it’s one that’s plagued me many times, in similar circumstances. There’s something inside some people that make them susceptible to foolish risks, I believe.”
The truck came rumbling to a stop, just a mile or two away from the Druselturm. Max had paid the driver handsomely to take them there as quickly as possible and the poor farmer had readily agreed, particularly after seeing that Max was offering American money.
“We’re here,” Max said, jumping off the truck and offering a hand to help Evelyn down. Despite the smudges on her cheeks and the slight disarray to her hair, she looked lovely in the moonlight and Max told her so.
Evelyn gave him a secret sort of smile, her eyes shining. “If you think I look good now, wait until later. I clean up much better, I promise.”
“I can’t wait,” Max answered, giving her hand a quick squeeze before walking around to the driver’s side door. He thanked the man in German, slipping him an extra five dollars if the driver would disavow any knowledge of them.
When the truck had continued on its way, Max turned back to Evelyn, his expression grown cold and serious. “I still wish you would wait for me.”
“Don’t worry… whatever strange vision you had about me isn’t necessarily going to come true. You said that yourself.”
“It’s a lot less likely to come true if you’re not in the tomb with me,” Max countered. “Please.”
Evelyn avoided his gaze, instead reaching into her ample cleavage and retrieving a small strip of black cloth. To Max’s astonishment, she tied it about her head, fitting two small eyeholes over the appropriate areas. “There. To protect my identity.”
“You’re being quite silly,” Max whispered, though he couldn’t help but be amused. He realized that this was the first time he could ever recall being on a mission and feeling so jovial at the same time. Maybe you were right, father, he mused. Maybe I let my crusade be a solitary one for far too long.
“Shouldn’t you don your own mask?” Evelyn asked. She had produced a small pistol from somewhere and was checking to make sure the gun was fully loaded.
Max stepped off the road, into the growing shadow. He changed quickly, old habits stepping to the fore. If Evelyn were serious about this, he would stop trying to dissuade her. “That gun won’t do much damage to a full grown man… and even less to a monster from beyond.”
“You have a spare I could borrow, then?”
Max considered it, but finally shook his head no. He had two pistols on him but he would most likely need both. “Just be aware of its limitations. Use it to threaten an attacker, but don’t have faith it’ll save your skin in a pinch.”
“You fill me with confidence,” she responded dryly.
The Peregrine didn’t bother responding. Instead, he began moving through the shadows at a steady clip. He heard Evelyn keeping pace behind him but he didn’t allow his own speed to slacken. If they were going to make it out of this alive, he would have to—
Max stumbled to the ground, pain suddenly rendering him unable to move. In his mind’s eye he could see Trench, standing alongside another man… one dressed like an Egyptian priest. They were moving through the oddly shaped tomb of Christian Rosenkreuz, a tomb that was filled with objects of dark power. “He’s alive,” Max said aloud, realization flooding through him. “Rosenkreuz is alive…”
“Max?” Evelyn asked, reaching out a shaking hand to grasp at his shoulder.
The Peregrine shook his head to clear it of the dark images, but one lingered beyond the rest. Rosenkreuz had been showing something to Jacob… a golden key. Turning his attention back to Evelyn, the Peregrine answered, “I saw him. Trench has opened the tomb. Rosenkreuz is with him. He’s going to give him the key!”
“But… how could he still be alive? Is he one of those zombie things?”
“No. He seemed different from those that we saw in Atlanta.” The Peregrine rose to his feet again, his jaw firmly set. “I think he’s something else entirely.”
Evelyn started to ask something further, but her words were lost in the sudden roar of flames. A wall of fire rose up between her and Max, one that would have swallowed her whole had the Peregrine not shoved her back at the last moment. Beyond the flames, which extended now in a full square around the Peregrine, Evelyn could see nothing… but she heard voices.
Alongside Max’s, there was another.

CHAPTER XVII
K’ntu

The Peregrine coughed as the smoke filled his lungs, but he been in many fires during his adventuring career. Flame did not frighten him… nor did the Asian man who had materialized before him.
It was K’ntu, the aged advisor to Jacob Trench.
“Is your boy Jacob with you?” the Peregrine asked, drawing both his pistols and brandishing them before him.
K’ntu stood with the flames dancing behind him. A self-satisfied smile lay upon his face and his eyes, which seemed so ancient and wise, were full of mirth. His robes whipped about in the wind, which had appeared to fan the flames. “He is busy at work. Our master will soon be unleashed from his prison.”
“Shouldn’t you be there with him? Celebrate the occasion?”
“I thought it best that I come to you, Mr. Davies. Jacob does not realize the threat you pose.”
“But you do, I take it.”
“Most certainly. You have a gift, one both potent and terrible. Your mind is attuned to the Other Side. That is what allows your father to keep his tether to this world. You are the portal through which he exists.”
Max frowned. How did K’ntu know…?
“I know many things,” the old man answered, as if reading the Peregrine’s thoughts. “For I have lived a very long time… and my eyes can see past the veils of reality.”
“Then I guess you knew these were coming, didn’t you?” Max raised both pistols and fired, unleashing a torrent of bullets. To his amazement, however, K’ntu dodged them all. He was a blur of movement, his actions too fast for the human eye to follow.
“You think I am human, do you?” K’ntu taunted. “You think that I have stayed alive all these centuries because of some spell or potion? I still live because my kind are far older than you and yours!”
Beyond the flames, the Peregrine heard Evelyn calling his name. He didn’t respond, hoping to keep K’tnu’s attention fully on him. “Then what are you? A demon?”
“There was life on this sphere before mankind’s ascendance, Mr. Davies. My kind once ruled over land and sea… until the false God of the Christians chose to hand over power to the short-lived hairless apes that he loved so much!”
The Peregrine jumped back as K’ntu rushed at him, the man’s aged fingers elongating into claws. They raked at the air, just missing Max’s face and neck. The Peregrine answered with another flurry of bullets, emptying his chambers. He began to reload, noticing that this time there were bloody smears appearing beneath the Asian’s clothing. He had hit his foe, but it was not enough. He hurriedly reloaded, this time using the special rounds he himself had invented. These could take down an elephant…
K’ntu whirled about, his face changing in color. Beneath his skin, scales began to appear, gradually becoming larger until they swelled out and over the human mask he wore. These scales spread out over his entire body and Max watched in mounting horror as something began to press against the backside of the old man’s pants. It burst through a moment later, swinging from side to side. A reptilian tale.
“Do you see me now?” K’tnu hissed. “Mankind’s primal fear of reptiles dates back to the wars our kind waged, long ago. But once the master is free, he will reward his faithful followers… and humanity will serve as our cattle!”
K’ntu jumped into the air and the Peregrine fired again, this time using his more powerful rounds. They tore into the lizard man’s belly, spilling blood that sizzled upon the ground. But they did not prevent K’ntu from landing hard atop the Peregrine, sending him tumbling down. Claws and teeth raked across Max’s torso, drawing bloody lines across his flesh.
Max twisted beneath his powerful flow, disgusted by the way K’ntu’s skin felt against his own. It was like rolling about with a python, one whose stamina was far greater than any human’s.
The Peregrine managed to swing his feet up, latching them around K’ntu’s head. He rolled then, knocking his foe from atop him. K’ntu landed close enough to the flames that his tail brushed against them and made him jerk away.
Ignoring the pain he felt, the Peregrine struggled to his knees and reached into his cloak. He drew out a dagger, the one that he’d found in Darkholme’s lair. The blade was inscribed with mystic runes of a sort that Max did not recognize… but given the fact that his bullets were having too little effect, Max hoped they might carry some power he could use against K’ntu.
The lizard man was stalking his prey once more, blood dripping from a dozen or more bullet holes. “You are brave for a human, Mr. Davies. But surely you realize that there are cycles to all things… mankind and its God have ruled in ascendancy for far too long. It is only natural for things to reverse upon occasion. Put down your weapons and beg for mercy… perhaps I shall grant it to you. Perhaps you will be allowed to serve in our master’s army!”
“Go back to Hell,” Max answered. He dove forward, pushing the blade in front of him. It met with resistance when it struck the lizard man’s stomach and for a moment Max feared he lacked the strength to pierce his opponent’s scaly hide. But then the runes began to glow and an awful ear-splitting wail filled the air. Then the blade was on the move, slicing through the lizard man’s skin like it was a warm knife passing through butter.
K’ntu howled in pain, a scream of torment that only worsened as Max began digging the blade in deeper, twisting it from side to side until a deep rift had appeared in the scaly flesh. Intestines, warm and slimy, gushed out upon Max’s hands and the repugnant smell made him retch. He finally shoved K’ntu away from him, holding firmly onto the still-glowing blade.
The lizard man landed hard on the ground, gasping for air. He wheezed like an old man who had run too far, too fast.
The walls of flame began to burn down to nothingness, revealing the worried visage of Evelyn. She started to run to Max, but the Peregrine held her back with a shake of his head.
Stumbling over to the prone form of K’ntu, the Peregrine knelt down and nudged the lizard man’s arm. The elder being turned to stare at him with glassy eyes. “The Master will remember my sacrifice, Mr. Davies.” K’ntu coughed, sending a spray of bloody droplets into the air. “And he will remember you and yours forever. I curse you and your bloodline. I curse you to…”
The Peregrine raised the dagger and brought it down into his foe’s chest. He repeated this action twice more, stopping only when he was sure that K’ntu was dead.
“Max…”
The Peregrine turned to face his beloved, reaching up to wipe blood from his chin. The action only spread more of the gore across his face. “I’m fine. My wounds are superficial ones. Were you hurt?”
“Of course not,” Evelyn laughed nervously. “You were the one fighting… whatever the hell that was.”
The Peregrine sighed, feeling tired. “That… was what awaits the world if we don’t stop Trench.”

CHAPTER XVIII
A Match Made in Hell

“A bride?” Trench found himself unable to quite grasp what he’d been told. His eyes kept drifting back to the golden key that rested under a glass seal. Rosenkreuz had taken Trench to the key, but had warned that he would not be allowed to take it until their awful bargain had been completed.
“Yes,” the ancient being replied. Rosenkreuz was pacing about the chamber, oblivious to the dust and cobwebs that surrounded him. In his eyes, this was still a palace of wonders, a place where he and his followers could live out their days in splendor. “I once intended to take a mate, a woman who would bear me holy children. I have conducted many experiments upon myself, Mr. Trench. That is why I am so long lived… and so powerful. But my bloodline cannot continue unless I have a woman who can bear such unholy seed.”
“Bear it?”
“Most die at its touch. It burns them up alive, from the inside out.”
Trench swallowed hard, trying to ignore the images that came to mind. “I don’t understand why you think that I could…”
“Have you ever seen a woman like this?” Rosenkreuz held out an open palm. An image began to form in the air above his hand, slowly shaping a familiar visage. “Long ago, I coveted this girl… but she was denied me, through her own willful arrogance. But my second sight has told me that in this time, in this place, she lives again. Give her to me.”
Trench licked his lips before speaking. “I do know her. Her name is Evelyn Gould. She’s a rather poor excuse for an actress.”
“She is beautiful,” Rosenkreuz responded, his eyes flashing hotly.
“My apologies. I didn’t mean to insult her.” Trench ran a hand through his hair, unsure how to continue. The girl was in America… and Trench didn’t have time or patience to journey back there just to retrieve her. Could he somehow steal the key?
And then he felt it… a subtle shift in his reality. He felt bile rise up in his throat and he turned away from Rosenkreuz, vomiting up the contents of his stomach. He smelled burning reptilian flesh… and heard the dying screams of his mentor.
“What is wrong?” Rosenkreuz asked. The ancient being had approached Trench but avoided touching him. Instead, he gazed at the sick features of the other man with distaste.
“K’ntu is dead. The man who tutored me in the dark arts… who prepared me for the opening of the Cage. He’s dead.”
“How do you know this?”
“I think he sent me a message… right as he was dying.” Trench straightened, wiping at his mouth with the back of a sleeve. “You have weapons?” he asked.
“Of course.”
“Good. Because my mentor’s killer is on the way here… and best of all, he’s not alone.”
Rosenkreuz narrowed his eyes. “And this is a good thing?”
“You bet it is. You ready to meet your bride-to-be? Because she’s with him.”

CHAPTER XIX
Into the Tomb

“This place stinks.”
The Peregrine grunted in agreement. He and Evelyn had crept down the stairs of the Druselturm, able to see very little in the pitch black darkness. Here and there they saw shattered lamps and snuffed-out candles, alongside digging equipment. But all was silent down in the basement area, which only put Max further on edge. The scent of the place was one of earth and age, but there was something else, as well.
Death.
Max stepped into the basement and immediately felt his foot come into contact with something. He knelt and examined it with one hand, identifying it. “Evelyn. Stop where you are.”
The girl did so, gripping her pistol and remaining poised for a fight. She was truthfully scared to death but she didn’t plan on letting Max know that.
The Peregrine reached into his pocket and retrieved a flare. He lit it, illuminating the entire basement area. Evelyn gasped behind him as the bodies and gore came into view: a small army of Germans, slaughtered and torn apart. It looked like a pack of wolves had been set upon them.
But far more intriguing was the shattered hole in one of the walls. Max could see a passageway on the other side, one that led directly into the tomb from his visions.
“Do you think there are more harpies here?” Evelyn asked. She had tended to his wounds as best she could on the way here, but Max had been a bit cold to her. He felt like he’d reached the end of this particular adventure — or at least close enough that there could be no more hesitation.
“No, I don’t think so.”
Something scuttled above them, making both Max and Evelyn glance up. What they saw confirmed Max’s suspicions. These were no harpies perched from the rafters, dangling upside down. These were thin, emaciated looking humans, with glowing cat-like eyes and mouths which dripped warm saliva. One of them, a woman, held on to the rafters with her thighs and one hand. In the other hand she held a human ear which she gnawed upon like a dog.
“Max… I don’t think we’re in a good place right now.” Evelyn moved up so close to the Peregrine that she bumped against his arm. “Have any suggestions?”
“Yes. Start shooting.”
Evelyn didn’t need a second word of encouragement. She singled out the ear-gnawing woman and fired. The bullet hit home, burying itself in the woman’s upper left arm. The gunshot sent the entire room into a flurry of activity. All of the monsters from above began dropping from their perches, including the wounded one, who snarled and jumped at Evelyn.
The Peregrine tried to put all thoughts about his lover’s safety to the back of his mind. Tossing his flare to the ground, he drew his pistols and waited.
The first of the creatures jumped up in Max’s face, punching and kicking. Max was able to block most of the blows, using fighting techniques he’d learned in the Far East. A well-placed kick to the thing’s solar plexus sent it sprawling in the dirt and the Peregrine spun about to meet another foe. This one he dispatched with a well-placed bullet to the skull. A third wrapped its arms about the Peregrine’s torso and bit down hard on his shoulder. Max felt a warmth begin to spread from the wound but he refused to give in to the pain. Instead he threw himself backwards against one of the stone walls. He heard the thing grunt from behind him and Max repeated the maneuver again and again, until he was free of his opponent. The Peregrine then turned and finished off his foe with another bullet.
The Peregrine then drew out the dagger that had saved him from K’ntu. He would definitely have to send it to Leopold for study at some point, but for now it had much more immediate uses. Max saw that the first of his foes was back on its feet and he lunged for the creature, eager to finish him before the thing could regroup. His first swipe with the blade dug deep into the creature’s belly and elicited a squeal of torment. The second sliced through the thing’s neck and ended its vile existence.
Panting, the Peregrine stood amongst the dead. His heart was hammering in his chest and he felt the blood rushing in his ears. It was the way it always was in combat, when the world seemed to move in white-hot flashes. The flare was flickering out now, leaving only brief spurts of light intermingled with darkness.
“Evelyn?” Max asked, looking about but seeing no trace of her. He moved through the dark towards the spot where he’d seen her last. Kneeling, he found the dead body of her foe, the woman-thing who had been snacking on the ear. She had been shot neatly between the eyes, which caused an involuntary smile to form on Max’s lips. Apparently her little pistol was capable of killing, at least at close enough range.
The smile died when he realized that Evelyn wasn’t answering him. He tensed, straining his ears for any sound, any sign of her breathing. Dimly, he heard something… but it was moving away from him, down the corridor he’d seen earlier.
Still not moving, Max focused on the sounds, identifying them. The muffled cries of a woman, the shuffling sounds of her feet being dragged across dirt-covered floors.
The visions he’d seen earlier… of Evelyn bound to an altar… sprang fully to mind. He began to run towards the corridor’s entrance but a sudden sharp blow to the back of his skull sent him tumbling to the ground. The cracking sound seemed louder than was possible inside Max’s head and he felt his consciousness begin to fade. “No… Evelyn…” he whispered.
Someone crouched at his side, prodding him with a steel bar of some sort. The voice that answered him belonged to Jacob Trench. “She’s gone to her rightful place, hero. While you… you’re going to Hell.”
Another blow landed squarely atop Max’s skull.

CHAPTER XX
The Altar of Blood

The world returned in a swimming haze.
Max found that he was on his knees, hands tied painfully tight behind his back. The throbbing in his head was painfully harsh and made him feel like vomiting, but he managed to focus on his surroundings and that distracted him a bit.
He was in a large circular chamber of some kind, one with a very high ceiling. In the center of the ceiling was an intricate carving that resembled a rose, one whose stem was covered with sharp thorns. Just in front of Max was an altar, one stained with dried blood. Atop that altar, dressed in the flimsiest of attire, was Evelyn. Her long legs were bare and covered with goosebumps and her breathing was shallow and rapid. All of that was deemed a good sign by Max, for it meant she was still alive. A serpent was coiled about her left ankle, slowly making its way up her leg. Its tongue darted out now and again, tasting the air.
“Welcome back, Mr. Davies. I had begun to wonder if my ally had accidentally killed you.”
The Peregrine craned his neck to see a tall figure approaching. It was Rosenkreuz, still looking like a dried-up mockery of an ancient Egyptian priest. His long hair-braid danced along his back as he moved.
Max forced a bit of confidence into his voice, though he felt very little of it in truth. “You look very good for your age. Clean living?”
“If only it were that easy. No, Mr. Davies… my long existence is due to personal sacrifice and an overwhelming desire for knowledge. The sorts of knowledge that many rational men fear to know.”
“I understand why you’ve got me here. I mean to stop Trench from succeeding. But why Evelyn? She’s nothing to you. Let her go.”
“Nothing to me?” Rosenkreuz stopped next to the altar, gazing lovingly down at Evelyn. He reached out a thin hand and stroked his leathery flesh against her cheek. “You have no idea how wrong you are. When I was a young man, I turned away from feminine pleasures. I thought I was above such physical concerns. But I was wrong, and I knew it from the moment I first laid eyes upon her, all those years ago.”
Max frowned in confusion. How could Rosenkreuz know anything about Evelyn? “You’ve seen her before?”
Rosenkreuz glanced up and nodded. “Oh, yes. Your… Evelyn, is it? She’s the reincarnation of a woman I treasured above all others. But she spurned me. She chose to die rather than accept eternity at my side. The pain was so intense… but I knew she’d return to me eventually. I merely had to wait.”
“She’s not your old girlfriend. Her name is Evelyn Gould and she’s an actress.” Max drew himself up as much as was possible. “And she’s spoken for.”
At that, Evelyn opened her eyes and smiled. She quickly resumed her act, however, after giving Max a quick wink.
Clever girl, the Peregrine thought. Max just hoped she could hold her cool with the serpent slowly making its way up her thighs.
Thankfully, Rosenkreuz seemed oblivious to the ruse. Instead, he was looking at Max with an almost pitying expression on his sunken features. “I wonder if you would recognize the face of the woman you loved, even over the course of centuries. I do. This is her, given new form.”
The Peregrine tested the tenacity of his bonds but found that they surpassed what little strength he had left. His struggles increased when he saw Rosenkreuz produce a dagger from the interior of his robes. It was the golden blade that Max himself had used to rid the world of K’ntu. “If you love her, why do you want a knife?” he asked aloud, hoping to distract Rosenkreuz from whatever his plans were… at least long enough for Max to figure out what to do next.
“My mistake last time was in trusting that she would recognize the love I held for her… and return it freely. In the years since, I have studied many ways of binding one soul to another… and that is what I shall do now. I shall make her love me. In all ways. For all time.” Rosenkreuz held up the dagger, studying it. “An intriguing weapon, Mr. Davies. It will do most nicely.”
Max barely contained himself. He wanted to scream out, warn Evelyn to move, but he dared not. What if it caused the madman to strike sooner?
Evelyn continued to lay where she was as Rosenkreuz raised the dagger, holding it above her slowly rising and falling chest. His lips moved, producing words that chilled Max to the bone. They were old, from a time when man was far more primitive. They were words of calling, of beseeching, to elder powers that still lurked in the gray mists of mortal souls.
A dark cloud began to form over Evelyn’s prone form, slowly beginning to develop arms and a skeletal face. Max struggled to his feet, unable to balance well because of the way his hands were bound. If need be, he would throw himself into the fray and do what he could…
“Give her to me,” Rosenkreuz whispered. “Make her mine forever!”
The cloud shape reached out for Evelyn, its hands grasping at the air. A dark voice rumbled “Pierce her heart! Let me invade her veins and then I will bind her to you…”
Rosenkreuz leered, baring his gums and teeth. “Forever,” he whispered once more.
Before Max could move to stop him, Evelyn jammed an elbow into Rosenkreuz’s groin, sending him staggering away. She kicked the snake away from her and it landed at Max’s feet. He stomped at it mercilessly, but never let his eyes slip away from the scene before him.
Evelyn slipped from the altar, dropping all pretenses of maintaining her modesty in the skimpy garment. Her bare flesh was in clear view as she delivered a powerful roundhouse kick to Rosenkreuz’s head. “Sick bastard,” she hissed. Before the ancient being could rise, she punched him once more in the jaw, sending him to the floor.
Evelyn whirled about, casting a brief glance at the cloud creature, who was beginning to fade without Rosenkreuz empowering it. Making an expression of disgust, she moved around the thing and knelt beside Max, untying his bonds. “Where’s Trench?” she asked.
“I don’t know… I’d imagine Rosenkreuz gave him the key and he’s gone to open the cage.”
“Then let’s go!”
Max admired her dedication to the mission but he was more concerned with the fact that Rosenkreuz was recovering quickly. “My weapons! Do you know where they put them?”
“In the next room… where they stripped me. Oh, Max… it was awful! The way he and Trench kept pawing at me and…”
“Get my guns!” Max yelled, pushing her behind him. He wasn’t as gentle as he should have been, but the look on Rosenkreuz’s face chilled him. He looked like a man who had suffered his last indignity.
“You stupid little cow!” Rosenkreuz bellowed. “Again you mistreat me! After I have waited for so very long for you!”
“You don’t sound very enlightened to me, friend.” Max moved forward, decking Rosenkreuz with a left hook. “The lady’s not interested in you.”
“You think she loves you?” Rosenkreuz asked. “She is a deceitful witch… all women are!”
“I guess you weren’t close to your mother,” Max jibed, dancing back as Rosenkreuz swung out at him.
Rosenkreuz shot beams of eldritch energy from his eyes, narrowly missing Max. They tore chunks of rock from the wall and made Max wonder again just what magicks Rosenkreuz possessed.
“Max! Catch!”
The Peregrine glanced over to see Evelyn, still clad in her beguiling attire. She held out his pistols and then tossed them high into the air. Max realized they weren’t going to make the distance between them and so he lunged for them, even as Rosenkreuz targeted him once more. Twin beams of energy came sizzling through the air as Max caught one of the pistols. In a single breathtaking motion, he gripped the gun and twisted in mid-air, firing at his attacker. Max landed hard, for the beams of force had struck a glancing blow on his leg. His bullets, however, flew true.
Christian Rosenkreuz, who had survived centuries, was felled by a bullet to the brain. He landed atop his own altar, his eyes staring up into nothingness.
“Max! How badly are you hurt?” Evelyn stood over him, watching as the Peregrine examined his wounded leg.
“It hurts like hell but I can walk on it. Help me up.”
Evelyn pulled him to his feet, struggling with the task. “Do you really think I’m his old girlfriend?”
Max looked over at Rosenkreuz’s dead body. He limped over to him, taking the golden dagger and slipping it into his own belt. “I’ve heard stranger things. I can’t fault him for his taste in women, but he doesn’t seem to learn from his mistakes, does he?”
Evelyn wrapped her arms around Max’s waist, shivering for the first time since she’s sprung into action. Now that the adrenaline rush was gone, she looked confused and frightened. “How will we find Trench?”
“It won’t be that hard,” someone said from behind them.
The Peregrine turned slowly, his heart thudding. It was his father, looking far more solid than he had in Max’s vision. “I thought you’d be busy with the police back in Atlanta.”
“Already taken care of. But you need to head to the Lindner Hotel. That’s where you’ll find Trench… and he’s preparing to open the Cage.”
“Max? Who are you talking to?”
The Peregrine looked down into Evelyn’s eyes, realizing that she didn’t see anyone besides him and Rosenkreuz in the room. “No one important. Ready to go?”
“Depends… do I have time to change?”
“Probably not.”
“Cad. You just like me in this tawdry thing.”
Max grinned, glancing over to see that, once again, his father had disappeared. “Let’s go… partner.”

CHAPTER XXI
The Devil Within

Jacob Trench stared into the crystal, seeing the shapes and colors within. For so much of his adult life, this moment had been his reason for existence. He had killed dozens, defiled sacred places and damned his own soul to a thousand hells. But it would all be worth it… when the dark beast was free of his prison, he would reward the one who had freed him. That much was well known. Ultimate power would be Jacob’s… and he had dreamed nightly of the things he would do with it.
First there would be any old enemies that he had made over the years… they would kneel before him and lick his boots before he ended their lives. And the women…! Oh, yes, there would be many women who would serve him.
Licking his lips, Trench withdrew the key from his pocket. A small clasp at the bottom of the cage accepted it easily enough. The key settled into place with a soft clink, making Jacob think of the poem by T.S. Eliot, the one that ended with “This is the way the world ends, Not with a bang but a whimper.”
Trench took a deep breath before turning the key. “Dark Lord,” he whispered. “Be free.”
The tumblers slipped into place and the latch on the Cage opened, allowing painfully bright light to suddenly sweep out into the room. The temperature also changed, seeming to rise twenty degrees in the space of seconds. Trench found himself groaning from the sudden shift in the environment and he took a step back as the spilling light began to coalesce into something dark and frightful. He brought a hand up to cover his eyes, his nose wrinkling in disgust. A smell that he found difficult to place was permeating the room now… but then he found himself recognizing it in some deep, dank recess of his mind.
Brimstone.
“Jacob Trench,” a voice said and its power made the room tremble.
Trench lowered his hands, feeling the force of the entity before him making it hard for him to stand. He was staring up into the face of a being far older than recorded history… at times alternately beautiful and horrifying. It was not human but it bore the same general shape, though its eyes were pools of inky blackness and its skin was the color of dried blood. The beast was naked and possessed of prodigious genitalia, though it was oddly shaped, ending in a pronged tip. He was taller than any normal human, having to stand with stooped back brushing the ceiling.
“My Lord,” Trench whispered. “You’re beautiful.”
The dark creature laughed softly and it sounded like rolling thunder. “To be free again after so very long… you have earned your triumph, Jacob Trench. You have earned the power you have so long sought.”
Trench stepped forward impulsively, holding his arms out to the creature, as if expecting to be swept up into an embrace. “I will bring glory to thy name,” he whispered. His expression had become one of rapt admiration… he was a zealot, one blessed to be in the presence of his God.
The devil reached out an oversized hand, one whose fingers were tipped with razor-sharp claws. “This world is not meant for the likes of me. My form can exist here only so long… if I wish to bring my dark majesty to the entire world I shall have need of a vehicle.”
“Tell me what you need and I will provide.”
“I know you will, my pet. What I require is a suit of living human flesh, one that can contain my glory while I walked amongst men.”
Trench felt the first tremulous rush of apprehension. “I don’t understand. You require a sacrifice?”
“Do not fear. What I need coincides with what you desire. You wish for power and you shall have it. You wish for other mortals to fear you and you shall have it. But I need a body to cloak my spirit within… and I shall have that.”
Before Trench could even begin to fathom the meaning of those words, the dark lord had wrapped one of his hands around Trench’s neck. Jacob was pulled off his feet, yanked towards the burning eyes of his master. “No, please,” Trench begged, trying in vain to weaken the grip he was held in. “I have served you so well…”
“That you have,” the entity agreed, reaching out with his other hand to restrain Trench from struggling. “And what I offer you is an honor given to only a very few.”
Trench screamed as he felt his soul being forced downwards, into a long dark tunnel. He could no longer see or hear but he felt very cold and alone. It was as if he had been locked in a basement, one where he could beat on the walls until his hands bled but no one would ever hear.
The physical body of Jacob Trench was far from abandoned, however. The demon now looked at the world through mortal eyes and he inhaled noisily, like a drowning man who had been pulled to shore.
“You did very well, Jacob.” The demon spoke with Trench’s voice and smiled with Trench’s mouth. He strode over to the window, looking out into the slowly approaching dawn. A new day was upon the world… and the sleepy residents of Kassel had no idea about what awaited them. “I shall start by seeking out this Hitler,” the demon mused, having sorted through Jacob’s memory in a matter of seconds. Human minds, he had found, were exceedingly simple things. “His capacity for war impresses me.”
Two figures running through the night made the demon pause, however. He recognized them from Trench’s memory. The so-called Peregrine… and his female companion. He resisted the urge to sigh, but found it impossible to stop. Why was it always so? That foolish mortals should throw themselves into the fire, acting out some noble but stupid desire to destroy themselves?
Of course, he had been trapped by a mortal, long ago.
It wouldn’t do for him to simply ignore such threats, no matter how trivial they might seem. He would have to destroy them quickly before their threat could grow.

CHAPTER XXII
Dance with the Devil

The Peregrine found it difficult to get into the hotel. A number of frightened Germans were pushing their way out of the building, many of them screaming things about demons and death. Max knew where they were coming from, for he could feel it, too. It was like someone had left the back door to the house standing wide open… and something dark and scary had scrambled into the kitchen.
“Max. I’m not sure we’re up for this.”
The Peregrine had managed to get both himself and Evelyn to the foot of the stairs, the ones that led up to the second floor. It was there that Trench would be… Max could sense it. He was holding Evelyn’s hand, a pistol in the other. “What do you mean?”
“You’re hurt. I’m half naked. And we’re about to fight the devil. Doesn’t that sound wrong to you?”
“I don’t see any alternative. If Trench and this monster get free of this place, we might never get close enough to strike again!”
“But shouldn’t we call for help? Those friends of yours you mentioned… or even the damned Vatican! This isn’t the kind of thing you, me and some pistols are going to solve!”
Max leaned in close and kissed her, letting the moment linger as long as possible. When they parted, both of them had quickened their breathing. “I won’t ask you to come with me,” he whispered. “But I can’t stand back and let them leave this place. I think this demon is only going to grow stronger the longer he’s here.”
Evelyn smiled softly, shaking her head. “A few days ago, my biggest concern was whether or not I was ever going to become a star. Now I’m seriously discussing heading off to face Lucifer himself. You certainly make a girl feel special.”
“Stay here.”
“No.”
“But…”
Evelyn put a finger over his lips. “We die together or we live together. End of discussion.”
The Peregrine nodded quickly. “Alright.”
Together they ascended the stairs, the oppressive nature of their surroundings growing stronger with every step. Evelyn couldn’t stop herself from trembling as they approached the last room on the second floor. The door was made of strong black wood but it was bending outwards as if a great weight were pressing against it.
“Is your father still here?” she asked, for he had told her of the ghost’s recent visit.
Max glanced at her as he reloaded his gun. “No. Why?”
“Just wondering if I’d get to see him real soon. You know… as in, we’ll all be dead.”
“I didn’t know you were such a pessimist.”
“I’m full of surprises.”
The Peregrine shook his head, impressed that she kept her sense of humor at times like this. He kicked in the door and it splintered into a thousand pieces. Flame shot out from the interior of the room, driving both Max and Evelyn away from the entry way.
Jacob Trench — or rather, something wearing his skin — stepped into view. Max could tell that he was no longer the same man, for his eyes now seemed illuminated from within. “The Peregrine. That’s what you call yourself, isn’t it?”
Max leveled his pistol at Trench’s chest. “You did it, didn’t you? You released that thing.”
“That… thing… is now me. Trench and I are one.” He looked at Evelyn, who stood just behind the Peregrine. “Run, little girl. I can sense you want to.”
Evelyn swallowed hard, raised her own gun… and fired. The bullet struck Trench in the shoulder, but he looked no more bothered than if he had been buzzed by a gnat.
“Is that the best you can do?” the devil asked. “Because I’ve suffered a lot more pain than that. Let me show you.” He raised a hand, clenching it into a fist.
Immediately, Evelyn screamed. It felt like her heart was being squeezed into a bloody pulp. She clutched at her chest, falling to the floor in spasms of agony.
The Peregrine threw himself at Trench, knocking him back into the burning room. The smoke was growing thick here, but Max took note that nothing in the room seemed to be catching fire… rather, the flames danced merrily atop the bed and floor. “Stop hurting her,” Max hissed, slamming a fist down into Trench’s face. A cracking sound was followed by blood pouring from a broken nose.
“Would you rather feel the pain yourself?” the devil taunted. He gripped Max by the ears, channeling more of the strange flame in a direct line against the Peregrine’s skull. “Feel my Hellfire.”
Max lost track of the world for a moment. All was red and black, as the horror of the situation overwhelmed him. He thought he smelled his flesh sizzling, cracking and popping like bacon. It’s not real, he tried to tell himself. The flames don’t really burn. They don’t really burn. They don’t really burn!
And then the fire was gone, replaced by the coolness of snow, falling heavily upon his shoulders.
Max looked around, finding that he was once more outside the strange temple. His father was there, looking as stern as ever. “Am I dead?” Max asked.
“No. You’re still locked in battle with the thing inside Trench. But you’re going to lose… unless you open yourself to your full potential.”
Max rose quickly, rushing over to grab his father by his arms. “Send me back! Evelyn needs me!”
“You’re not listening to me, son.”
Max shoved his father away from him. “Fine. Tell me what to do.”
“You’re able to tap into parts of your mind that normal people can’t. That’s why you can see and hear me so well… even before the rise in magic that’s been going on since Trench started working on opening the Cage. It also allows you to channel energy, from the world of the dead to the world of the living. And vice versa.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“Find Jacob. Use him.”
“I don’t understand what…”
Max found himself being thrown away from the devil inside Trench. He landed amongst the dancing fires of Hell, barely able to focus as his opponent rose up over him.
“How did you do that?” the devil asked, in a tone that spoke of confusion, anger… and perhaps a bit of fear, as well.
The Peregrine groaned, trying to shake off the pain that was overwhelming him. His injured leg was throbbing and he felt a grinding motion in his side every time he took an inward breath. Broken ribs. Two, maybe three. “Do what?”
“Your soul… disappeared. For a moment, I held lifeless flesh in my hands.”
Another moment of that and I might have really been lifeless flesh, Max mused. He reached for the glowing dagger and drew it forth but the devil swatted out a fist and knocked it aside. The knife skidded across the floor into the midst of the inferno.
“No,” the thing inside Trench hissed. “None of that. It’s time we ended this.”
“Get away from him, you bastard!”
Max looked up as Evelyn jumped on Trench’s back, raking at his face with her nails. Long trails of red followed the action and Evelyn capped off the attack by digging her fingers into the man’s eyes.
Trench howled, reaching behind himself and grabbing hold of Evelyn’s dangling hair. He ripped a small patch of it from her skull and she lost her hold on him, landing hard on her rump.
Max took this as his cue. He still didn’t understand his father’s words, but he was weaponless and that meant he had no choice but to come to blows with this thing. He wrapped his arms about Trench’s chest, hissing out the words “Where are you, Jacob? I need you.”
Somewhere within the devil wearing human flesh, there was a stirring. Jacob was locked inside his tiny little cell… but he heard a faint knocking of sorts. He called out an answer…
And Max heard it.
Even as the devil began thrashing about to get free, Max’s eyes were rolling back in his head. He felt like he was falling from some great height, tumbling head over heels.
“How did you get here?” Jacob asked. He was staring open-mouthed at the Peregrine, who had appeared from nowhere in this dark prison.
Max looked around, understanding dawning on him. “You’re trapped, aren’t you?”
“He took my body.”
“Are you okay with that? Is that what you really want? To exist inside his head, while he takes the power you wanted for yourself?”
“I knew the risks,” Jacob answered sullenly. “You don’t bargain with the devil without knowing he’s the Prince of Lies.”
“Then why do it at all?”
“You wouldn’t understand, would you? Born into money, adored by your parents, I bet. But my family saw me as an aberration. Something different from the rest of their children. It wasn’t until I discovered the legend of Lucifer’s Cage that I found a purpose. I lied, betrayed and murdered to get to this point… for power. For prestige.”
“I don’t fully understand… and I suspect I don’t want to. But I’ll ask you again: is this how you want the story to end? With you locked away inside here until he’s done with your body?”
“I have no choice.”
“Yes. You do.” Max offered a hand to Jacob, who stared at it in confusion. “Help me.”
* * *
Evelyn was on her knees, the magic fire in the room beginning to sear her lungs. Though its touch did not harm her, the smoke and heat from it seemed real enough.
She glanced up at the devil, which had managed to knock Max off of it. The Peregrine lay on the ground like a broken doll, barely breathing.
Before Evelyn could contemplate her next move, the Peregrine sat upright and began crawling towards the fallen dagger. The devil moved to intercept him, but stopped in mid-movement. Evelyn could see anger and dismay on the devil’s face and he began to speak nonsense:
“Stop that! This is my flesh now! You have gotten your prize! Now be gone!”
The devil doubled over, growling. He looked upright, staring into Evelyn’s eyes… and for a moment, she was positive that the being staring back at her was truly Jacob Trench. He smiled wickedly at her.
The Peregrine rose up over the devil, raising the dagger high. It was brought down with awful force, stabbing straight through Trench’s neck and protruding through on the other side.
Evelyn gasped and looked away as droplets of blood fell on her like rain.

CHAPTER XXIII
Endings and Beginnings

Evelyn slipped out of the tub, checking her reflection in the mirror. She looked none the worse for the harrowing adventure in Germany, though the first few days back had left her feeling sore in places she didn’t even know she had. As she wrapped a fresh towel about herself, she wondered which dress she should wear for the evening: the black one was her favorite but she’d noticed that Max favored the red.
Red it would be, then.
After dressing and applying her makeup, Evelyn cast a glance over an open script next to her bed. It was a good one and it promised a return to the silver screen, both of which appealed to her. Working on the stage in Atlanta was fun but there was always a tiny part of her that wanted more.
She stepped out of the room and went downstairs, where Max was waiting for her. He’d arrived early for their date, which was par for the course. In the month or so since they’d returned from Germany, they’d gone out practically every evening and he’d made it a standard practice to show up an hour or so early each time. It had annoyed her at first but she’d come to recognize it as a compliment of sorts. He wanted to see her as soon as possible.
She found him in the den, standing next to the radio. His expression was grim, but it didn’t detract from his handsome features. In fact, it only added to them. “Something wrong?”
Max turned to face her, his eyes drifting over her curves. In some men, such a look would be worthy of a slap… but for some reason, Evelyn didn’t exactly mind that Max found her body pleasing enough for the occasional leer. “You look wonderful,” he said.
“Thank you. But you didn’t answer the question.”
“It’s nothing. Are you ready to go? The movie starts at six-thirty.”
“Don’t give me that, Mr. Davies. There’s something whirring away in that mind of yours, so spill.”
“There was a news report, that’s all. The police have found another body. That’s the third one in the last week.”
“Another child?”
“Yes. A boy of about nine.”
“Awful business.” Evelyn studied his face. “Have you had any visions?”
Max stiffened and Evelyn wondered if she’d gone too far. Since their return, he had said nothing about visions or ghosts. She didn’t think he was hiding them from her… she truly believed they hadn’t plagued him. After they had disposed of the now harmless Cage by turning it over to some of Max’s friends, it had seemed like a door had closed on that portion of his life and she could sense his newfound peace of existence.
“I did see something, yes,” he admitted at last.
“What was it?”
“I saw a woman, working with a hack saw. She was… slicing up a little girl.”
“A woman’s doing this? I can’t believe it…”
“Women are just as capable of violence as men. I’ve learned that often enough.” Max ran a hand through his hair. “I’d hoped this was all behind me. That my father had left me be.”
“Maybe he has. Maybe you’re tapping into your own powers now, without his help.”
“I just want to be your boyfriend, Evelyn. Not the Peregrine.”
Evelyn felt her eyes grow moist and she reached out to take his hand. “Why not have it all?”
“Evelyn…”
“Let me tell you a little secret, Max. The Peregrine is my boyfriend. And you’re the Peregrine. You’re not two different people. And I hope you don’t think you’re going to keep me from stopping the murders of little children.”
Max sighed. “You mean to come with me, then?”
“Of course I do. I’ve even designed myself a mask.”
“You didn’t.”
“You’ll like it! And I found the perfect fabric for the leotard.”
“I have fabric you can use. Bulletproof.”
“All the better.” Evelyn tossed her pocketbook down on the couch. “We’ll catch the movie tomorrow.”
“You’re an amazing woman, Miss Gould.”
“Then we’re a perfect match, Mr. Davies.”
They kissed once, quickly, and then moved to the waiting car outside.
Somewhere, a killer lurked.
THE END
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THE KINGDOM OF BLOOD


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
The Quiet Place

Manhattan — August, 1936
A small, flickering light danced on the cobblestone walls, illuminating the man’s passage through the tunneled walkway. He was dressed in a crisp black suit that was dotted here and there with dirt and grime, an oil lamp held firmly in one liver spotted hand. In his late forties, Reed Barrows was still as trim as he’d been in his youth but in all other regards age was weighing heavily upon him. It showed in the sickly pallor of his skin and the creaking of his knees. He paused beside a gold-and-crystal casket, the dim glow from the lamp illuminating the figure within. It was a mummy, one wrapped in linens that had begun to rot from exposure to damp air in the years before Reed had bought it. He’d brought it here, to his quiet place, where it now rested in an airless case. With luck, it would last far beyond the few years left to its owner.
Reed stared into the lifeless eyes for several moments, soaking in the ambience of the dead female before him. What had she been like in life? How had she traveled through history, ending up here, beneath one of the oldest buildings in Manhattan?
Putting such frivolous wonderings aside, Reed turned away from the mummy and continued his descent into the quiet place. All along the narrow tunnel were small glass cases containing oddities that he’d collected: a “Fiji mermaid,” which was actually nothing more than the top half of a monkey sewed on to the body of a fish; a crystal skull from South America; a battered, somewhat mistranslated copy of one of the Tomes of Blood. He loved these things, far more than he loved his wife or children.
The passageway narrowed a bit towards the end, finally opening onto a small chamber in which a wooden coffin rested atop several large stones. Reed stood there for a moment, breathing in the dank smell of earth. The sounds of the world above were a faint, distant memory.
Setting the lamp on the ground, he reached into his coat and withdrew a slender knife. The shadows cast by the lamp made his body appear elongated and inhuman, but Reed took no notice of it. He grunted with the exertion of shoving the heavy lid from the coffin, letting it fall to the floor with a thump.
The strong scent of death wafted up from within and Reed coughed a bit, wrinkling his nose. The woman inside was long dead, wrapped in a long black gown that, in its day, would have barely contained the lovely female curves of its owner. Wispy strands of black hair still lay about the corpse’s shoulders and her hands were neatly folded over her bosom. A stout piece of wood protruded from that same bosom, driven deep by the actions of a strong man, many years before.
Reed licked his lips, aching to reach out and caress the body of his mistress. There had been many nights when he’d snuck from the bedroom he shared with the horrible shrew he’d married… snuck down here, to pour out his heart to the only woman he truly felt comfortable with.
“It’s time,” he whispered. He fought the urge to bend down and press his lips to hers. It seemed fitting to wake her with a kiss, like in an old fairy tale. But this was no nursery rhyme, to impart wisdom or morals to a child. This was something far worse: a mockery of all that was holy. Reed was about to awaken the dead.
He raised his hand over the corpse’s face, driving the knife roughly into the skin of his wrist. The cut was a ragged one, for he had never handled a knife for anything more than cutting his food at dinner. He gasped as the pain spread through his arm, but he kept cutting until thick red droplets fell from the wound, landing one after the other against the mouth of his beloved.
When he was satisfied that enough of his blood was seeping down her throat, he tossed aside the knife and grasped the wooden stake with both hands. He immediately regretted the order of his actions, for his wrist ached so horribly that he was almost unable to pull upon the stake. But he fought through the agony, desperate for what was to come.
Slowly the stake moved. It felt like it was wedged in concrete, but Reed groaned aloud as he yanked with all his might. The point of the stake eventually came free and Reed fell backwards, landing on his bottom. He panted, his eyes tightly closed as the hammering in his chest slowed to a steady thump.
When he looked up, he realized that he had missed a stunning transformation. The woman in the coffin was now sitting up, her skin a lovely, healthy shade of pink. Her wispy hair was now lustrous and deep black in color, perfectly suited to the obsidian orbs that were her eyes. Her lips were stained red with blood, with small droplets running down her chin and neck. The hole where the stake had been was now filled in with warm flesh, her ample bosom rising and falling as she enjoyed the renewed sensation of breathing. Reed found that last part amusing and he smiled.
“What is so humorous, my savior?” she asked, her voice sounding both grateful and mocking in equal amounts. She spoke in husky tones, with a slight Eastern European accent.
“You’re breathing. I didn’t know you could do that.”
“It is only a semblance of breathing… all the better to blend in with humanity.” She rose from the coffin, extending her long legs over the side and hopping down almost delicately. “Where am I? And what shall I call you?”
“My name is Reed Barrow. And you’re in New York. Beneath my home.” He stood up, suddenly self-conscious in her presence. She was a creature of unearthly beauty, while he… he felt so old. “I love you,” he suddenly stammered, blushing like a schoolboy as he said it.
She laughed softly, reassuringly. “Thank you, Reed. You may call me Camilla.”
Reed sighed, letting his lips and tongue practice saying the name. He liked it.
“How did I come to… this New York, Reed? And why have you awakened me?”
“I bought you,” he whispered, hoping the explanation didn’t offend her. “I… collect unusual things. When I saw you and learned you were supposed to be a vampire… I became obsessed with you.”
“You wish to be my lover?”
Her frankness made his blush deepen. “I… I have a wife.”
Camilla reached out and touched his face. Her fingers felt electric as they slid over his skin. “Shall I kill her for you?”
“Oh, yes. Please.”

CHAPTER II
Death Takes a Holiday

London — July, 1937
Max Davies was a good-looking man. He knew this in the same abstract way that a gifted athlete knew they could accomplish things that others simply could not. Their physical prowess was so much a part of them that they barely noticed it. Max’s good looks were a bit like that. He stole the heart of virtually every woman who met him, while their husbands or boyfriends looked on in jealous fury… but he was never arrogant about it, for he rarely gave consideration to his appearance beyond simple courtesy.
Max had a slightly olive complexion to his skin and wavy black hair, the sort that made women want to run their fingers through it. He favored well-tailored suits and wide-brimmed hats, but was going decidedly casual today, wearing a pair of pressed slacks and a sweater vest over a tan-colored shirt. “Our dinner reservations are for seven thirty,” he reminded his wife.
Evelyn Davies fixed him with a critical eye. She was a second-tier actress on stage and screen in the United States, but here in London not a second glance was given her… at least, not because of her fame. She was a striking woman to look at, however, no matter what country she was in. She wore her auburn hair pulled back today and a white safari-style shirt with brown slacks. “That’s the third time you’ve mentioned that to me. In the last hour.”
“I just don’t want us to be late.”
“I never knew you were the worrying type,” she replied with a shake of her head. The two of them were standing near the Halls of Parliament, along with a group of some twenty or so tourists who had booked the same walking tour they had. Max had tried to argue that he knew London well enough to show her the city without the need of a tour guide, but Evelyn had won out on the basis that she was on her honeymoon and it would simply have to be done correctly. They would stay at the finest hotels, eat at the finest restaurants and take the best tours… because she didn’t plan on doing a second honeymoon at any point in her life. “We’ll be there in plenty of time,” she continued. “Now hush so I can hear what our guide’s saying.”
Max grimaced but inwardly he was pleased that she was enjoying herself. His life had rarely featured moments where he could bring pleasure to others… in fact, most of his existence seemed predicated on the exact opposite.
When he’d been a young boy, Max had seen his father killed in front of him, in an act of senseless violence. Though he had not known it then, his latent telepathy had opened his mind to the world that lay beyond this one, allowing the ghost of his father to invisibly haunt him. His father’s rage over his own death had led him to induce painful visions of crimes directly into Max’s head, propelling him along the path of vigilantism. He had become a master of criminal science and gained degrees in Engineering, Chemistry and Psychology, all before his mid-twenties. And there were his many travels throughout the world, where he’d learned fighting skills from the best the planet had to offer. In the end, he’d become something more than mere man. He’d become the Peregrine, the shadowy nocturnal avenger who dispatched criminals with efficient ease… always leaving behind a single calling card adorned with the image of a bird in flight.
That calling card had nearly led to Max’s capture by the police on more than one occasion, leading him to flee Boston for the relatively safer confines of Atlanta, Georgia. There he’d become embroiled in the schemes of Jacob Trench… and there he’d fallen in love with Evelyn Gould. Now she shared his secret, even going so far as to join him on occasion. It was a match made in heaven.
Max withdrew a cigarette and lit it, cupping one hand about the match so it didn’t blow out in the wind. He’d always detested smoking, but had picked up the habit in the last few months. For some reason, it seemed to keep his headaches at bay… or at least that’s what he told himself. Since ending Trench’s life the summer before, he’d only experienced four visions, far fewer than in the past. Each had compelled him to seek out murderers and rapists… and kill them. He had not made contact with his father during this time and was uncertain if he was still being haunted… though he suspected he was.
“That smells horrid,” Evelyn hissed. She disapproved of his vice, but had never pressed the issue beyond verbal reproach.
Max ignored her, exhaling a long plume of smoke and clapping lightly as the tour guide wrapped up his spiel. Dark clouds loomed on the horizon, a sure sign that it was going to be another wet and chilly night in London.
“Well, it’s all done. We can get dinner now. In plenty of time, I might add.” Evelyn took his hand and began crossing the street with him. “Have you had fun?”
“With you? Always.”
“So have I. I still can’t believe you proposed to me… and that we’re married. It all feels like a dream.” She gazed up at him shyly. “You really don’t mind that I keep Gould as my stage name, do you?”
“I told you I didn’t. I understand how important it is for producers to remember your name.”
“Good. I love being Evelyn Davies in private, though. It’s…”
Max failed to hear the rest of her words. He stumbled a bit, nearly falling to his knees in the street. A rushing sound filled his ears and a terrible pain started behind his eyes, quickly spreading to encompass his entire skull. Images, fuzzy and indistinct, ran through his mind, showing a succession of horrors: a stunningly beautiful woman wearing a clinging black gown, her lips and chin stained crimson with blood; a man… her thrall… standing outside a grand old house in Atlanta, watching nervously as a pine box was lowered from a moving truck; the screaming death of a police officer, the woman’s teeth tearing into his neck. And the words ‘Kingdom of Blood,’ hanging like a shroud over his mind…
“Max!”
Max gasped for air, sounding like a drowning man at sea. He came to his surroundings, seeing that he was leaning against a wall while a small crowd gathered about, curious to see what had set him off so. “I’m… I’m okay.”
Evelyn looked about at the confused faces. “Epilepsy,” she shrugged, feigning a smile. One by one, the gawkers moved away, though many still glanced over their shoulders at Max. “What did you see?” she whispered, turning her attentions back to her husband. “It was a vision, wasn’t it?”
“Yes. It was a very powerful one, too.”
“Well?” she pressed.
“We need to get back to Atlanta. She’s there.”
“Who’s there?”
Max hesitated, thinking it would sound absurd. But then he remembered that this woman had stood at his side as he fought demons, harpies and resurrected magicians. “A vampire.”
“Like that Bela Lugosi character? Dracula?”
“More shapely than that.”
“Cad.”
“Sorry, can’t be helped. She’s beautiful.”
“And dangerous, I take it.”
“Very.”
“Well, the honeymoon lasted longer than I thought it would.”
Max sighed. “You could stay here without me, I suppose.”
Evelyn placed her hands on her hips and regarded him coolly. “Very funny. Besides, do you really think I’d send you back to Atlanta to face some shapely vampire without me?”

CHAPTER III
The Snowy Mountain

The Peregrine ascended the snowy cliff, the feel of biting cold nipping at his cheeks. He wore the long trench coat and domino-style mask that had become infamous amongst the criminal element, but his clothing did little to warm him from the elements. He ignored the discomfort, however, telling himself again and again that this was not real, that this was a figment of his imagination.
But that was not quite true.
This mountaintop existed on another realm entirely, one composed of pure mental energy. The Astral Plane his father had called it, during one of their chats during the Lucifer’s Cage affair. It was here that Max had come when he’d been shot; it was here that he’d learned the truth about his father and the visions that had plagued him.
“Father?” Max yelled over the howling wind. The same Tibetan prayer temple lay up ahead, looking abandoned. “Come to me!”
Abruptly, the wind ceased blowing, startling Max. He froze in place, the air was still bone chilling, but no longer as harsh as before.
“I’m here, son.”
Max whirled around, seeing that his father was approaching, still wearing the same blood-stained clothing that he’d had on the night he’d died. “Do you have to look like that?” Max asked, the fury rising in him again. He hated the fact that his father had turned him into a killing machine, had used him to further his own need for vengeance.
“I can appear however I want to, Max… but I think you need to see me like this.”
“I remember the way you looked.”
“Hmm. Why did you come here, son? I thought you wanted nothing more to do with me.”
Max paused, staring into the gray-white haze that surrounded this place. “Evelyn and I are on a plane, returning to the States. I… had a vision. Of a woman who drank blood. A vampire.”
“And you want me to guide you, is that it? Give you some important piece of information that might help you with the dangers to come?”
Max fidgeted. “Well… yes.”
His father adopted the same stern expression that he’d used to adopt when Max would behave foolishly. “You denied me, Max. You said you wished I had never done these things to you… and now when you have need of me, you expect me to counsel you?”
Max felt stung by the rebuke. “Well… yes.”
For a long moment, neither man spoke a word and then Max’s father let out a long, weary sigh. “Why not? You’ll just go and get yourself killed if I don’t help you. And then what good would you be?”
Max didn’t answer, though he couldn’t help but marvel at how his father could discuss his son’s death in such a matter-of-fact manner.
“The vampire’s name is Camilla, that much I’ve been able to see through the ether,” Warren Davies said. “Her companion… his name is unclear to me. They’ve traveled to Atlanta to pillage the remains of Jacob Trench’s collection.”
“But his curiosity shop, Jacob’s Ladder, burned down shortly after his death,” Max replied.
“True enough… but there were levels below the ones accessible to the public. They seek something that was once in his possession… something of dark power.”
“Can you tell me what it is?”
Max’s father lowered his voice, allowing it to take on a dreamlike quality. He appeared to be staring past Max, into the furthest reaches of the outer realms. “Cursed the ground where dead thoughts live new and oddly bodied, and evil the mind that is held by no head.”
Max blinked. “What in hell does that mean?”
His father’s face darkened. “Words of warning. You’ll hear them again soon enough.” He turned, as if to leave.
“Wait!” Max shouted. When his father paused but did not turn around, he said, “I married her.”
“I know. I was there.”
“Is it always going to be this way between us? You and I? You lurking about like some awful specter and me resenting you?”
“That’s up to you, isn’t it, Max?”
Max sighed, watching as the mists rose up to envelope his father’s form. “I’ll come back,” Max promised.
* * *
“Max?”
Max opened his eyes, hearing the soft roar of the plane still surrounding him. He looked over at Evelyn, who was watching him with a peculiar sort of smile. “Yes?”
“You were talking in your sleep.”
“What did I say?”
“Mostly just mumbles, but you said something about coming back to see me?”
“Sorry. A dream.” He noticed she had a few sections of the Atlanta paper spread out on her lap. “What’s that?”
“Before we left I packed away some of the society pages. There’s a review of my latest film in it, Queen of Atlantis.”
“Did they like it?”
“They said I looked quite fetching in my coconut shell bikini.”
“Good for you,” Max yawned. Truth be told, he’d also thought she’d looked quite good in the coconut shell bikini.
“Didn’t you say that this woman and her companion were new in the area?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Well, there’s a small mention here that might interest you. Says Reed and Camilla Barrows have recently moved to the Empire City of the South, taking up residence in the old Matthews Plantation. Mr. and Mrs. Barrows come from old money and are sure to add spice to Atlanta’s upper crust.”
“That’s them. My father told me her name was Camilla.” Max leaned over and kissed his wife on the cheek. “You’re a godsend, Evelyn.”
Blushing, Evelyn sat back and smiled.

CHAPTER IV
Blood Work

Camilla ran her tongue along the curve of the policeman’s neck, savoring the racing pulse she could sense beneath his skin. “Shh,” she purred into his ear, making him squirm. “The pain will only last for a few seconds… and then you’ll experience nothing but ecstasy.”
Reed tried to ignore them, but it was difficult. She looked lovely in the moonlight, all pale and luminous. Her thin dress wrapped around every curve of her body, especially as she pressed herself against her victim. He was a police officer, one who’d had the misfortune to stumble upon them as they sifted through the remains of Jacob Trench’s store. It had been laughably easy for Camilla to entice him into a dark alley, though it made Reed jealous to see her teasing another man.
As if sensing his thoughts, the vampire turned to face her companion, a wicked smile on her red lips. “Go on and look for the hidden room, beloved. I’ll only feed for a bit, I promise.”
Reed swallowed hard, nodding. He turned away and resumed his digging. According to their sources, Jacob Trench’s storehouse of curiosities was not truly housed in plain view at all — the real treasures lay beneath the ground, locked away in a hidden vault. Despite his jealousy, Reed felt a sense of keen excitement building within him. Even before meeting Camilla, he’d delighted in the unusual or strange. Those things lifted him up from the drudgery of his life, transformed him into the owner of something powerful and pure.
A small wooden door set into the floor suddenly caught his gaze and Reed grinned delightedly. He started to yell for Camilla but he heard her lustful moans, intermingled with those of her victim, and refrained from doing so. Instead, he poured his jealousy into strength, gripping the steel ringlet that was set into the door. Reed was surprised by the barrier’s weight and he grunted with effort. He felt sweat beading up on his back, dripping down his spine. A pounding in his head made the world sway before him and a whispering voice seemed to fill his ears, speaking in a tongue that predated humanity. It spoke of dark, loathsome things that made Reed shiver from fear… he tried not to listen, for the speech promised nothing but madness, but he was unable to tear his focus from the words. He felt himself sinking into a deep, dark pit of nothingness…
“Wake up.”
Reed blinked several times, the feeling of Camilla’s hands on his arms pulling him back to reality. “What happened to me?” he asked, only able to stand upright because of Camilla’s help.
“You opened the door… and then I felt… something.” Camilla’s dark eyes bore into Reed’s.
Reed nodded suddenly, vitality returning. “Yes! It wasn’t just in my head, was it? It was real… You heard them!”
“No, my love. But I have met others who have heard such things… and I have seen the same look in their eyes. What you heard were the children of the Old Ones. They lurk in places of dark power.” Camilla turned away from him, her pink tongue darting out to lick at a remainder of blood lurking in the corner of her mouth. Reed couldn’t help looking back at the man she’d fed upon: he lay on his back, looking like a tossed-aside rag doll. “It’s dark below,” she continued, seizing his attention once more. “You brought your lamp?”
Reed moved away a few steps, grabbing hold of an oil lamp that he lit with shaking hands. The night air was ominously still and he felt a peculiar itching at the base of his skull. “Let me go first, Camilla.”
“You’re a sweet man, my love… but I should lead the way.” The vampire peered down into the gloom, her undead eyes able to make out what lay below. The lamp was for Reed, who was a good servant and whom she did not want to lose. This century was still strange to her and she needed his guidance.
Together, they descended a small set of stairs, emerging into a circular subterranean cellar. Bizarre items lay carefully arranged on bookshelves and on tabletops, but it was the scent of death that most caught Reed’s attention. He had scarcely noticed it before, as he had been so enraptured by the strange voices in his head, but here it was almost overpowering. He gagged at the sight of a rotting figure with sewn-together eyes, lying nude in the middle of a pentagram.
“Mr. Trench played with zombies, I see,” Camilla commented. She wrinkled her nose and moved past the corpse, dismissing it as something beneath her. “Here,” she said, nodding towards a box covered with a peculiar kind of leather. Reed wondered if it was human flesh but didn’t dwell upon it.
Setting the lamp on the floor, Reed knelt in front of the box and carefully lifted its lid. He expected to see a heavy leather-bound book, closed by a large metal clasp. It was a tome written long, long ago by an Arab mystic that many thought mad. But it was not a natural madness he possessed, for he had been in contact with the Old Ones themselves, ancient entities from the stars who roosted in the dark nether-places of the Earth.
But there was no book to be seen.
Camilla emitted a small cry of rage. “Where is it? You told me he had a copy of the cursed book!”
“I… that’s what I was told,” Reed stammered. “I don’t understand.”
Camilla shoved him aside, knocking him onto his rump. She leaned over the box, sniffing noisily, like a dog. The way her neck twitched to and fro made Reed uneasy. “We aren’t the first ones to come here, beloved.” She turned to face Reed, eyes blazing. “The book was stolen by another… but I have their scent.”
“What are we going to do?” Reed asked, rising to his feet and brushing dirt off the back of his slacks.
“Find them, of course.” Camilla laughed coldly. “Then I’ll rip their throats out and take the Necronomicon for myself.”

CHAPTER V
A Figure of Ice and Steel

The plantation that was now home to Max Davies and his wife was built in the 1820s and still retained much of its luster from the days when cotton was king. A burly farm hand named Joshua and a matronly woman named Nettie ran the place, keeping everything running smoothly during Max’s many trips away. Both of them met Max when he drove his car up to the main house.
“Miss Evelyn’s not with you?” Nettie asked with concern. An elderly black woman with skin so taut that you could see the bones poking against the flesh in places, Nettie was a devout Christian and a perpetual worrier. “You and she didn’t have a fight did you?”
Josh exchanged an amused look with his employer as he began to get the bags out of the car.
Max shook his head. “I dropped her off in town to meet with a producer.”
“Not proper for a married woman to be dining alone with another man,” Nettie sniffed reproachfully.
“Who said they were dining together? It’s a business meeting.” Max kissed Nettie on the cheek, who accepted it with a harrumph. “It’s good to be back.”
“Mr. Davies,” Josh said, stopping Max as he started for the front door. “A man’s inside. In the study. Says he’s a friend of Mr. Grace, from New York City.”
Max frowned slightly. Leopold Grace was one of his dearest friends and the current president of the Nova Alliance, an adventurer’s guild of sorts. “Did he give a name?”
“Yes, suh. Says his name is Benson.”
Max nodded, moving inside. He’d heard that name before, though he wasn’t quite sure where. Perhaps Leopold had mentioned him at one of the Nova Alliance meetings? He moved to the study, removing his hat and overcoat as he did.
The man who waited for him was like no man that he’d ever seen before. Not particularly tall or wide, but possessed of a rugged strength that spoke of many physical pursuits. But it was his face that seemed so striking. It was as white and dead as a mask from the grave. Pale gray eyes flicked over Max, moving up and down, as if sizing him up from within.
Benson rose as Max entered, nodding curtly. When he spoke, his voice was clipped and businesslike. Overall, he had the manner of one who simply lacked the time for niceties. “I’ve come with an offer,” he stated.
Max shut the door behind him. He trusted both Josh and Nettie with his life, but neither of them knew about his business as the Peregrine. “Something related to the Alliance?”
“You might say that. It’s come to my attention that your nocturnal pursuits have made you an enemy of the law.”
Max didn’t bother pretending ignorance about Benson’s meaning. Obviously, he knew about the Peregrine and there was nothing to be done about that. “They see me as a vigilante.”
“As well they should,” Benson answered. “But you and I both know that there are men in this world whom the law can’t touch. And they must be stopped before more innocents are harmed.”
Something suddenly clicked in Max’s memory and he pointed at Benson. “I recognize you now, even with the change in your features! It was in all the newspapers! Your wife and daughter went missing on a plane flight and…”
“They were the victims of a criminal conspiracy. Those responsible are dead.”
“So you’re like me. A vigilante.”
“Not quite. I choose not to kill… my enemies usually die by their own hands, not mine. This has allowed me to function quite well with law enforcement authorities. In fact, I’ve created an entire team of like-minded individuals who are willing to assist me.”
“I’m not looking to join,” Max said, finally taking a seat. When he did so, Benson returned to his own chair. “If that’s what you’re here for.”
“It’s not. Leopold Grace asked me to give you assistance in resolving your problems with law enforcement.”
“You can do that?”
“I already have. All ongoing investigations into the Peregrine have ceased.”
“How…?”
“It’s not important.” Benson leaned forward and his steely eyes glinted. “If you’ll agree to change your tactics somewhat, I’ll provide you with continued protection from the authorities.”
“You don’t want me to kill the men and women I pursue.” Max pursed his lips. “It’s not that simple. I have… compulsions.”
“Are you saying you’re insane?”
“No!” Max ran a hand through his hair. “It’s complicated.”
“I’m sure. Regardless, all I’m asking you to do is make an effort to take your enemies alive. If things don’t work out that way, I’ll understand. But we must hold ourselves to a higher standard than the criminals do.”
“Very noble,” Max countered. “But I’m not always facing mobsters. I’m dealing with cannibals, wizards and the walking undead.”
Benson nodded, a smile briefly flashing in his eyes. His face, however, remained rigid and unmoving. “And I wouldn’t argue that the undead shouldn’t be stopped by any means necessary. I’m speaking about flesh and blood beings, not the supernatural.” He stood up, producing a small card that he held out for Max. “Call me if you need assistance with the police.”
Max said nothing as Benson left the room, abruptly ending the conversation. He stared down at the card, which bore an address in New York City: Bleek Street. “Leopold… what have you gotten me into now?”

CHAPTER VI
The Peregrine Takes Flight

Since the strange visit by Benson, the Peregrine had focused his attention on learning as much as possible about Reed Barrows and his wife. Mr. Barrows had married a woman of means early in his life, but she had perished under mysterious circumstances not long ago. Within a shockingly short period of time, he had moved on, marrying a pale young woman named Camilla. Of her, there was no trace whatsoever. Given what Max knew about her nature, that wasn’t surprising, he supposed. Barrows, who had always lurked in the black market for antiquities, had recently gone into overdrive. Most of his inquiries had to do with the frightful book known as the Necronomicon.
The Peregrine parked his specially made car along the side of the dirt road that led to the old Matthews Plantation. The car was painted with a unique paint that absorbed light to an astonishing degree. In the black of night, it was virtually invisible. The windshield was covered with a thin layer of “night glass,” yet another of Max’s inventions. It allowed the driver to see in complete darkness, rendering the use of headlights obsolete. And the engine had been modified to that it was as silent as a fox. All of those creations could have afforded Max many millions of dollars, but he kept them to himself, preferring to utilize them in his war on crime.
The Matthews place was, along with Max’s current home, amongst the only major plantations to escape Sherman’s march relatively intact. There had been only minor damage done to the place and the intervening years had been kind, giving both homes a melancholy appeal.
As Max crept up to one of the well-lit windows, he took note of the fact that the fields were lying bare. Apparently, the Barrows were still living off their sizable personal incomes rather than using the grounds as a subsidy to their accounts.
With gun in hand, the Peregrine peered in through the window. He wore his customary garb — long trenchcoat, domino style mask with a small birdlike “beak” and low-brimmed hat. Inside the room he saw Reed Barrows, pacing about like an expectant father. There was no sign of Camilla, but Barrows was talking to himself, rubbing the palms of his hands together anxiously.
Max reached into his coat and retrieved a small listening device, which he pressed against the glass. A small wire led from the device to an earpiece, which he put into place. Immediately, Barrows sounded as clear as if Max were in the same room with him:
“It’s dangerous. Too dangerous. We shouldn’t… we should let it go. Just let it go.”
When the words only continued to repeat for close to a minute, the Peregrine removed the listening device and moved on. Something was obviously agitating Barrows, but there didn’t appear to be any clue to be found from the man himself — and Max wasn’t yet ready to break in and begin questioning him. Not without making sure that Camilla wasn’t about…
He suddenly wished that Evelyn had been able to come with him, but at the same time he was glad she wasn’t. He feared for her safety on nights like this, but she also had a way of making his mission seem not nearly so lonely.
Around the back of the house, he found an open storm cellar. The door lay thrown back and Max heard hushed voices down below. He crouched, catching bits and pieces of a conversation between a man and a woman.
“Aye, I know who has the book. He’s had folks translatin’ it for ‘im into other tongues. Plans to spread it the ‘ole world wide. When he has enough people to help ‘im, he’s going to raise the sunken city.”
“I don’t care what his plans are. I want the book for myself,” the woman replied. Her accent was European in origin and she sounded quite lovely. Camilla, he realized. A part of him wanted to rush in with guns blazing, but from the sound of things, Camilla had failed in her attempt to get the Necronomicon. If it was in the possession of another, Max wanted to know who it was.
“It won’t be cheap,” the man replied with a laugh.
“Money is no object, Guthrie, “ she answered. “Kill him, destroy all the copies he has made and bring me the original.”
There was a sound of paper exchanging hands before Guthrie spoke again. “We’ll do as you say. But there’ll be a bonus for every man we lose. Our kind are slow to develop and I can’t afford to lose even one.” He cleared his throat. “Truth be told, I’m a bit surprised you’d even want our help. You types usually look down on the hard workin’ sorts like me.”
“I have only recently risen. I have not yet returned to the peak of my power… eventually men like Klempt will pose no threat to me.”
“But until then, you want me and my kind to die for you. Real kindly of you.” The man began to walk up and out of the storm cellar. The Peregrine pressed himself flat against the side of the house, staying out of sight. Guthrie was emaciated-looking, dressed in a green turtleneck sweater with black coat and pants. He wore a small derby atop his head and a growth of red hair peeked out from beneath. A spray of freckles covered a mean face. “I’ll be in touch,” he shouted behind him.
The Peregrine waited for him to get a small distance away and then began following him. In a small grouping of trees about a mile down the way, a car waited with two other men within. Each of them looked just as dangerous.
“Did she pay you?” one of them asked the approaching Guthrie.
“Aye. And she’s a pretty one,” he answered. “Wouldn’t mind playin’ a bit with her when the work is done.”
“Like she’d let your muzzle come anywhere near her body,” the other man retorted.
The Peregrine had heard enough. He sprang from the darkness, landing atop a startled Guthrie. A stout blow to the back of Guthrie’s head sent him toppling over, while the Peregrine drew his revolver and pointed it at the others. “Stay where you are. Hands up.”
The men glanced at one another before responding. Slowly, they raised their hands, though Max wondered at the amusement he saw in their faces. “Sure, mister… no need for gunplay,” the third man said.
“I have questions that need answering,” the Peregrine continued. “This man… Klempt… where is he?”
“He’s gonna be in hell soon enough. Why don’t you go on ahead and wait for ‘im?” Guthrie laughed from below.
The Peregrine glanced down and gasped. Before his startled gaze, Guthrie’s body began to change. Hair sprouted from every pore and his face began to distend with a horrible popping sound. The clothes he wore ripped and tore, leaving him naked and covered in fur. His ears lengthened and came to tapered points.
A werewolf!
The Peregrine whirled about, confirming his worst fears. The men in the car were moving out now, also shifting into horrible half-man/half-wolf monstrosities.
Guthrie rose to his full height, snapping at the air with razor-sharp teeth. Saliva dripped from his maw as he turned yellow eyes on the Peregrine. “Questions, you say? Ask away, masked man… and perhaps I’ll answer them before we feast on your belly!”
The Peregrine refused to take the bait. The creatures before him were only toying with him, hoping to distract him while they spread out and flanked him on three sides. He pointed his pistol at one, using his free hand to draw forth a golden dagger… it was a trophy from a previous case involving a mad geneticist named Felix Darkholme. The dagger was possessed of unknown properties, but it had proved essential in his victories over Christian Rosenkreuz and Jacob Trench.
Guthrie hung back as his men lunged forward. Max blew the head off one of them, startling the two remaining werewolves. The Peregrine’s guns rarely ran out of ammunition and were capable of piercing the strongest armored tanks in the world.
Before the second attacking werewolf could react, the Peregrine threw the dagger with unerring accuracy. It bit deep into the beast’s throat, sending a spray of blood into the air. The creature fell to the ground, writing in agony. He attempted to pluck the dagger out, but he howled in pain whenever he tried to touch it.
The Peregrine felt something slam into him and he fell to the ground with Guthrie atop him, snapping and biting. Max threw his hands up, locking them around Guthrie’s throat. He barely held the werewolf in check, keeping his mouth from locking down around his own face.
“Those were my brothers, ya damned murderer!” the werewolf howled, spraying spittle with every word.
The Peregrine grunted, feeling the thick muscles beneath the monster’s flesh. He wouldn’t be able to hold him off for long…
Max forced himself to calm as much as possible. When he’d fought Trench’s demon in Germany, he’d learned to make contact with minds around him. It wasn’t something he was very well practiced at, but he tried it now. At first there was nothing, not even a trace of Guthrie’s consciousness. But then, feral and wild, it emerged into the Peregrine’s mental vision.
The Peregrine had no time for anything fancy, so he projected a single thought with all his might.
Guthrie backed away, looking around in confusion. He’d been positive that his brother Luscious — the first to be killed this night — had called his name in desperate need. But there lay the corpse of his brother…
In that moment of distraction, Guthrie fell prey to the Peregrine. Max jumped from his back, smacking the werewolf on the back of the head with the butt of his pistol. He did it repeatedly, until his weapon was bloodied and Guthrie had fallen to the ground, silent forevermore.
Panting, the Peregrine fell to his knees, heart hammering. After a moment, he noticed that the three men had begun to revert to their human forms, leaving behind no trace of their lycanthrope natures. The Peregrine staggered over to the remains of Guthrie’s clothing, rummaging through until he came upon a white slip of paper with a name and address written on it.
Gerhard Klempt was in Milledgeville, Georgia.

CHAPTER VII
The Mad Doctor

“Milledgeville? Where is that?”
“You’re showing your Yankee upbringing again, Evelyn.” Max sat in the basement beneath his house, surrounded by the weapons and inventions that aided him as the Peregrine. He was clad only in slacks, having removed his shirt so that Evelyn could doctor a few bruises and scratches he’d received. Luckily, none of them seemed likely to carry the werewolf plague. “Milledgeville,” he continued, using that lecturing tone that so annoyed his wife, “is the former capital of Georgia. It wasn’t moved to Atlanta until after the War Between the States. It’s a quaint little town, renowned these days because of the insane asylum located there.”
“Sounds simply divine,” Evelyn murmured. She was in her bedclothes, having rushed downstairs when she’d heard her husband returning from his scouting mission. “And why are you going there again?”
“Because a man named Klempt has a dark book that Camilla covets. He’s making copies of it… everything I’ve read about this text says that it bears evil imprinted into every single word. Even viewing it drives some people mad. If it were readily available to hundreds or thousands… I can’t imagine the horrors we’d face.”
“And do you know where we’d find this Klempt person?” she asked, putting away the rest of the spare bandages.
“So you are going with me, then?”
“I don’t like you leaving without me,” Evelyn commented.
“I thought you had that script to Perils of Gwendolyn II: The Lost City to read over.”
“It can wait. And you’re avoiding my question about Klempt.”
Max sighed, though he was smiling as he did so. He was hoping she’d come with him. “He’s a doctor. A psychiatrist.”
Evelyn turned to stare at him, hands on hips. “He’s not.”
“What?”
“He works at that asylum, doesn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“It gets worse all the time,” she said with a shake of her head.
“He specializes in electro-shock therapy as a means to combat mental illness.”
“Sounds to me like he’s the mad one,” she whispered. “Or maybe it’s us for going after him.”
Max moved behind her, kissing the back of her neck. “Just think of all the history to be found there. The city’s a mix of the old south and the new… with the old greatly outweighing the new. It’ll be like stepping back in time!”
“They probably have a five and dime as the center of town life,” she responded, though she was beginning to warm to the idea. “I’ll go pack.”
“Can’t we relax a bit first?” he teased, pulling her against him.
With a laugh, she turned to kiss him. “Forget the werewolves, Max. You’re the ravenous beast!”
* * *
“Please restrain the patient,” Gerhard Klempt said. He was tall and handsome, with more than a passing resemblance to Errol Flynn. But there was none of the goodhearted kindness that the great actor displayed to be found in Klempt. His was a face not meant for smiling, for it was deeply etched into an expression of serious disapproval. His eyes were like cold fortresses, refusing to reveal anything of the soul within.
The orderlies held the thrashing woman down on the table, showing no mercy as they strapped her into place. She was in her thirties and suffering from a number of mental ailments, most of which were the result of the things Klempt had done to her over the past few months. Having a hospital full of the deranged gave him great freedom to include them in his personal experiments. If they went mad or managed to tell their tales of horror to someone, they were dismissed readily enough. They were in an asylum, after all.
“That will be all,” Klempt said. “Leave us.”
The orderlies stepped out, having grown familiar with the fact that the German doctor liked to work alone. There were many stories about his unusual techniques but no one inquired more than was necessary. Some things it was simply best not to know.
Klempt put on a pair of rubber gloves before smoothing down the crisp white medical gown he wore. He moved to stand next to the woman, whose eyes were wide with fright. “Miss Thomas, please. Calm down.” He patted her leg, slowly letting his fingers trace upwards until he reached her inner thigh. “It will all be over in just a few moments. And then you can return to your room and take your medication.”
Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. She wailed against the cloth that muffled her cries.
Klempt pushed her gown up, revealing her female parts. She wore nothing beneath the gown, which wasn’t unusual. Many of the patients soiled themselves so frequently that Klempt had begun dispensing with undergarments as an unnecessary expense. A small amount of dried blood showed around the entrance to her vagina. “Have you been keeping our little friends warm and healthy?” he asked, eliciting more cries from her. “Nurse Whitley tells me you tried to stab yourself down here. Said you seemed to want to tear out your own womb. We simply can’t have that.” He smiled coldly at her. “Not yet anyway. When the deed is done, your womb will be worthless enough that you can do with it whatever you please… but for now… no.”
Without the use of lubrication, he began working his fingers into her. She screamed, which only made him work all the harder. He felt about inside her until he felt one of his prizes, grown fat and slippery. He tugged on it and it dug into her inner flesh, tearing at it in a futile attempt to remain nestled in its hiding place. Klempt yanked hard until it came free.
A yellowish-red worm about three inches long and so fat it looked fit to burst was revealed. Klempt held it up to the light, marveling at its segmented body and the sharp sucker at its head, with its rows upon rows of sharp needlelike teeth. “Oh they’re coming along just fine, Miss Thomas. All our little babies are growing up, right on schedule. In another week or two your stomach will begin to bloat a bit… at that point, questions will be asked. I’ll examine you and say that you must have been a bit loose with the guards or another patient. Given that you’re not fit to be a mother, I’ll deal with the pregnancy in the usual fashion… though you and I will know that’s not quite true. Nothing about this is usual, is it?” For the first time, he laughed. It made his patient close her eyes and pray for death. Inside, she felt things wiggling about madly, hoping to avoid whatever had happened to its sibling. She sometimes thought she could hear them, singing to each other in some buzzing tongue, making her belly vibrate.
Klempt caressed her face with his bloodied glove, making her look at him. “This one can’t go back in. It’s a shame to sacrifice one just to check on their progress. It will die… it’s not strong enough to survive for long like this, not in its immature form. But I won’t deny you at least one mother-child moment.”
The woman began to scream as she saw Klempt begin to attach the worm to one of her nipples. It chewed in hungrily, suckling and swelling before her eyes.
Klempt turned away, ignoring her sounds, which were almost matched by the wet sucking sounds of the worm. He opened up a small satchel, gazing down at the leather-bound book that had been coveted by so many. He had some of the other patients, the brighter ones — for now — working on translating it into other languages. They worked until their fingers bled and their eyes bulged, or their brains began to slowly turn inwards from the sheer force of the knowledge being given them.
Klempt raised the book to his face, inhaling its scent. So much blood. So much death. All locked away in these pages.
When the Old Ones returned, they would reward him.

CHAPTER VIII
A Gathering of Shadows

Reed Barrows wiped the sweat from his brow, panting from exertion. “They’re buried, Camilla.”
The vampire watched him without comment for a long time. She hated being out in the daylight, but with great effort she could abide the sun’s rays for a time. There were many falsehoods about her kind, most of which had been spread by the vampires themselves. They afforded them some protection from the occasional vampire hunter, who would come in armed with knowledge that was faulty at best and ridiculous at worst.
Camilla stood under the shade of a tall tree, beside which the werewolves’ car remained. She held an umbrella over her head, further shielding her from the sun. “Who did this, beloved? Who knows of our plans?”
Reed shrugged. He was exhausted and his hands bore blisters from the shoveling he’d done. Hiding bodies was a new experience to him and not one he cared to repeat. But he knew that he’d probably grow used to the task… being caretaker to a vampire virtually required that he occasionally assist in the hiding of her victims. “I’m not sure. I’ve heard rumors about a vigilante in the area. Calls himself the Peregrine. They say he killed both Trench and Felix Darkholme.” Reed noticed a small piece of paper on the ground and plucked it up. It was a calling card of some kind — a white background upon which rested the silhouette of a bird.
“Why would he involve himself in our affairs?”
Reed struggled to find an answer. “Maybe he collects mystical artifacts, just like I do. He killed Darkholme and stole something from him. Maybe he did the same to Trench.”
“The werewolves didn’t have anything for him to collect,” she pointed out.
“Ah, but they did.” Reed stuck the point of the shovel back in the earth and leaned his weight against it. “They had a name and an address on them.”
That made Camilla’s eyes flash with anger. Her bosom rose and fell in a mockery of human breathing. “The Necronomicon. This Peregrine wants it, too.”
“That’s my guess. If he were interested in you or I, he would have struck at us. He had the opportunity to do so. But he didn’t.”
Camilla moved towards him, the umbrella casting her features in shadow. She smiled at him, the redness of her lips standing out in stark contrast to the pale white alabaster of her skin. “You are such a clever man, my love. Destiny truly rewarded me the day you came to awaken me.”
Reed puffed up in response to the compliment. “So now we just have to decide what to do about it.”
“I would have thought that would have been obvious,” Camilla responded, reaching out to caress his face while she spoke.
“What do you mean?”
“We have to stop him ourselves. We go to Milledgeville and we kill this Peregrine. Then we tell Dr. Klempt that he either gives us the book or he dies, as well.”
Reed swallowed. “Klempt’s dangerous. You might be hurt.” He clasped her hand in his own. “Let me go by myself.”
“I would never let you do that,” she responded. “We do this together, you and I.”
“When you’ve used that spell from the book,” he whispered, his voice quavering just a little. “Will you still need me? Or will one of those other vampires become your lover?”
Camilla parted her lips, revealing her sharp teeth and the pink of her tongue, which darted along the tips of her canines. She was all too familiar with her mate’s concerns, for he knew of the stories… the stories of one who lorded over all vampires, appearing as a man of unspeakable, hideous beauty. Reed feared this figure, for he was sure that Camilla desired this Lord of Vampires. “When the Kingdom of Blood has risen… you will live as my King.”
Reed groaned as she leaned in, sinking her teeth into the flesh of his neck. The pain faded quickly, replaced by a pleasure so intense that he dropped the shovel from his grip and clung to her. She could have finished him if she’d wanted, drained him dry… and he would never have resisted. But she always pulled away, avoiding taking too much, avoiding taking the steps necessary to make him one of her own, one of the undead.
“I love you,” he said, holding her close. “Forever.”

CHAPTER IX
A Place of Old Glories

“You have to admit, it’s a beautiful theatre.”
Evelyn pursed her lips before speaking. She and her husband were standing outside the Campus Theatre, a wonderful bit of culture that had been opened to the citizens of Milledgeville in 1935. So far, her impressions of the former state capital had been uniformly negative, from the poor state of the roads to the dingy houses they’d passed on the way into town. But the Campus… that changed her mind a bit. “It is nice, Max. I wonder if we’ll have time to see the interior.”
“Hopefully, we’ll be finished with our work here quickly and can enjoy the sights. The Governor’s Mansion is just down the road from here.”
Evelyn nodded, refraining from saying anything that would ruin her husband’s enthusiasm. He was an explorer by nature, enjoying nothing so much as finding a new place to wander around in. She shared his appreciation for that, but their tastes in what could be defined as interesting varied wildly. “There’s a man walking towards us,” she whispered. She put on her most dazzling smile as an officious-looking man in a dark suit stopped just short of them. He was sweating profusely, which didn’t surprise her — Milledgeville, like Atlanta, was a hellish place to be in the summer.
“Hello,” the stranger said, his voice dripping with southern charm. “I recognize you, Miss Gould. I’ve watched a number of your films.”
Evelyn blushed on cue, as she always did when she met a fan. “Why, thank you. And you are—?”
“John Oden, Miss Gould.” John took her offered hand and squeezed it warmly. “It’s a real pleasure.”
“You’re the superintendent of the Milledgeville State Hospital, aren’t you?” Max inquired, interrupting the spectacle before Evelyn could get around to asking John what his favorite film of hers was. “Pleasure to meet you.”
“I was surprised when you called me,” Oden admitted, “but not displeased in the least. It’s not often I hear from two such important people.”
“You’re too gracious,” Max responded. He’d picked up on Evelyn’s curious glance. She was slightly annoyed that he hadn’t told her about phoning Dr. Oden. He knew it was wrong of him, but he still enjoyed having the upper hand over her on occasion. “Could we buy you lunch?”
“I’ve never turned down an offer like that, Mr. Davies.” Oden’s eyes twinkled as he looked at Evelyn again. “The Perils of Gwendolyn is my favorite.”
“That was one of my most understated roles, I think.” Evelyn turned on the charm, keeping Oden laughing and smiling all the way to the corner café. Max could smell the cheese grits before they’d ever entered the door and it made his stomach rumble.
Oden was apparently well-acquainted with the owners of the establishment for they greeted him by name and escorted him to a table set next to an open window, allowing him the luxury of a soft breeze every now and again. “So, Mr. Davies, you told me you have questions about one of my doctors?”
Max nodded, casting a quick glance at the menu before responding. He ordered for himself and Evelyn, feeling a twinge of amusement when Oden ordered the most expensive dish that was offered for himself. “Dr. Klempt. How long has he worked at the Hospital?”
Oden’s face paled noticeably and he leaned across the table to whisper, “Is he in some sort of trouble with the law?”
Max stared into the other man’s eyes. “That wouldn’t surprise you in the least, would it?”
“He’s an odd one,” Oden admitted. “And he and I don’t see eye to eye on a great many things. But he has connections… when I attempted to reprimand him several weeks ago, I received a number of threats to my office until I finally relented.”
“What was he being reprimanded for?” Evelyn asked.
“Some of his work… is eccentric.” Oden pursed his lips. “To be honest, I don’t like him. Not a bit.”
“What is his specialty?” Max pressed.
“He works with our most severe cases, using shock treatment and other radical therapies to restore a sense of equilibrium in their brains.”
“I’m not sure that electric shocks would restore much of anything,” Evelyn whispered disapprovingly.
“I would tend to agree with you,” Oden replied, “but there are many who profess to have seen its beneficial effects.”
“Does Dr. Klempt live on the grounds of the hospital?”
“Of course. Almost all our doctors do.” Oden swallowed hard. “At first, I was disinclined to meet with you on this matter, Mr. Davies. But the number you gave me to verify your intentions… well, the man on the other end of the phone was most persuasive.”
Max didn’t reply to that, though he was gratified to hear it. He’d made the decision to test Benson’s claims, offering up the man’s number to Oden. Now that he knew that Benson did have sway over people in power, he felt much better about the fact that Benson knew his identity.
“The next few days might seem a bit odd to you, Mr. Oden. You might hear some unusual rumors… but it’s essential that you not let Klempt know that he’s being observed. Do you understand?”
Oden laughed. “If this means that Klempt might end up leaving the staff, I’ll turn a blind eye to almost anything.”
You might just have to do that, Max thought to himself.

CHAPTER X
The Devil’s Library

The retarded and the insane worked side-by-side. Klempt stood in the corner of the room, watching them as he sipped an ice-cold glass of tea. He’d hated iced tea when he’d first come to the South, but it had grown on him over time. It was almost impossible to avoid having to drink the stuff, really, so it was all just as well.
Some of the patients moaned while they worked, their heads aching. One of them, an Asian, had begun bleeding from his ears. It spilled down his cheeks, dripping to the workbench that he was hunched over. Klempt didn’t mind, as long as the blood didn’t stain the pages he was working on. Each of them had several pages of the Necronimicon and were busy translating it into languages they were familiar with. Those who spoke only English were merely making more copies of the text in that language.
Klempt set down his glass and moved amongst the patients, examining their work. Here and there, he saw meaningless scribbles alongside the text, but he said nothing in disapproval. The rantings of the mad might actually give the pages added power — and that was crucial to what he had planned. The eventual return of the ancient entities who had ruled this world when man was young would be made easier if chaos and madness became prevalent, for such things weakened the barriers that had trapped the Old Ones in bondage.
A knock at the door made Klempt pause in his examinations. As far as he knew, there should have been no one else in this building at this hour. At seven o’clock each evening, he sent the orderlies to other buildings so that he could engage his patients in ‘group therapy.’ Striding towards the door with an imperious air, Klempt made a mental promise to wreak his revenge on whoever had disturbed his work.
He was thrown for another loop when the face he saw peering through the crack he made in the door was John Oden. “Superintendent… this is quite a surprise.” He forced a smile on his face, well aware that under no circumstances could his employer be allowed into this room… if Oden pressed the issue, Klempt would simply have to kill him and blame the act on one of the patients. “What can I do for you?”
“I was hoping you might come down to my office for a few minutes, Gerhard.” Oden tapped a small notebook he held in his hand. “A few special cases are being brought in — the types you usually do so well with.”
“I’m in the middle of an important session,” Klempt replied, trying to keep his tone neutral. Oden was a nuisance, but it wouldn’t do to tip his hand too early. “Could you leave the reports with me and I could discuss them with you in the morning?”
“Afraid not. These patients come from very wealthy families and will arrive before noon tomorrow. We simply must have plans in place.”
Klempt sighed, seeing that there was no way out of this at the moment… not unless he wanted to do in the superintendent once and for all. “May I have a few minutes to get the patients back to their rooms? Then I’ll join you.”
“Do you need assistance? I could help and there’s always the orderlies…”
“No!” Klempt snapped. Recovering, he lowered his tones and continued, “I can manage on my own. My patients must see me as their primary caregiver if the treatments are to take hold.”
Oden backed away. “Very well. But be quick about it.”
Klempt shut the door and unleashed a small string of curses. He stormed through the patients, gathering up their materials before lining them up to return to their rooms. Each of them was given a small wafer to eat, laced with a powerful drug whose origins in Africa was unknown to most Western scientists. It made their recollections of the night’s events so blurry as to seem indistinguishable from dreams. If they did decide to tell anyone, their rantings would appear appropriately confused and insubstantial. He’d avoided giving any of the drug to Miss Thomas, however, as the substance might harm the delicate life forms growing within her.
After Klempt had placed the pages in several drawers and led the patients out of the room, silence descended upon the building. Small rays of moonlight illuminated the place, but it was just enough to give it an eerie air.
A small scraping sound grew louder and then one of the windows suddenly popped out of the frame, drawn back by feminine hands. A moment later, Evelyn was squeezing through the opening, followed by her husband. Evelyn wore a dark bodysuit that emphasized her trim figure and athletic nature. Her auburn-colored hair was wore up in a tight bun, hidden beneath a wide-brimmed hat. A small domino mask and gloves completed the attire, making her appear no more substantial than a wraith. “It smells,” she whispered.
“Some of these poor souls can’t control their bodily functions,” the Peregrine replied. He and Evelyn had been crouched outside the window for nearly twenty minutes and he now moved directly towards the hidden pages. He pulled them out, holding them gingerly, as if he was afraid they would burn him. Indeed, they pulsed with a power that made him feel faint. “This isn’t the entire book. Only select pages. He must only bring a few sections at a time in here.”
“If we take these, is it enough to make the rest of the book worthless?”
“Hardly. Every one of these has enough power to cause harm, even if it’s as little as driving a single person mad.” The Peregrine carefully folded them in half, not fearing that he would damage the ancient manuscript. These pages had survived fires, water damage and numerous attempts to destroy them. “We need to go to his house.”
“That’s what I said,” Evelyn pointed out, keeping her voice low. “I said we should split up so one of us could come here and the other would check out his home.”
“Too dangerous,” the Peregrine answered. “We shouldn’t split up on something like this. You don’t have enough experience.” Max touched his temples, massaging them. A pressure was building behind his eyes…
“Oh. So that’s what this comes down to, is it? You think the poor little actress is safe enough with you, but not on her own?”
“Evelyn, please.” The Peregrine pushed past her, scanning the room. “I think he left behind a watch dog.”
“Where?” she asked, glancing about. “I haven’t seen or heard anything.”
“There,” the Peregrine replied, drawing forth his mystic dagger. His guns were specially made and rarely ran out of bullets, but against foes like this one, it was best to fight back with enchanted weapons.
Evelyn followed his gaze, holding back a small gasp when she spotted the source of Max’s concern. Huddled against the wall was something that resembled a large, oversized maggot. At one end a hungry maw gaped open, dripping saliva onto the floor. It was about the same size as a small housecat and was moving towards them with surprising speed, leaving behind a trail of slime. “What in the name of God?” Evelyn whispered.
“That has nothing to do with God, Evelyn. At least not one with which we’re acquainted.” The Peregrine moved forward, keeping himself in a crouch. He swung the blade in the moonlight, letting the rays play across the blade’s length. The worm seemed to sense its power but its unnatural hunger propelled it forward despite the danger.
The worm struck first, clenching up its body and then springing up towards the Peregrine’s body. Max caught it in one hand, feeling the soft rubbery flesh give a bit beneath his fingers. The head twisted this way and that, seeking some flesh upon which to purchase. Max felt a sense of relief that this was obviously an immature version of the creature. He drove his dagger into the thing’s side, twisting cruelly. The worm howled in pain, disturbing anyone who might have heard its death cries.
The Peregrine tossed the carcass aside as it suddenly began to smoke and then flame. “Klempt might be heading home as soon as his meeting is over, Evelyn. We have to make haste.”
Evelyn stared at the smoking worm for a moment, revulsion filling her soul. When she finally found her voice, all trace of her earlier anger had been burned away. “Yes, dear.”

CHAPTER XI
The House on the Hill

Reed stifled a shiver, reaching inside his dark coat to retrieve a silver flask. He unscrewed the lid with shaking fingertips and hurriedly took a hit of the burning liquid, scowling as it sizzled its way down his gullet. He was not normally prone to drinking, but in recent months he had found himself turning to the spirits more and more often. It seemed that something inside of him was dying a little more each day, even as his affection for Camilla turned into something bordering on obsession.
Reed crept from his dark-tinted car, moving up the cobblestone pathway leading to the small house belonging to Dr. Klempt. Less than a mile from the main campus of the asylum, the house was a sterling example of the Federal style of architecture, which was common enough in this city. But there was definitely something more sinister about the place; something that made the shadows cling to its walls just a little bit more than was natural.
Reed moved to the front door, having placed the flask in his hip pocket and exchanging it with a small pistol. He rapped on the door, heart hammering in his chest. If the doctor had the misfortune of being home, a swiftly delivered bullet to the head would clear the way for Reed’s entry. Though he’d become more comfortable with death over the course of his association with Camilla, he still hoped that he would be able to get in and out of this house without killing anyone.
He relaxed slightly when no one stirred within the home. Camilla was out feeding, having given him strict warnings to wait for her assistance. Reed had disobeyed her, however, fearing for her safety. It was sure to bring about her wrath later on, but he would rather face that than have this Klempt harm her. If half the stories he’d heard about Klempt were true…
Reed knelt before the door, hurriedly working to pick the lock. He’d made good progress when the hairs on the back of his neck began to rise. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that a shadowy figure was emerging from the nearby woods. Fearful of being seen, Reed moved to the side of the house, peering out from behind a set of bushes. The figure wore a dark suit that seemed to absorb the moonlight, devouring it like a ravenous beast. A small bird-like mask hid his features and sent another surge of concern through Reed’s spine. “The Peregrine,” he whispered.
The nocturnal avenger paused in mid-step and for a moment Reed worried that he had been overheard. But then the Peregrine resumed his silent march, stopping only to attach a small device on the front door’s lock. Reed heard the tumblers slipping into place and a moment later, the door opened with a small creak.
Reed glanced around, making sure that no one was traveling with the vigilante. Satisfied that they were alone, he made to follow the Peregrine, his pistol held at the ready.
He never made it very far. Just a few steps into the foyer, he was suddenly wrapped up tightly in a viselike grip. The Peregrine’s words hissed in his ear. “Mr. Barrows. This is a surprise.”
Reed moaned aloud as the pressure on his neck increased. He dropped his pistol to the floor, trying in vain to catch a glimpse of his attacker. The foyer was wide and led to a set of stairs and two doors, one on the right and one to the left.
“You’re not going anywhere, Mr. Barrows. So don’t waste your time looking for escape routes.” The Peregrine pulled Reed roughly to the room on the right, which was a small den lined by bookcases. A fireplace, cold and unlit, dominated the far corner. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Reed answered. “Let me go… please!”
“Don’t lie to me. I know that you’ve been helping her. I know why she wants the book. What is the Kingdom of Blood, Mr. Barrows? Do you even know?”
Reed began to twist and fight, though he made no headway against the much stronger man. Finally, he sagged limply in the man’s embrace, knowing that he had failed his beloved. “There’s a spell,” he said between great gasps of air. “It will awaken all the slumbering dead… the ones she calls The Noble Dead.”
“What are they?”
“Vampires, like her. But there are different types… Nosferatu are basically nothing more than animals, feeding indiscriminately. The Noble Dead are beautiful and powerful, lording over humanity throughout the ages. When they’re all awake again, they’ll unite the lesser vampires under their control and establish the Kingdom of Blood. It’s one of their myths: a form of heaven on Earth.”
“Or Hell,” the Peregrine replied. He tossed Reed onto the couch, staring at him with barely veiled disgust. “And you’re selling out humanity to help her?”
“You don’t understand.”
“You’re right. I don’t.” The Peregrine drew one of his pistols and aimed it directly at Reed’s chest. “Do you know where the book is hidden?”
Reed stared at the barrel of the gun, fearful of dying. “No. I was… going to look for it.”
A tickle in the back of the Peregrine’s brain made him pause for a moment. He’d felt it when he’d first approached the house, as well: a sense of grave foreboding that made him long for sunlight. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t do the world a favor and end your life right now.”
“Because… right now we both want the same thing. We both want the book. Let’s look for it together and then we can sort it out afterwards.” Reed spoke quickly, the words spilling from his mouth. “Two could search much more quickly than one.”
“Not good enough.” The Peregrine pulled the trigger.
Reed fell back, arms flying out from his body. The Peregrine moved towards him, checking for a pulse. It was there, strong but fast. The shot had gone intentionally awry, missing him by more than a foot and leaving a nasty looking hole in the fabric of the couch. But it had been enough to cause the terrified man to pass out.
Confident that Barrows wasn’t going to interfere anytime soon, the Peregrine began searching the lower floor of the house. He knew that Evelyn was waiting in the car not far away, probably growing more concerned by the minute. Though her fright had allowed him to convince her to stay behind after all, her curious nature meant that she could come after him at any moment.
Spurred on by that thought, he sprang up the stairs and felt another burst of fear rush through him. Something in this house was causing his latent mental powers to send out an alarm. Instead of fighting it this time, he allowed the pulsing in his skull to serve as a tracking device, leading down the long corridor at the top of the stairs. He ignored all rooms save for one — for that was where the sensations seemed to be concentrated.
The door opened easily to his touch, though the doorknob was so cold that he winced from the contact. Once he’d stepped inside, the tickle became a loud buzzing in his brain, making him stumble slightly. It was hard to keep focus and his surroundings seemed to fade in and out of existence. He was in some kind of study and the book of the damned lay open atop a desk. He reached for it, hand shaking as he fought through the pain that made him grit his teeth.
Something powerful slammed into the back of his head and he tumbled forward, striking the side of the desk with his temple. Blood gushed from the wound and the buzzing began to fade, though what was left in its place was just as awful. He looked up into the beautiful features of Camilla, who looked at him with cold fury.
“You harmed my pet,” she said simply. She then raised a fist high above her head and brought it crashing down on the Peregrine’s skull.

CHAPTER XII
Captured!

Klempt had been furious as he strode out of Oden’s office. The entire meeting had been a waste of time, with Oden saying nothing of real interest. The whole affair seemed to smell wrong to Klempt, as well, and the negative feelings had only intensified when he’d returned home to find his front door standing wide open. There were signs of a struggle in the den, where a bullet hole in his couch caught his eye. He’d fled up the stairs, fearful that something might have happened to his book, only to have his most dire concerns proven true. In his study, a gorgeous young woman had been tending to a man wearing a mask. Klempt had virtually ignored them at first, however, instead focusing on the blank surface of his desktop.
A fury had seized him then and he’d burst into the room, possessed of an almost preternatural strength. His unexpected entrance had startled the girl and he’d grabbed her by the throat, throttling her until she’d passed out from the strain. Still seething, Klempt had then dragged both man and woman down the stairs, being none too gentle with them. He’d locked them in the spare bedroom, being careful to search each of them first and then binding them to chairs. The man had been sporting a wide variety of weapons, including a dagger that caught Klempt’s eye. Those objects were now strewn across the kitchen table, where Klempt studied each in turn. His guests were bound to be waking any moment now and he was still uncertain what he wanted to do with them. It was apparent that they’d been in a struggle — and lost — with some unknown beings. But that did little to convince Klempt that they could be trusted.
Finally calming himself somewhat, he smoothed down his jacket and re-entered the bedroom. They were both conscious, though the girl looked somewhat dazed. “You broke into my home,” Klempt began. “And there are items belonging to me that are missing. Where are they? And who are you?”
“Tourists,” the Peregrine replied. “And your items were stolen to begin with, so they never truly belonged to you.”
Klempt backhanded him, causing a fresh trickle of blood to begin oozing down. The man’s head wound had only recently ceased bleeding. “Do you always dress like a bird?” Klempt asked. “Or did you just come from a masquerade?”
“It’s part of my uniform,” the Peregrine spat. “Let the girl go and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
“You’ll tell me who took the book?” Klempt pressed.
“Yes.”
Evelyn glanced at her husband, shaking her head. “Don’t,” she whispered.
“I know what I’m doing,” the Peregrine replied without looking at her. He kept his eyes on the sadistic doctor. “Do we have a deal?”
Klempt sneered at him. “No. A deal is only required when we are on equal footing. I hold all the cards here… so I have no need of deals. You will tell me what I want to know… or I will cut her ear off.” The harsh words were spoken in a matter-of-fact manner, which made them all the more terrifying. Klempt reached up to smooth down his pencil-thin moustache. “Do you understand?”
The Peregrine nodded, having no doubts that the doctor would do exactly as he said. “A vampire named Camilla has taken your book.”
“A vampire?” Klempt momentarily lost some of his menace and instead seemed honestly confused. “You’re certain?”
“Very. She’s the one who clocked me from behind.” The Peregrine quietly worked at his bonds, becoming aware that the doctor’s skill at knot tying left a lot to be desired. Given enough time, the Peregrine would be free…
“And who do you work for, if not her?” Klempt was watching them both with suspicion. “How did all of you find out that I even had the cursed tome?”
“I’d feel more comfortable talking with you if you’d let the girl go.”
“Again with the concern for her. She is quite pretty, isn’t she?” Klempt moved closer, leaning forward to stare into the Peregrine’s eyes. “It would be a terrible shame to mark her face… but I will do it if necessary. Tell me more about the vampire, please.”
“She works with a man named Reed Barrows. They’ve recently moved to Atlanta. She wants to bring about something called the Kingdom of Blood. It’s supposed to be a golden age in which the Noble Dead rule over humanity.”
Klempt tapped his chin with one slender finger. “Intriguing. And you?”
“I want it so I can make sure it’s not misused… by people like her. And you.”
“Ah. A hero, then.” Klempt laughed softly and contemptuously. “I’ve heard about you so-called ‘mystery men,’ with your costumes and gadgets. Are you a killer like the one who calls himself the Spider? Or a more merciful sort, like Mr. Savage?”
“I’m my own sort, Doctor. I’ve killed often enough to know that sometimes it’s the only way to end things properly. But I’ll avoid it as much as possible.”
Klempt studied him for a moment and then nodded. “I believe you. Tell me one thing more — do you know where I can find Camilla and her servant?”
“Yes. But I’ll only tell you if you promise to let her go.”
“Again you pretend to have some sort of bargaining ground. You’ve told me they’re in Atlanta. What makes you think I cannot find them on my own if I have to?”
“If you thought you could, you wouldn’t be wasting time by asking me for directions.”
“Touché.” Klempt spun on his heels and left the room, returning a moment later with the Peregrine’s weapons in his hands. He threw them at Max’s feet, the dagger clattering loudly on the wooden floor. “You have told me enough, I think. Time grows short — and I am on a schedule of sorts. I wish you and your lovely companion a quick and painless death, though I suspect that it will be anything but. I’m going to set this house afire, you see… I hate to leave my home but I simply must have that book. Oden’s deception of earlier this evening makes perfect sense now — he was stalling me while you ransacked my home, eh? So that means he is on to me.”
“You’ll never get away with this,” Evelyn murmured, her strength returning quickly. “Even if you kill us, someone else will stop you.”
“Perhaps. I am willing to take that chance.” Klempt withdrew a small canister from his pocket, along with a set of matches. The canister’s contents were sprinkled liberally around the room, giving the area the distinct scent of brimstone. “This is deadly stuff, my friends. Forged by occultists long ago and put to good use by more modern men such as myself. It burns hot and fast.”
The Peregrine waited until Klempt was finished before speaking again. “If I do die here, Doctor, I promise you this: I’ll be waiting for you in Hell.”
Klempt shook his head. “I think not. There’s a special type of Hell reserved for idealists like yourself. I wouldn’t fit in there. Goodbye, my friends.” As he stepped from the room, Klempt tossed a lit match onto the floor. The effect was startling in its abruptness. Great plumes of flame suddenly rose up, casting the room into an inferno of heat and smoke.
The Peregrine slipped one hand free of his bonds, using it to untie the remainder of the ropes holding him to the chair. He moved to Evelyn next, who stared at him in surprise. She obviously had no clue that he’d been working to free himself the entire time. As she rose to her feet, Max knelt and retrieved his weapons, shoving them into his pockets. “The window, Evelyn — it’s our only hope!”
To her credit, Max’s wife remained outwardly calm. She covered her mouth and nose with one hand, jumping over flames until she stood next to the window. Evelyn cried out when she touched the sill, however, for it was red-hot.
The Peregrine pulled her aside, aware that Klempt was probably already out of the house and fleeing into the woods. For the doctor to lose all the items and books in this house… his obsession with the Necronomicon must have made everything else seem replaceable. Max pulled his jacket off and wrapped it around his gloves. Then he gave a mighty yank on the window, pulling it open. The fresh Georgia air that rushed in was an amazing thing and he immediately felt revitalized. Gripping his wife’s hand in his own, he led her out the window, standing perilously on the second-floor ledge. “Wrap your arms tightly around me and don’t let go!”
Evelyn nodded quickly, squeezing hard as her husband threw himself from the ledge. He landed first, rolling to soften the blow. Somehow he managed to angle his movements so that Evelyn was cushioned on top of his own body.
Behind them, the house was going up in flames, dark shapes writhing about in the smoke-filled shadows.
“Are you okay?” Evelyn asked, pushing herself to her feet. Her uniform was smudged with dirt and grime, along with no small amount of her husband’s blood.
“I’m fine,” the Peregrine answered, though his fury grew by the second. This entire evening had been a massive failure, with the book now in the hands of Camilla and Klempt still on the loose. “We need to get back to Atlanta,” he said.
“I love you,” Evelyn whispered. “We’ll get them back, I promise.”
The Peregrine felt his anger dissipate within seconds of seeing her concerned expression. He grinned and reached out to take her hand. “You’re the prettiest partner I’ve ever had, you know.”
“I’m the only partner you’ve ever had.”
“Doesn’t change what I said.” The Peregrine led his wife away from the raging fire, his mind already turning to what would come next. He needed to know more about the Kingdom of Blood and how soon he could expect Camilla to use the spell. Would she return to her house? Or would she know that the security of that place had been compromised? Either way, she had to be stopped… and so did Dr. Klempt.

CHAPTER XIII
A New Ally

Josh sat on the front porch of the plantation house, sipping iced tea and enjoying the smell of a freshly plowed field. He’d worked hard today, using his mighty muscles to do the work of three men. He didn’t mind the exertion, especially not when it was done in the service of a man like Max Davies, who treated his employees as equals, no matter what color skin they had.
“A police man is on the way up,” Nettie warned, emerging from the side of the house with a bucket of water held tightly in one hand. Though she was so thin that her bones rubbed against the leathery covering of her skin, Nettie was a tenacious woman. “You best not be seen out on the porch like that.”
“Is it the sheriff?” Josh asked, not yet rising from the chair. “If it is, I’ll budge… but if it ain’t, I’m comfortable where I am.”
“Uppity, that’s what they call men like you.” Nettie set the bucket down with a thud, looking towards the dirt path that led to the road. A police officer’s vehicle was bouncing along the way, its headlights dancing across the cornfields. It was well past nine in the evening and both Mr. Davies and his bride were upstairs in bed already. “I better go and wake ’em,” she murmured. “They’s goin’ to be terrible upset. They looked tired as can be when they came back from Milledgeville.”
Josh stood up, even though it wasn’t the sheriff. It was the young chief of police, the one who’d only been on the job for a month or so. William McKenzie, son of the police chief in Mobile, Alabama. When the policeman stepped from his vehicle, Josh was taken by how broad-shouldered the fellow was and how dark his hair and eyes were. He looked about twenty-two, but Josh had heard he was closer to thirty. Either way, he was the youngest police chief in Georgia. “How can we help you, sir?” Josh asked.
McKenzie strode towards the front steps, taking in the massive physique of the man before him. He smiled and removed his hat. “Just paying a visit to Mr. Davies. Is he in?”
“He’s sleepin’,” Nettie said, moving to stand beside Josh. “I can go fetch ‘im for you.”
“No need,” someone said from behind her. The sudden appearance of Max made Nettie nearly jump from her skin. He was dressed in a soiled white shirt and dark trousers, his hands covered with grease. Nettie realized that he hadn’t been sleeping at all — he’d been tinkering in that workshop of his. “Good evening, officer. I hope there’s no trouble.”
“No, nothing like that. Could I come inside and speak with you in private, though?”
Max nodded, moving to open the door for the officer. He winked at Josh, making it clear that he’d appreciate it if the big farmhand stayed nearby on the porch. Once inside the house, Max led McKenzie into the sitting room and offered him a drink.
The police chief declined, but did accept a seat when it was mentioned. “Brought along some information that you might find useful,” McKenzie began, removing a small envelope from his left hip pocket.
Max sat down across from him, accepting the envelope but not yet opening it. “What sort of information?”
“Mr. Benson suggested that you and I become familiar with one another.”
“Oh.” Max felt a heat rush across his cheeks. Had Benson compromised his identity with someone else?
“Don’t worry,” McKenzie whispered, sensing Max’s thoughts. “I’m on your side. My brother was murdered when he was sixteen. Gunned down in the middle of a crowded street… and the man who did it walked away scot-free. Not even my daddy’s connections could touch him. I know damned well that sometimes the law can’t touch the real criminals of the world. Sometimes it takes people like you and Mr. Benson to set things right.”
Max pursed his lips but said nothing. Instead, he ripped open the envelope and peered inside. He scanned the words on a property deed, his eyes narrowing. “Mr. Reed Barrows owns more property than I thought,” he said.
“That’s right. Nobody’s been in their main home for several days, but I dug that out of the records for you. A smaller place, well outside the city limits. Has a huge cellar and it’s located next to an old cemetery that was abandoned years ago.” McKenzie scratched at the dimple in his chin. “Nobody makes it out there unless they’re going there intentionally. You can’t get anymore out-of-the-way than that.”
“Do you know about Dr. Klempt?” Max asked.
“No.”
“He’s a sadistic madman. He’ll be looking to find Camilla and Reed — I’ve managed to find out that he’s got a room at the Manzini Hotel downtown. I was going to check it out… but if you are willing to help, I’d love to pass that on to you so I can drop in on Mr. Barrows during the day tomorrow.”
McKenzie smiled eagerly and Max was suddenly seized by the image of the police chief as an eager puppy, ready to please. “Hell, I can be there tonight if you want.”
“No. He’s too smart to go after Camilla at night. He’ll wait for daylight, just like I want to. Make your move at dawn and you’ll catch him unawares.” Max sighed, rubbing his temples. “So… how much do you know?”
“Mr. Benson helped me through a bad time in my life, Mr. Davies. He says you’re aces with him and that’s more than good enough for me. So I don’t know if you’re the Peregrine, but it wouldn’t take a genius to figure maybe you were. He’s the only mystery man operating in these parts, after all.”
Max studied him, finding no trace of deception in his eyes. “Camilla Barrows is a vampire,” he said, amused to see a brief flare of disbelief from McKenzie. The police officer shoved away his doubts, however, and merely nodded for Davies to continue. “Klempt is equally dangerous. He’s an occultist and will very likely have some nasty surprises waiting for you. In fact, it might be too dangerous to have you go after him at all…”
“I can handle it,” McKenzie assured him.
“I don’t doubt that you’re capable enough. I want my partner to go with you, though — just in case.”
“What’s his name?”
“He’s a she, actually. And she hasn’t taken an adventuring name yet. I’ve trained her well, however. She can help you.”
McKenzie thought it over and nodded. “Can she meet me at the hotel around 5 o’clock?”
“She’ll be there,” Max answered, though he knew that Evelyn would despise rising so early. “And thank you, Mr. McKenzie… it’ll be nice to have someone in law enforcement on my side for once.”
* * *
“Goodness, you certainly don’t give a girl much time to rest, do you?”
Max patted his wife’s knee as he sat on the edge of their bed. Her silken nightgown fit her enticingly, but he was too tired to pursue anything physical at the moment. “I think it’s better for you to handle Klempt.”
“You don’t think I can stand up to the vampire?”
“The vampire’s going to be asleep, hopefully. Even if she is awake, she’ll be weakened. We both know how horrible Klempt can be… I wouldn’t be sending you if I didn’t think you were capable of stopping him.”
Evelyn drew her knees up and smiled. “It’s the first time I’ll be going out on my own…”
“Nervous?”
“Excited, actually. Like the first day on a new movie set.”
Max leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Break a leg.”

CHAPTER XIV
The Infernal Doctor

Klempt rose at four, washed himself in a basin of cold water, and began to dress. He wore a dark suit, each of the pockets containing the items he thought he would need to destroy Camilla and her servant. A pistol loaded with silver bullets, several crucifixes, a vial of holy water and a knife soaked in a virgin’s blood… these things would do the trick, he suspected. Just in case, a sturdy wooden stake and mallet completed his arsenal.
He took a long time fixing his hair, smoothing it back just so… before moving on to wax his moustache. Klempt was vain enough to acknowledge his attractiveness, so he enjoyed the primping that was part of his morning routine. Regret still lingered in his heart, however, making him long for his home in Milledgeville. He had grown comfortable there, believing that he was finally closing in on the end of his long trek towards absolute power. Now, he was on the run, seeking to claim what had been stolen from him. No doubt, his machinations back at the hospital would come to light soon enough… assuming the worms didn’t devour their way out of their host first.
As the first rays of sunlight streamed in through his window, he stepped out into the hall — and came face-to-face with a dark-clad beauty whom he recognized immediately as the girl who had invaded his home. At her side was a police officer who brandished a service revolver, its muzzle pointed directly at Klempt’s face.
“Raise your hands, doctor,” the officer commanded.
“What is the meaning of this?”
“I repeat: raise your hands or I will shoot.”
Klempt did as he was told, but a smirk played upon his lips. “I’m surprised to see you again, Miss Peregrine. Does the absence of your usual companion mean that he died in Milledgeville?”
“He’s hale and hearty,” the woman replied icily. She moved forward and began to search Klempt’s pockets, pulling forth his weapons and dropping them to the floor. “It would take more than you to kill him.”
“You smell like him,” Klempt hissed in her ear. “Does he rut with you? Is that the key to your success, my dear? Sleeping your way into his good graces?”
“Pig,” Evelyn replied. She stepped back and glanced over at McKenzie. “You heard him admit to attempted murder — and he’s got enough weapons here that you should be able to put him away for quite awhile.”
The chief nodded, gesturing towards the stairs with his pistol. “Get walking, doctor. We’re going down to the station. And don’t make any funny moves. Two more officers are downstairs, just waiting for you to make a break for it.”
Klempt, hands still raised, began to walk ahead of them. “Miss Peregrine… do you have any idea about the forces I serve? They are older than humanity and their power is so great that the stars themselves bow down before them.”
Evelyn tried to ignore him as they began to descend the stairs. There was something in his tone that made her shiver… madness, yes, but also… certainty.
“Anyone who tells you that the universe is not a cold, chaotic place is a liar. There is no purpose… no rhyme nor reason… when we die, our bodies rot and turn to dust. Worms burrow in through our flesh and live in the empty sockets of…”
“That’s enough,” McKenzie warned.
Down below, Klempt could see two more uniformed men waiting. The frightened hotel clerk peeked out from behind a closed door, eager to have the whole sordid affair over with. Klempt imagined the clerk’s one positive impression was that this occurred early enough that most of the guests were still asleep. “No. It’s not enough. You’re going to arrest me. You’re going to put me on trial… and in the end, I’m going to fail my masters. I’ll never know their perverse touch… smell their putrefying flesh… or receive the gifts of power over others. That’s. Not. Right.” Klempt turned around when he reached the bottom of the stairs, dropping his arms. “Look at me, Miss Peregrine. This is not a game. This is my existence… and yours.”
Behind the doctor, the other officers were drawing their weapons. Klempt smiled cruelly, his lips parting.
“Doctor, put your hands up and move towards the exit.” McKenzie swallowed hard, sensing that something awful was about to occur.
Klempt, his eyes still locked on Evelyn’s, threw himself towards McKenzie. He howled like a banshee and at the last moment Evelyn could have sworn that he deliberately placed his own mouth over the barrel of the gun. When the police chief pulled the trigger, flecks of bone and red-gray matter exploded from the back of the doctor’s head. Klempt’s body whirled around, jerking like a marionette whose strings had been unexpectedly cut. His eyes stared out above a bloody hole where his mouth had once been, and those eyes — full of madness and hate — seemed to somehow follow Evelyn as the body slammed to the floor.
Evelyn’s screams were matched by the horrified clerk, bringing the guests bursting from their rooms. The sight they received when the first of them arrived in the lobby was one of sheer chaos.
It was a fitting testimony to Klempt’s view of the universe.

CHAPTER XV
Father’s Lament

“Cursed the ground where dead thoughts live new and oddly bodied, and evil the mind that is held by no head.”
Max Davies let the words drift through his mind, continually replayed in his father’s strong voice. He was seated behind the wheel of his car, driving down the bumpy dirt road towards the Barrows’ second home. His car’s motor had been specially modified to be almost perfectly silent, making his approach a stealthy one. The quiet also gave him ample opportunity to think about his current situation.
Now that Benson had come into play, the Peregrine’s mission was shaping up quite differently than before. He now had a police officer who would run interference for him and give him ready access to evidence… but it also meant that more people than ever before knew about his dual identity. Should he eventually abandon the mask entirely? The nation’s papers were full of stories about men like Benson, fighting the good fight openly. But there were plenty of others who still lurked in the shadows… and given the caliber of foes that Max usually faced, perhaps it would be best to remain hidden lest his friends and family be at continual risk.
“I think that would be for the best.”
Max jumped, barely able to keep from swerving off the road. He cast a furious glance at the figure who had materialized in the passenger seat: his father, still wearing the same suit and tie that he’d worn on the day he’d died. “You nearly frightened me to death!” he hissed.
“Sorry, son. I suppose I should clear my throat before speaking?”
“What do you want?” Max asked, returning his attention to the road before him. The farmhouse was now visible in the distance.
“I’ve been listening in to your thoughts and…”
“I have no privacy at all, do I?” Max shook his head. “Go on.”
“Benson is safe enough, but be aware that Evelyn and McKenzie will be in danger every time you bring them into our affairs.”
“Our affairs, is it?” Max snorted. “You used me, turned me into a killing machine so you could get some sort of cosmic retribution. And now you make it sound like we’re partners.”
The elder Davies looked away, his voice lowering slightly. “Max, I loved you. I did what I thought was best — for you and for the entire world. I’m sorry for all the pain it’s caused you.”
Max lifted his foot off the accelerator, letting the vehicle slow somewhat. He’d rarely ever heard such emotion in his father’s voice and it touched him. “I… missed you after you died. Very much.”
“I would have come to you… but the barriers between the world of the living and the dead were too strong. I could only send you messages via dreams. I had to wait until your mental abilities were more pronounced.”
Max rode in silence with his father for a moment, feeling oddly at ease with the ghostly presence of the man who had shaped his life. “I’ll be careful, father. I won’t put anyone at risk if I can help it.”
“I trust you to do the right thing,” his father replied. “You’ve been giving that warning I gave you some thought, eh?”
“The terribly vague one?” Max responded with a smile. “Yes. Care to give me anymore details on it?”
“No,” his father answered. “I can’t. Things are still unclear to me… but I know this: dark things are looming in your future. The Kingdom must be stopped.”
Max pulled off the road, reaching under his seat to retrieve his coat and mask. “I’ll do whatever it takes. Hopefully, I’ll catch Mr. Barrows unawares and Camilla sleeping. Thanks for the talk, by the way. I…”
Max let his words come to a stop. His father was gone, as if he had never been there at all.
“To work I go,” Max whispered. He placed his mask over his eyes and nose, allowing himself the briefest of moments to treasure the first real man-to-man talk he’d ever had with his father.

CHAPTER XVI
Dead Thoughts Live New

The house was eerily quiet, though the bright sunlight robbed the place of any terror it might have otherwise induced. The Peregrine crept about the outside of the house, but heard no sounds of habitation within — nothing save for the slow, steady rocking of a chair in the main parlor. The ground outside was well trampled and by many feet — Max counted at least twelve distinct sets of prints.
When he finally steeled himself to enter the home, the Peregrine made sure that he held a pistol in both hands. He burst in through the unlocked front door, bellowing “Barrows! Stand down or I swear to Heaven, I’ll blow your head off!”
“You’re a bit late,” Barrows said, his voice echoing into the central hallway from the parlor. Max noted that there was a peculiar quality to Reed’s words… like someone whose spirit had been battered repeatedly and finally broken had voiced them.
The Peregrine strode into the parlor, guns at the ready. “Where’s your mistress?” he demanded, though he came up short upon seeing the figure seated in the center of the room. Barrows was there, looking pale and wan… his neck was heavily bandaged and he held a small ring box in his lap. He turned sunken eyes upon the Peregrine, displaying red-tinged gums as he smiled.
“She’s gone away,” Barrows said, his words taking on the sing-song quality of madness. “But she left me behind, to give you words of warning.”
The Peregrine lowered his weapons and knelt beside Barrows, reaching up to examine the man’s wounds. His neck had been torn asunder by multiple bites… and his shirt was stained red with his own blood. “Tell me where she is, Reed.”
“Don’t bother dressing my wounds. They drained me dry.”
“You’ll be fine,” Max whispered, though he was concerned by how much blood had been lost. Against Reed’s objections, he removed the bandage around the man’s neck and began applying some ointment that he carried in his pocket. “Tell me what she said,” he prompted.
Reed closed his eyes, looking forlorn. “She activated the spell as soon as we got back. I could feel the air around us changing as she spoke the words… and then they started coming. I couldn’t believe there could be so many, not so close… she said they were waking up all over the world, but there were over a dozen right here in Atlanta. They came and they talked about the heaven that was to come… and then she offered them a feast. She offered them me.” This last word was forced out amongst a sudden onslaught of sobs that wrenched at Max’s heart. “I loved her. She said she loved me… but it was a lie. All a lie.”
Max removed a needle and thread, working to stitch the man’s neck. It was difficult work, made all the more so by the fact that Reed kept turning his head away from the help he needed. “You mentioned words of warning,” he reminded, hoping that keeping Reed focused on something specific would soothe the man and allow Max to finish his work.
“The Noble Dead. That’s what they call themselves,” Reed continued. “She said they were going into town, to wait for more to arrive. When there’s enough of them, they’ll begin a blood orgy. They’ll slaughter everyone they can find, using their victims’ souls to power the final phase of the Kingdom’s spell. Then the air will change and night will rule over day forever… and science will wither and die, leaving only magic in its place.” Reed leaned forward, grabbing Max by the collar. “She said that He comes tonight. She said that Dead Thoughts live new and oddly bodied. She said…” Reed pulled away suddenly, rising from the chair so quickly that it fell on its side. “She said that if you oppose her, you will die in the most painful way imaginable!”
“Where in the city is she?” Max asked, reaching out to keep Reed from tossing himself to the floor. “Help me. I know she’s hurt you… but you can help me and redeem yourself!”
“She lied to me. She said I would rule as her King…”
“Who is coming tonight? Who is this ‘He’ that she spoke of?”
“The speaker of the dead. The messenger of madness. The black stranger!”
Max paused, for something in his words was now making sense to him. In his studies of the Necronomicon, he’d been forced to read much about the Old Ones, the entities whose mad designs for power had forged the universe. At the center of it all spun the mad god Azathoth. But most recurring of all was the sinister black stranger who ferried messages from the Old Ones to their human servants. An entity of tremendous power and trickery, one who wore the skin of humanity but had been birthed by no mother. He had been the inspiration for a wealth of human myths, but the one that he clung to most was that of Loki, the Norse God of Mischief. “Are you telling me that Nyarlathotep is coming to Atlanta?” Max whispered in disbelief.
“Yes! Yes, he comes! He is the one who spawned the Noble Dead by lying in vile forms with humanity. He comes to welcome his children to their just reward! He comes to witness the evolution of humanity… as we become cattle to those who lord over us!”
Max saw madness reign in Reed’s eyes and he delivered a powerful slap to the man’s face. It startled Reed for a moment, but then lucidity returned, ever so tenuously. “Help me, Reed. Help me stop her from succeeding.”
Reed licked dry lips and nodded. “I can sense her,” he said, touching the side of his head. “All the times she suckled me… I can sense her.”
The Peregrine smiled beneath his mask. “Then we have an advantage that they might not be unaware of.” He held on to Reed’s shoulder, leading him towards the door. “Is there anything else here that might help us?”
“No… there’s nothing here worth keeping. Not any more.” He looked down at the ring box he still clutched in one hand. Within lay the gold band he’d once removed from his dead wife’s finger… the same band he’d once slid onto Camilla’s hand with all the attentiveness of a passionate lover. He tossed the ring box into the ashes of the fireplace. “Nothing at all.”

CHAPTER XVII
The Messenger of Madness

Camilla watched her fellow Noble Dead, writhing naked atop one another. They were beautiful to behold, but it seemed needlessly decadent… they should be planning for the Kingdom to come, not losing themselves in the release of pent-up passions. The tall vampire queen kept to herself, hiding in the shadows of the underground tunnels. This place had once served as a means of transporting people and supplies, but now it served as a lair to the undead… but despite the presence of her fellows, this area seemed dank and oppressive to Camilla. It was unseemly for them to debase themselves amongst filth.
“Your standards are higher than most,” a male voice said. Camilla turned to face the stranger, who emerged from the shadows with a smile on his handsome features. He was dark-skinned like an Egyptian, with a small neatly trimmed beard and deep-set eyes that spoke of hidden knowledge. His clothing was dark and fit him well, but it was his scent that caught Camilla’s attention immediately. It was the musk of pure masculine sex, an animal scent that set Camilla’s blood aflame. “I wish I had been here last evening, when the spell was first invoked. Alas, I was busy in Europe at the time.”
“Are you…?” Camilla began, but stopped herself. It was He, of that there could be no doubt. The power that emanated from him was a powerful aphrodisiac and she was barely able to restrain herself from offering her body to him, then and there. “There are nearly twenty of us here now… but many more are coming. The call has gone out. They can all hear it in their souls.”
“You have no souls,” the man said with a laugh. “You’re soulless monsters, sent out to inflict pain and suffering on humanity. Your beauty is only to entice them into a fall from grace.”
The words stung Camilla, for they were full of scorn. She had expected him to love his children. Eager to win over his approval, Camilla gestured with her chin towards the writhing bodies of her kindred. “They will help carry the day but none of them are fit to rule at your side.”
“But you are, aren’t you?” he asked, his eyes traveling over the curves of her flesh in a way that made her tremble. “The female who finally brought about the Kingdom of Blood. You are impressive.”
Camilla smiled at the compliment. “There were many obstacles that had to be overcome, but I would not be denied.”
“Where is the human who brought you out of your own slumber? Is he not here to enjoy the fruits of his labor?”
Camilla’s smile faltered. Had she made a mistake in disposing of Reed? “He was no longer useful to me… so I abandoned him.”
“Did you kill him?” Nyarlathotep asked, stepping around her to better view the orgy. “Or were you so stupid that you left him alive so that he could betray you later?”
Camilla flinched at the insult. “He can do nothing! He is weak and helpless!”
“I suppose it was too much to hope for… that you could be as smart as you are beautiful.”
“I… I can find him. I will kill him if you want!”
Nyarlathotep looked back at her over his shoulder. His dark eyes blazed with anger. “You’ve made your mistake. Accept it. When he comes with his allies, then you will have the chance to impress me.”
“What makes you think he will come?” she asked, disappointment racing inside of her. She had so looked forward to this moment, to being able to bask in the glow of her master…! But to see the disdain he held for her… it made her feel like a child suffering a rebuke from their parents.
“Because that’s the way things work,” he said patiently. “Our servants prepare for triumph… and then their enemies gather to oppose them. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose. That’s the way the game is played.”
“But this is no game,” Camilla whispered.
“Anyone who tells you it isn’t… is a fool.”
Camilla looked away from him, unable to stand up to his penetrating gaze. “I will win. I promise you that.”
The messenger of the dark gods reached out to cup her chin, turning her face back towards his. He leaned close enough that she could smell the death that clung thick and hot on his breath. “You’d better, my sweet. Or else your pain will become something that will be sung of for centuries to come.”
Camilla swallowed hard, her inhuman form trembling all the more. “Who will he bring with him?”
“The Peregrine, of course.” Nyarlathotep laughed loudly, capturing the attention of the rutting vampires, who now gazed up at him in confusion. “He has interfered with a number of my recent servants… Felix Darkholme and Gerhard Klempt foremost amongst them.”
Camilla’s eyes opened wide at the mad doctor’s name.
“Yes,” Nyarlathotep continued, sneering. “You ruined a plan of mine that was close to coming to fruition. So you’d best be right that you and your army of fiends can deal with the Peregrine… because I won’t abide failure from you. Not again.”
“The Peregrine dies tonight,” Camilla replied, steeling her voice with conviction. “I will tear out his heart and offer it to you, my lord.”
Nyarlathotep let her chin fall from his grip, nodding as he stepped back into the shadows. “Then plan for him. For he does not come alone.”

CHAPTER XVIII
Council of War

Evelyn sat in the parlor, trying to get the image of Klempt’s death out of her mind. It wasn’t easy and she could almost hear the gunshot echoing over and over again. She was wearing one of her nicest dresses, a leftover from a film called Belle of the Ball that had tanked at the box office. It had been a departure from her usual damsel-in-distress roles, instead offering her up as the lead in a romantic comedy. The financial disaster had sent her scurrying back to the stage for a time afterwards. The feel of the silk against her skin calmed her somewhat, making her feel like a normal woman again.
Max was well aware of his wife’s distress. He had seen it clearly enough in her eyes upon returning to the house, and hearing McKenzie’s detailed account of the situation had only chilled him further. He had not pressed her, however, knowing that she would discuss the matter when she was ready and not a moment before.
“Sorry for the lack of details in the drawing,” McKenzie was saying, leaning over a large drawing table upon which lay a map of the underground section of the city. “I had to move quickly and this was the best I could find in our files.”
“It’ll do fine,” Max assured him. He glanced up as Nettie entered the room, carrying a tray filled with glasses of iced tea. The old woman looked around the room nervously, letting her gaze linger on both Evelyn and Reed, who was sitting in the corner, nervously chewing his nails and looking as skittish as a mouse. Max wondered just how far Reed could go without irredeemable madness setting in. “Thank you, Nettie. I’ll let you know if we need anything else.”
Nettie nodded, realizing that she was being dismissed. She pulled the door closed behind her, but her expression remained one of concern.
“Why don’t we go before the sun drops?” McKenzie pressed. It was nearly seven o’clock already and the sun was beginning to recede behind the clouds. The police chief looked none the worse for wear, despite the horrors of the early morning. His uniform was freshly pressed and his handsome features made him look like he’d stepped right off the silver screen. “I mean, the vampires will be asleep now, won’t they? We’d only have to deal with any human servants they might have.”
“Possibly,” Max agreed, “but I think we’ve all had trying times as of late. I’m more interested in giving us time to rest and regroup than I am in pressing forward when we’re not at our peak.” The Peregrine glanced over at Reed Barrows, adding a note of command to his words. “Reed, I want you to come with us tonight. You’re our link to finding Camilla.”
“What does it matter?” Reed answered, shaking his head. “If the black messenger comes… if all the other Noble Dead come… then Camilla doesn’t matter anymore. She’s just another cog in the machine.”
“A very important cog,” Evelyn pointed out. “Because she still has the Necronomicon. Even after we’ve dealt with this Kingdom of Blood, we still have to find that book and make sure it’s not used for foul purposes again.”
“There are other copies,” Reed countered. “You’ll never be able to stop that book’s evil.”
“Then people will have to use other copies!” Max bellowed. “I don’t give a damn whether or not you feel like helping us, Reed — you’re going to. Now accept that and start helping us!”
Reed pouted like a petulant child but finally relented, rising from his chair to stand near the table. “There will be many more vampires there tonight. You’ll need special weaponry.”
“We have the things that Klempt was carrying,” Evelyn said, moving to join the men. “Was he on the right track?” she asked Reed, bowing to the man’s intimate knowledge of the undead.
Reed thought for a moment before nodding. “Yes… but I’d make sure your necks are well protected, as well. Garlic won’t put them off very much, but it does assault their senses and makes them more cautious.” He looked at Max. “That dagger of yours will hurt them badly. It possesses powerful magic.”
“One of these days I’ll have to look into the origins of that thing,” Max whispered. He tapped an area of the map. “I say we enter here. McKenzie, I want you and Evelyn to distract the vampires while Reed and I go after Camilla. With any luck, we’ll find them all together.”
“Should I call in some backup?” McKenzie asked. “I can always draft in some officers, tell them we’re going after gangsters…”
“They won’t stand a chance,” Evelyn said with a shake of her head. Max noticed that McKenzie seemed quite taken by Evelyn’s beauty, but he couldn’t blame the man: she had that effect on nearly everyone. “If we take some of Max’s special equipment with us, we’ll be able to hold off these Noble Dead for a time.”
“Suicide,” Reed snorted. “We’re all going to die in agonizing pain.”
Max began to roll up the map, ignoring the man’s cowardice. “Follow me. I’ll take you a place where we can get ready.” With the papers held firmly in one hand, he led the group out of the house, walking right by a still nosy Nettie. He unlocked the entrance to the storm cellar and descended into the darkness, lighting a lamp when he’d reached the center of the room. Gesturing for Reed to close the cellar door behind him, Max said, “Welcome to the Peregrine’s Nest.”
McKenzie gaped at the sight, taking in a wide variety of beakers, weapons and scientific odds and ends. “It looks like a damned museum… of what kind, I don’t know… but a museum of something.”
“It’s my private Cabinet of Curiosities,” Max replied with a laugh. “Mementos, things I’m working on, spare costumes… I store it all down here.” He moved to a workbench and pulled out a small box from underneath. He set it on the table and began removing several small spherical objects. “Gas bombs. If you use this,” he held up a small device that he demonstrated by briefly slipping into his nostrils, “it will filter the smoke… but anyone who’s unprotected will find that their lungs are suddenly on fire. Even though vampires don’t need to breathe in the way we do, their internal structure seems much the same and Reed has confirmed for me that they are able to smell, taste and hear just as we do, only at an augmented level. I think this gas will make its way into their lungs just like it would a human… and I’m betting it’ll hurt — a lot.”
Evelyn couldn’t avoid smiling a bit as her husband talked about his inventions. From the first moment she’d met him, she’d known he was different than most men — greater in some ways. But when he talked like this, full of animated excitement, he seemed like a little boy… and it made her wonder what sort of father he’d make someday.
Max caught her eye for a moment and winked.

CHAPTER XIX
Into the Darkness

The Peregrine walked at the front of the group, pistols held at the ready. He was remarkably calm considering the fact that there were dozens — possibly hundreds — of vampires waiting for him just up ahead. Max was comfortable with the knowledge of death looming just over the horizon, however — he had lived with danger for so long that it rarely troubled him any longer. His marriage to Evelyn had tempered that a bit, however, and he glanced over at her now, wondering if he should have pressed harder for her to stay behind.
With a wry smile, he pushed that thought out of his mind entirely. Evelyn never would have agreed to play the helpless damsel, waiting at home for her husband to finish the dangerous work. She was a rare person — and he loved her for it.
The tunnels beneath the city were filthy and wet, a steady drip of water coming from above. Several times, he heard Reed slip and catch himself, uttering muffled curses each time. McKenzie brought up the rear of the party, gas bombs strapped across his chest in a crisscrossed fashion. Max noted that the police officer betrayed no fear at the coming battle. In fact, he looked somewhat hopeful of it.
He’s an odd one, Max mused. I’m glad Benson sent him my way, though. I trust him like I’ve known him for years. Once again, he was reminded of how lonely he had been before moving to Atlanta — and how he’d tried to avoid bringing others into the dangerous life he lived. I’ll never go back to that kind of solitary existence, Max thought. Not after I’ve seen the alternative.
“Max,” Evelyn whispered. She reached out and touched his arm, the small lantern she carried casting flickering, distorted shadows along the walls. “Do you smell that?”
The Peregrine paused, inhaling deeply. At first all he noticed was the scent of decay and rotting vegetation… but mixed in with those awful odors was something else: something peculiar and foul. “Reed. What do you think is causing that smell?”
The thin man moved to join him, looking distressed. “It’s the Noble Dead. Camilla told me that the ones who’ve been asleep for a long time sometimes begin to rot. It takes multiple feedings to revive them and get rid of the smells of the grave.” Reed sighed. “It also makes them weaker until they’ve finishing healing… which is the only hope we have of not being killed in the first few minutes of fighting.”
The Peregrine ignored the man’s dire attitude. He moved forward, leading the group down further into the darkness. After several moments, the walkway began to take on an incline slope and they emerged into a rounded chamber from which three exits could be seen — each of the tunnels were too dark to reveal anything about where they led. The smell of death and blood was overpowering.
“We’re not alone,” McKenzie warned, pointing his own lamp at one of the tunnels.
The Peregrine watched as Camilla emerged, flanked by four vampires who appeared in reasonably good health. Each of them showed some signs of recent emergence from the ground, but they were strong and deadly. Before anyone could speak, more vampires stepped out from the other tunnels… and worst of all, Reed’s terrified squawk alerted Max to the fact that there were vampires behind them, as well. Somehow they had watched them enter the tunnels, using sentries to warn Camilla and the others that enemies were approaching. So much for all my detailed planning, Max thought.
“Hello,” Camilla purred, her eyes flicking from one member of the group to the next. Her gaze fell last upon Reed and for the briefest of moments her demeanor seemed to soften. But the weakness was gone so swiftly that none could truly say that it had been there at all. “I must admit… our prey don’t usually come rushing into our laps like this.”
These comments made the vampires laugh raucously, baring their fangs. Some of them were covered in blood already, giving ample evidence to the fact they’d been feeding in preparation for battle. Thankfully, several of them were little more than skin and bones at this point, still needing days or weeks to recover fully from their long slumber.
The Peregrine pointed his pistol directly at Camilla’s head. “I find the undead particularly disgusting… but I’m willing to work with you. Give us the Necronomicon and we’ll let you leave here, as long as you promise to abandon this Kingdom scheme.”
“You must be joking,” Camilla responded, impressed by the man’s bravado but finding herself quite certain that he must be mad. “You’re outnumbered and overmatched… and the Kingdom is coming. We are its harbingers.”
“I was afraid you were going to say that,” the Peregrine replied. He knew that Camilla was too fast for him to hit cleanly, even at this close range, so he spun about and fired instead at one of the vampires to her left. The bullet, soaked in holy water, sliced through the center of his forehead, exiting out the other side. “No mercy!” he shouted at his companions and they joined the battle in earnest, striking without hesitation. Even Reed was in the thick of things, though Max suspected that the man’s sense of self-preservation had kicked in where bravery would not.
Evelyn found herself surrounded by several of the vile creatures, each of them reeked with the grave. She fought well, using every trick taught to her by her husband. A swift kick to the head sent one of the vampires tumbling away from her and she tossed one of the smoke bombs directly into the face of another, sending him gasping in pained terror. She lost track of her husband in the melee, but was far too busy to worry about his safety.
McKenzie, likewise, was engrossed in defending himself. He shoved a wooden stake through the heart of a female vampire, one whose beauty was so beguiling that the officer had almost lost his will to fight. He cried out when one of the males raked his cheek with sharp dirt-stained fingernails, drawing blood. McKenzie backed up against a wall, drawing his pistol and firing again and again, his perfect shots leaving one foe after another with gaping wounds in their heads and torsos.
Camilla watched in shock as the small band laid waste to the Noble Dead… even the power of the ancient beings seemed to pale beside the heroic energy of their attackers. Feeling a cold certainty that they were doomed, she turned to flee to the safety of Nyarlathotep… only to find that the Peregrine was ahead of her, hurrying down the center hallway from which she had come. Hissing in anger, the vampire queen set off after her foe, moving so quickly that her feet seemed to glide across the tunnel floor. “Bag of meat! Bag of blood!” she shouted, landing atop the Peregrine’s back, sending him to the floor. She allowed him to roll about beneath her, eager to bury her fangs in his neck.
When the man did turn to face her, he seemed oddly composed for one whose death was so imminent. “You’ve lived a long time,” the Peregrine said, staring up into her eyes. “Do you really want your existence to end down here? Is this tunnel where you want to have your remains scattered for all eternity?”
Camilla paused, holding her prey down with a strong grip on his shoulders. She leaned close to him, smelling his aroma and allowing her pink-tinged lips to part in a grin. “How is it that you can remain so… confident… when I’m seconds away from ripping your throat open?”
“Because you don’t know anything about me. You’re assuming that all I am is a nut who wears a bird mask and carries a gun.”
Camilla laughed softly. “And you’re more than that? Tell me, Mr. Peregrine… what are you really?”
“I’m someone who’s capable of this.” Max reached out with his mind, performing the same type of telepathic assault that he’d done before… during those frightening days in Germany, when Jacob Trench had come so close to unleashing ultimate evil upon the world. Camilla let out a surprised sigh as Max’s mind sliced into hers, tearing and ripping like a weapon. It was painful to Max, as well, and disturbing on even deeper levels… for it felt like a particularly nasty form of rape.
The vampire queen screamed, pulling her hands away from Max and using her nails to scratch at the sides of her head. When that failed to stop the pain inside her skull, she began beating at it, using such force that blood began to ooze from the inside of her nose and eyes.
Max shoved her away from him, dusting himself off. He pulled his mental attack back a bit, slowly easing his consciousness out of hers. She whimpered on the ground, curling up into a fetal position and Max felt a twinge of sympathy for her. He’d seen many awful things when he’d visited her mind, though, and the depths of her actions made him feel secure that he’d done the right thing.
The Peregrine moved to stand over her, planning to end her threat once and for all… but was stopped by the sound of Reed’s voice.
“Don’t,” the other man said, moving into view. He was bleeding badly and one of his ears had been torn away, leaving only red meat in its place.
“You should be helping Evelyn and McKenzie,” Max said, kneeling so that he could place the barrel of his gun against Camilla’s head. “And you don’t need to see this.”
“Let me take care of her. Please.” Reed moved forward, gun in hand.
The Peregrine pointed his gun at Reed, halting him in mid-step. “I know you loved her… and I know a part of you wants to save her, even now. But I can’t let you do it. She’s evil.”
Reed looked away, his body shaking. “Don’t kill her… she’s so old… so beautiful. Can’t we just let her leave?”
Max sighed. “She’ll kill more innocents. She’ll try to restore the Kingdom. You know that.”
Reed turned away, staggering back up the hallway, back to the sounds of violence. “Be quick about it,” was all he said, but the emotion behind the words was heartbreaking. He’d coveted something far lovelier than he’d ever had a right to have… and in the end, he’d found himself all the worse for having possessed it, ever so briefly.
The Peregrine looked down, into the face of a murderer. Once again placing his pistol against her temple, he ended her threat once and for all. Max then staked her through the heart and used his golden dagger to behead her. The final act was the most important, as he doused her with a flammable fluid and set the remains aflame.
Confident that Camilla no longer posed a threat, he began moving again, eventually stepping out into a larger chamber that contained a number of dead bodies… prey for the refueling vampires, he realized. The faint odor of sex hung in the air, mixing with death, but it was the man who stood in the center of the room, Necronomicon in hand, that chilled the Peregrine’s blood.
“Hello, Max,” the dark-skinned man said, reaching down with one hand to smooth the fabric of his finely cut suit. He wore a red signet ring on the little finger of his left hand. “Welcome to Hell.”

CHAPTER XX
A Mind Held By No Head

The Peregrine stared at the man in disbelief, for there was something eerily inhuman about him. It wasn’t obvious in the man’s form, for he appeared normal enough in that regard… but rather it was in his presence and bearing. “Are you the messenger?” he asked, remembering what Reed had said about an elder entity that would be summoned by the Kingdom’s arrival.
“I am indeed,” the stranger replied, taking a step towards the vigilante. “But I have many names, though the one I favor the most is Nyarlathotep.”
Max frowned, suddenly feeling that he had finally delved too far on his own… and that he now faced a being quite capable of destroying him utterly. Rather than turn and flee, the Peregrine merely drew forth his golden dagger and held it at the ready. “Camilla’s dead. The plan has failed.”
“As I knew it would… though you’re far too hasty in assuming that everything is completely resolved. The summons was sent out and the Noble Dead now walk the earth in numbers that haven’t been seen in centuries. Chaos will reign for quite some time, Mr. Davies.”
“Is that what you’re after? Chaos?”
“It’s the master that I serve,” Nyarlathotep replied. “What master do you serve, Mr. Davies? Do you even know?”
“Hand over the book,” the Peregrine answered, not wishing to be drawn into any kind of conversation with an entity like this. Though it wore the flesh of a man, this was something else… something older and far more deadly.
Nyarlathotep glanced down at the knife and sneered. “You took that from one of my pets, didn’t you? Mr. Darkholme. His loss pained me greatly.”
“I’ve noticed that beings like you don’t like its touch,” the Peregrine warned, slashing at the air for emphasis. Somewhat to his surprise, Nyarlathotep took a step away, avoiding the weapon.
“Darkholme was going to destroy it,” Nyarlathotep hissed. “It’s a vile thing and has no place in this world!”
The Peregrine wondered at the being’s words… he knew so little about the weapon, but if Nyarlathotep feared it and Darkholme had wanted to destroy it, the weapon must be of supreme importance. Once again, he promised himself that he’d delve into the mysteries of the blade if he survived this affair.
Returning his thoughts to the present, the Peregrine pressed the issue again. “Are you going to turn over the book or do I have to take it?”
“Foolish mortal,” Nyarlathotep whispered. “Do you think I would sully my hands by touching you in combat? Never! I merely wanted to inform you that from this moment forth you are marked.”
Before Max could ponder what that meant, a searing pain developed in the palm of his left hand. He howled, almost dropping the dagger in his haste to remove the leather glove that covered the inflamed area. There in the center of his palm was a blasphemous looking black circle, one that twisted occasionally and oozed a small trickle of some vile tar-like substance. “God above,” he whispered, staring at the bizarre wound. He looked up when Nyarlathotep began laughing and in his sudden fury he launched the dagger at his foe, sending it whistling through the air. The blade embedded itself in Nyarlathotep’s throat, driving him to the ground with a thump.
The Peregrine pounced upon the man, only to find that his skin was as loose and empty as a discarded set of clothing. Inside were no bones, nor any trace of the entity that had inhabited the form. The Necronomicon was lying there, however, and the Peregrine pulled it into his grip hastily, still reeling from the pain in his palm.
“No longer will you be able to sneak up on my pets,” a bodiless voice intoned. It was Nyarlathotep, no longer bound by a physical form. He was now a mind held by no head, an astral wraith. “From now on, you will stand out like a beacon to them… they will sense an enemy is present… and they may strike first, rather than allow you to pursue them. This is your punishment, Peregrine… and it will prove a most foul one, for no one who is near you will be safe from the wrath of those you’d hunt!”
The Peregrine pulled his glove back into place, rising from his kneeling position atop the skin of Nyarlathotep. He had to leave this place… check on Evelyn and the others… and think about the price he would have to pay for his actions.

CHAPTER XXI
Back in the Nest

“I’ve had an alert out on Barrows for the past two days and nobody’s spotted him,” McKenzie said, sitting in a comfortable chair in the Peregrine’s Nest and nursing a cold beer. He had a number of scratches and bruises from the battle beneath the city, but the worst of his wounds was a horrid looking scar on his neck that had required a fair number of stitches to close up. “With the way he was bleeding from that ear of his, I can’t imagine he got very far.”
Evelyn fingered one of the buttons on her silky overcoat and looked thoughtful. A script for a new play was set out in front of her, but she’d barely paid any attention to it. “I can’t help but feel sorry for him.”
“He had that vampire kill his wife, remember?” McKenzie pointed out. “Maybe he did love this Camilla… but it doesn’t excuse all the actions he took in her name.”
Evelyn nodded, though her sense of regret remained intact. She looked over at the entrance to the lair, where her husband was descending the stairs. He looked older somehow, as if he’d aged several years down in the tunnels. A thick bandage was wrapped around his left palm and a dark stain was beginning to seep through. “Did you speak to Mr. Oden?” she asked.
“Yes. The worst of the cases was a woman named Margaret Thomas. Klempt had done… terrible things to her. She’s going to survive, they think… but it’s going to be touch and go for awhile. I’m paying to have her transferred to some friends of mine at Miskatonic University. They’re experts in these sorts of things.”
“What about the Noble Dead?”
Max shrugged. “Still out there… but they’ll have sensed what happened. I imagine they’ll go into hiding, spread out over the world… try to reassert their old dominance from the shadows.”
“And that wound of yours?” McKenzie prompted. He’d been the first to see Max’s hand and the memory of it had kept him awake for over an hour last night. It looked… demonic, in every sense of the word.
Max glanced down at it, choosing his words carefully. “It’s stopped hurting… but I suspect it’s going to cause me trouble for some time to come.” Forcing a smile on his face, Max looked back at McKenzie. “Thank you for helping us.”
“Thank Mr. Benson. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have known you from Adam.” McKenzie stood up, setting his now empty bottle of beer on a table. “I better be heading back home, folks. Anything looming on the horizon, adventure-wise?”
Evelyn stifled a grin. McKenzie seemed particularly gung-ho about his role in their little party… which she didn’t mind all that much, actually. She and Max needed all the help they could get and it might mean that the Peregrine wouldn’t be flying solo while she was away filming her next movie.
Max pursed his lips. “Nothing yet… but I’ll call you. And you keep an eye out for anything that seems beyond normal police work. I think I’m going to enjoy having you around to offer me ‘official’ lines of information.”
McKenzie smiled at the compliment and gave a gallant tip of his head to Evelyn. “Don’t stay up too late, you two.”
After he was gone, Max moved to take his seat next to Evelyn. He held up his bandaged hand, saying, “This might cause some problems. Nyarlathotep said that some of my enemies might strike at us… at those close to me.”
“Then they’ll be making quite a mistake, won’t they?” Evelyn leaned close and kissed his cheek. She’d fared quite well in the battle with the vampires, escaping with only one long scratch on her stomach. It was healing nicely, which meant she’d be back to wearing her skimpy outfits onscreen soon. “I know that you’re worried about me… and Nellie and Josh, too. But we’ll be fine.”
“I wish I could be so sure.”
“You know… that honeymoon of ours ended a little abruptly.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “Maybe we could pretend we were still on it.”
Max studied her face, a heat growing in his cheeks. “I was so lucky to have found you… for so long I thought I was cursed, but I was wrong. I’m blessed.”
Their lips came together, slowly and softly at first but with growing intensity as the seconds passed.
Warren Davies watched from beyond the veil of death, turning away only when it seemed improper to watch his son and daughter-in-law any further. He was glad that his son had found some measure of peace, but he also knew it would be short-lived… for the Peregrine would have to fly again, and soon. For him, there would be only a lifetime of adventure… it was the road to which his father had tied him and there could be no escaping his destiny.
Warren felt the pangs of regret but he ignored them. He had done the right thing, no matter how awful it might have seemed. He had helped transform his son into a killing machine, a weapon against the evil that plagued the world. The recent battles against Trench and Camilla had helped harden the Peregrine, but there were more tests to come…
Warren stared hard into the future, straining to see past the haze of time. War was coming, a war that would plunge the entire world into a nightmare that would consume millions. Warren wasn’t sure who the true threat was, though he suspected it had something to do with the madman who had risen to power in Germany.
Be strong, Max. The world is about to need you — and men like you — more than ever before. I just pray you’re ready for what’s about to come.
THE END
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THE GASPING DEATH


An adventure starring the Peregrine
and the Moon Man
By Barry Reese

The Heroes

MOON MAN: Modern Robin Hood of crime, the Moon Man is actually police detective Stephen Thatcher. Donning a midnight black cloak and a domed helmet of Argus (“one-way”) glass, the Moon Man steals from underworld kingpins and high society alike, passing on the spoils of his victories to the needy citizens of Great City. Aided only by his loyal assistants Sue McEwen and Ned “Angel” Dargan, the Moon Man is hunted by police and underworld alike!
PEREGRINE: Wealthy socialite Max Davies inherited the family fortune after his father was brutally gunned down by criminals. Afflicted with painful visions of future crimes, Max traveled the world, learning every fighting art known to man while simultaneously mastering the sciences. Wearing a dark cloak and a strange birdlike mask, the Peregrine began slaying criminals throughout the United States and Europe, leaving behind only a playing card to show his presence. Eventually moving his operations to Atlanta, the Peregrine married actress Evelyn Gould and became embroiled in an ongoing feud with the messenger of the gods of chaos, the dark wanderer known as Nyarlathotep!

CHAPTER I
Theft!

Merv Sanford had worked at the Great City First National Bank for almost twenty years. When he’d started out, he’d been a fresh-faced veteran of the Great War, one who was stuck with a permanent limp after a German bullet had pierced his left leg. Merv’s uncle had worked for the local police force and had helped his nephew get a job as a security guard at the bank. It was good, steady work and Merv enjoyed it.
He tipped his cap to Mrs. McGreavy as she entered the bank, carrying a small paper bag filled with coins. She came in every Wednesday at 4:30, creeping along at a snail’s pace. She smiled at him, her wrinkled face brightening when she saw him. She took a spot in line just behind another regular, Larry Thompson. Mr. Thompson was a stock broker, one who’d nearly lost his shirt during the Big Crash of a few years back, but he was slowly crawling out of the hole he’d found himself in — just like the rest of the country was doing.
Merv chuckled a bit as he leaned back against the wall. Life was good, he had to admit — the ache he used to get in his leg was almost gone and he’d become enough of a fixture at the bank that he didn’t worry from month to month about keeping his job. He reached out and picked up a newspaper from a nearby table, scanning an article about the notorious Moon Man and the police force’s ongoing attempts to capture the criminal. Merv’s uncle knew the man in charge of the investigation — tough as nails Detective Gill McEwen — and it was common knowledge around the Sanford household that the Moon man’s days were numbered.
Merv coughed as he turned the pages, eager to see whether or not the Great City baseball team had righted themselves after their last three-game losing skid. Before he’d even reached the sports pages, another cough had wracked his body… and this one hurt. Merv looked around and noticed that others in the bank were beginning to double over, hacking like a bunch of sick cats. Mrs. McGreavy fell to the floor, clutching at her throat and wheezing.
Merv’s vision began to cloud and a terrible heaviness settled in his chest. It felt a bag of lead weights had settled into his lungs, weighing him down.
As the war veteran turned bank guard slid down the wall to the floor, his head beginning to throb painfully, the doors to the bank flew open. Several men wearing gas masks ran in, dancing amidst the fallen bank tellers and customers. Each man wore all-black uniforms and carried small sacks in one hand, while the other brandished dangerous looking rifles.
Merv struggled to reach his gun, despite the fact that he never kept the revolver loaded. It was used mainly to give little boys a thrill when Merv would show it off to them… but as he felt his life ebbing away, Merv had only one thought in his mind: stop these thieves from looting the bank.
A final figure emerged into the guard’s fading vision, a figure draped in a form-fitting black suit and a long cloak that swirled about glossy leather boots. This figure, too, wore a gas mask, which looked all the more bizarre with the wide-brimmed hat he wore above it. “Excellent work,” the man said, surveying the grim scene.
Merv groaned in fury. How could anyone call this ‘excellent’ in any form? Men and women were dying!
As his men set off small charges around the vault in the back, the black-garbed figure caught sight of the determined guard. He strode towards Merv, kneeling when he was within an arm’s reach of the guard. He watched Merv’s fingers trembling helplessly on his holster’s latch.
“You’re a strong one, aren’t you?” the stranger said, his voice distorting strangely within the gas mask. “I think I’ll let you live… a witness to the glory of what is to come.” The man reached into a pocket and withdrew a syringe, checking it briefly before inserting the needle into Merv’s neck. “Tell them who did this. Tell them that Prof. Lycos is about to claim ownership over Great City!”
Merv moved his lips gamely, trying to utter some sort of angry retort… but he grew weaker by the second and with the madman’s words echoing in his brain, he passed out.

CHAPTER II
The Night Terror

The ballroom was packed with Great City’s finest, all decked out in their finest splendor. Debonair Steve Thatcher stood near the punch bowl, wearing a dapper black suit that emphasized his lean physique. Young and handsome, he had received a number of appreciative glances from the various ladies in attendance, but the detective-sergeant had eyes for only one woman tonight: his date for the evening, Sue McEwen.
Sue was at his side, her hair cut very stylishly and her complexion looking attractively peaches-and-cream. The daughter of Stephen’s good friend and direct supervisor, Gill McEwen, Sue was one of the few people who shared in both aspects of Thatcher’s life. She was a steadfast ally in his duties as a police officer… and she was also keenly aware of his nocturnal habits as the Moon Man.
“There’s James Craddock,” Sue whispered. Her hand felt light on Steve’s arm.
Steve glanced over, watching as their host for the evening made the rounds, shaking hands and making jokes. Craddock had made his fortune by buying up broken down tenement buildings, knocking them to pieces and then rebuilding whole areas as high-scale apartments. The tactics he had used in persuading the residents of said tenements to sell their properties could only be described as excessively shady. “He looks like a million bucks,” Thatcher said. “Too bad it took the blood and sweat of good people to line his pockets.”
“You’re still planning to go through with this?” Sue asked, accepting a cup of punch as they made their way to the front of the line.
Thatcher smiled in response. “Who? Me? I’m an officer of the law, you know.”
Sue laughed softly, looking back towards Craddock as the man stepped up onto a small pedestal and gestured for the crowd to give him their attention. She felt a flutter of nervousness, but excitement as well. It was such a dangerous game that her lover played, barely avoiding the daggers of both the police and the underworld. But it was such a necessary task, for even here in Great City, there was so much suffering on the city streets. Men like Craddock lived in luxury while others starved to death only a block or two away.
“I would like to welcome all of you to my home tonight,” Craddock began. “As many of you know, we’ll be opening the doors on Craddock Plaza in just a few weeks. Hard to believe that the Plaza was once a filthy cesspool, isn’t it?”
A round of laughter made Sue shiver in disgust. She turned to check on Steve’s reaction but found that she was now standing alone. Sighing, she crossed her fingers that all was going to go according to plan.
Stephen Thatcher, unseen by any of the partygoers, had ducked out as soon as all eyes were upon Craddock. In a darkened closet where he’d earlier stashed a small leather case, he set about transforming himself from an officer of the law to an enemy of it.
From within the case, he withdrew two ebon gloves. A long black cloak followed, which he wrapped tightly about his shoulders. The final component of his disguise consisted of two silvery half-shells, hinged at the middle. These shells fit together around Steve’s head, hiding his face behind an Argus glass orb. The helmet was mottled to resemble the moon, giving Thatcher’s alter ego his name. A special filter pushed his breath downwards to avoid fogging the inside of the glass, but there was nothing to provide additional support to the helmet. A lucky shot could tear right through the glass and scar him for life, if not kill him instantly.
The lunar-faced vigilante lifted out a small handgun from the interior of his cloak and crept through the mansion, taking note that the cost of the furnishings here could feed a family of four for the rest of their lives. It chilled him how anyone could ignore the plight of their common man, but Craddock had certainly done that — he’d profited from it, in fact.
The Moon Man made his way to a small hallway just behind the platform upon which Craddock was standing. True to the rumors he’d heard, the Moon Man saw that Craddock had revealed a small bag filled with stacks of money. The millionaire’s words burned into the hero’s mind: “And so, this amount before you is only the beginning. This money comes from those investors who have wisely chosen to invest in the Craddock Plaza project! Just think how much more we’ll all make once the Plaza is open for business!”
“Just like the idle rich — you have to boast about every little penny!” The Moon Man’s words were punctuated by his sudden appearance from the shadows, eliciting a flurry of screams from the crowd. Two armed men — private security for Craddock — moved forward but the Moon Man dispatched each of them with well-placed shots that knocked their guns right out of their hands.
Craddock remained frozen in place, the bag full of money held in one shaking hand. “No! This is my money! This is my house!”
“That money belongs to the good citizens of Great City,” the Moon Man hissed quietly. Realizing that the façade of the Moon Man carried great power, however, he shouted “I’m taking it for myself! Now fork it over!”
The Moon Man snatched the bag from Craddock, whirled about with his cloak billowing behind him. He charged from the room, leaping through a window that he’d noticed was left ajar. Outside the mansion, he found a waiting roadster, with the engine idling. A massive brute of a man, no-necked and bearing a cauliflower ear, leaned out from the driver’s side window. It was Ned “Angel” Dargan, a former prize fighter who had become the Moon Man’s ambassador to the poor and needy.
“Angel! Take this and go!” The Moon Man shoved the bag of money through the window, beginning to strip himself out of his uniform at the same time. Within seconds, the helmet, gloves and cloak were in the car, as well.
“What about your case, boss?”
“I’ll get it later, Angel.” Thatcher smoothed his hair down and stepped back. “I’ll meet you back at our base. Go ahead and start passing out the cash — the orphanage on Fifth Street would be a good place to start.”
Angel nodded and pressed the accelerator, roaring away in a cloud of dust. Thatcher, meanwhile, moved to join the large crowd of frightened people that were gathering on the front lawn of Craddock’s expansive property. He pushed through them until he was inside, finally locating the party’s host. The terrified millionaire was still standing right where the Moon Man had left him.
“Mr. Craddock! I’m with the Great City police!”
Craddock stared at him, his shock slowly replacing with anger. “Did you catch him? That damned thief made off with my money!”
“We’ve been after the Moon Man for ages, I’m afraid. I took off after him but he had a car waiting.”
“Worthless police!” Craddock exclaimed. He shoved Thatcher aside, moving towards the exit. “I’ll take care of him my own way if I have to…”
Thatcher watched him go, feeling quite satisfied. He’d gained a good bit of loot tonight, enough to help a lot of needy people… and he’d been able to stick it to a slick operator like Craddock while doing so.
“You look like the cat that ate the canary,” Sue whispered, sashaying up beside him. “My dad’s on his way — I called in the tip.”
“Good girl,” Steve replied. He put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Let’s go greet him, shall we?”

CHAPTER III
The Golden Dagger

Max Davies perilously balanced on a thin stretch of rock, while the ocean waves crashed down below. He wore the long black cloak of the Peregrine, which was flapping wildly in the strong winds, making it difficult for him to maintain his balance. From the direction he’d come he heard the sounds of pursuit: Nazis, at least four of them, each armed with automatic weapons. They had zealously guarded the prize which Max now clutched against his chest: an ancient manuscript describing, in detail, the treasures of the Knights Templar. Though some of the details within could have increased his wealth immensely, Max had no interest in such. He had stolen the book from the German occultists because it held the true origins of a golden dagger that he had held in his possession for several years.
Max had a slightly olive complexion to his skin and wavy black hair, the sort that made women want to run their fingers through it. He favored well-tailored suits and wide-brimmed hats, but today his handsome features were hidden beneath a billowing cloak and a small domino-style mask that ended in a bird-like “beak” over his nose.
The Peregrine moved forward, trying to make it to the other side of the mountain before the Nazis caught up to him. He took his steps cautiously, aware that there would be no hope of survival if he fell the more than two hundred feet to the surf below. The jungles of Brazil were not his usual stomping grounds and they came with dangers that he was not normally faced with in Atlanta.
He had just stepped foot on the other side when a voice bellowed after him. “Thief!” the man yelled in German. Max understood him well enough, for he was fluent in almost every language on Earth.
Replying in the man’s same tongue, the Peregrine answered, “This book doesn’t belong to you either, my friend! Just be glad I didn’t kill you when I had the chance!”
The scarred visage of his opponent darkened in rage. “I will hunt you down, Herr Peregrine! I will make sure you die — slowly and painfully!”
The Peregrine turned, ignoring the threats. He had heard similar things before and never paid them any heed. The scar on his left palm burned incessantly, but that was nothing new either. He had received it as a parting “gift” from a demonic entity three months ago and its presence had made his work all the more difficult. Those with occult senses could now trace his movements, making it nearly impossible for him to sneak up on them. That had led to a bout of gunfire earlier in the evening, but he’d escaped unscathed.
At the base of the mountain, he found one more disappointment, however. Two of the Nazis had found his modified car, a pitch-black vehicle that made no sound whatsoever and which could travel several hundred miles on a single fueling.
The first of them, a broad-shouldered brute with a short, bristled haircut whirled to face him. “So! This odd car does belong to you…”
“Brilliant deduction, Mr. Holmes,” the Peregrine taunted. He slipped the manuscript into the folds of his cloak, pulling forth two pistols of his own. “Why don’t you and Fritz back away from the car?”
The second man sneered, but waited for the first to give the order to fire. The broad-shouldered man merely smiled, keeping his gun pointed at the Peregrine’s chest. Overhead, the moon hung full in the sky and the hot, humid air seemed particularly oppressive.
“Herr Peregrine, we have no desire to kill you… but we will, if need be. Who do you work for? Some Zionist guild, perhaps?”
Max rolled his eyes at that, but said nothing. Instead, he took one step forward, fingers twitching on the triggers of his guns.
“Stay where you are!” the Nazi shouted.
“You’re supposed to bring me in alive, aren’t you?” the Peregrine whispered. “Is that why you haven’t fired yet?”
“We have been given orders to defend ourselves if need be…” the Nazi answered. He seemed to be in no hurry to instigate combat, perhaps because he had heard how ferociously the Peregrine had fought his comrades earlier.
“You’d best do that, then.” The Peregrine sprang into action, firing both pistols while simultaneously jumping to his left. While the Nazis struggled to respond in kind, his bullets ripped into their legs, sending them moaning to the ground and making their own shots go askew.
The Peregrine kicked their weapons away from them, feeling a strange compulsion to end their lives. Earlier in his career, he would have done just that, making sure that they did not live to trouble him another day. But an encounter with the mysterious Mr. Benson had left him with a changed outlook on that: avoid unnecessary murder and Mr. Benson would make sure that the authorities worked with the Peregrine, rather than against him.
Max settled into his car and sped away, leaving the two Nazis writhing in the dirt. He had memorized the path through the jungle and he knew that a plane was waiting for him in a clearing not more than three miles away. The car would fit smoothly into the cargo hold of said plane and then he’d be on his way back to his home in Atlanta. Evelyn was away filming Return of the Queen of Atlantis, another in a long line of bodice-ripping adventure yarns, but he was still anxious to return to the States.
Within moments, the Peregrine was onboard his specially built plane and was taking off into the air. After setting the controls to automatic, he pulled the manuscript from his pocket and flipped through it, ignoring everything until he found a drawing of the golden dagger.
Max ran his fingers over the words, memorizing them.
The mystic blade known as the Knife of Elohim is said to have been soaked in the blood of Christ on the day of his crucifixion. It has had many owners, but came into the possession of the Knights in the 11th Century, becoming one of our most potent weapons against evil. The wielder of the blade is able to pierce the hides of animals that are immune to all other weapons and is protected by the grace of our savior.

The Peregrine grunted. He had traveled the world enough to gain a healthy appreciation of all religions, not just Christianity. Nevertheless, there was certainly something powerful about the weapon, leading him to believe that at least some of what he was reading was true.
Max set the manuscript aside, pulling the dagger from the sheath he wore at his waist. The golden blade glimmered in the dim lighting. Holding it seemed to lessen the pain in his left palm and Max sighed to himself, wondering what madness lay waiting for him when he did finally make it home. It seemed more and more like his life was one adventure after another. Truth be told, he sometimes enjoyed it, especially when Evelyn or McKenzie were at his side. But he was also growing older — he would turn 38 later this year, having been born at the turn of the century. How much longer could he withstand the rigors of age? Evelyn was several years younger and had begun broaching the subject of children… would it be fair to bring them into this dangerous lifestyle of his? Could he avoid putting them at risk?
Such thoughts loomed large through the rest of the flight.

CHAPTER IV
Craddock’s Plea

Max Davies had a slightly olive complexion to his skin and wavy black hair, the sort that made women want to run their fingers through it. He favored well-tailored suits and wide-brimmed hats, but was going decidedly casual today, wearing a pair of pressed slacks and a sweater vest over a tan-colored shirt.
The clothing suited his surroundings. William McKenzie’s office was not the sort that you usually associated with a police chief in a major American city, but then again William McKenzie was not your usual police chief. The youngest to hold the position in the entire country, McKenzie had an easy air about him that spoke of endless enthusiasm and a tireless dedication to his duty. Unfortunately, he was not a tidy housekeeper. Huge stacks of papers lay on every available space and a surprising number of medals and awards were stuffed under desks and beneath tables.
“The Peregrine is not for hire,” Max said, sipping from a glass of water. It was hot in Atlanta, with the temperatures dancing around 100 degrees. As such, Max’s fine clothing was plastered against his skin. Somehow, he managed to make it look good.
“I don’t think Mr. Craddock would look at it that way. He contacted Mr. Benson, who in turn sent Craddock to me. And I’m bringing it to you… so it’s not like you’re out selling your services.”
“Why doesn’t he go to the local authorities? Why turn to a vigilante for help?”
“He doesn’t think the police there can catch this Moon Man character. I know a guy there — Gil McEwen. He’s a grade-A cop, but he’s been made a fool of by the Moon Man, over and over again. Heck, one of their officers was in attendance at the party where the crook made off with Craddock’s loot!”
“What kind of man shows off his cash at a party?” Max wondered.
“An arrogant S.O.B.,” McKenzie admitted. “Look, all I’m asking is that you drop by and see the guy — he’s staying at the Manzini Hotel.”
Max stared into his water, feeling a vague sense of unease. He’d heard about the Moon Man, but only in passing. It sounded like the sort of thing that Benson himself might be interested in… but instead the mysterious figure had elected to pass the case on to another. The entire affair made him remember the events of a few months past, when Benson had paid him an unexpected visit, informing him that he knew about Max’s dual identity and offering a deal: Benson would smooth over the Peregrine’s problems with law enforcement in exchange for Max’s vow to avoid taking lives if possible. In addition, Benson’s organization would aid the Peregrine in other fashions, in return for the Peregrine assisting them on certain cases.
Like this one, apparently.
“I’ll stop by and see him,” Max said, finishing off the last of the water and standing up.
“When’s Evelyn due back?” McKenzie asked, rising to walk Max to the door.
“Not sure. I heard from her last evening and she said the director had called for another week’s worth of filming. Apparently he didn’t like the original ending and wants to rework it.”
“Well, enjoy your temporary return to bachelorhood while you can,” McKenzie joked. His youthful face grew serious. “Do you think we’ll get caught up in that mess in Europe?”
“Hitler, you mean?” Max paused before answering. He’d clashed with enough Nazis in recent times to know their capacity for violence was extremely high. And Hitler’s growing interest in the occult spelled certain trouble. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised. Not at all.”
* * *
The Peregrine crept in through a partially open window, stepping into Craddock’s darkened hotel room. The millionaire was sleeping soundly, his snores echoing off the walls. Max noticed a finely made suit tossed haphazardly over the back of a chair. It was enough to make Max wince — the clothing must have cost a small fortune but Craddock seemed to treat it like an old rag.
Creeping near the bed, Max retrieved a small flashlight from his cloak and turned its burn on, shining it full force into Craddock’s face. The man jumped up, blinking in alarm. “What the hell—?”
A playing card flew through the air, landing atop Craddock’s sheets. It sported a white background, upon which a black bird was captured in flight. “You can call me the Peregrine,” Max whispered, keeping his voice low. “I understand you need my help.”
Craddock clutched at the playing card like a drowning man clinging to a life preserver. “Did the police chief tell you…? About that damned Moon Man?”
“I know he’s a costumed criminal… and that he made off with a small fortune from your party.”
“You’ve got that straight.” Craddock raised a hand to ward off the harsh glare of the flashlight. “Could you lower that thing?”
“No,” the Peregrine answered. He’d read up on Craddock on the way over and he knew about the man’s techniques in earning his fortune. He’d follow the letter of the law in this affair, but he wouldn’t seek out the man’s friendship. “What does the Moon Man spend his loot on?”
“How the hell should I know?” Craddock replied testily. “I’d imagine he’s living it up. Probably has six cars and a harem of women.”
“Over the past few years, he’s made quite a haul, stealing money from the idle rich. But he keeps coming back for more… that makes me think he’s either got some very expensive habits or he’s driven by something more than mere greed. A compulsion, perhaps… or the thrill of the chase.”
“I could care less why he does it or what he spends the cash on. The point is it’s my cash he’s spending!”
The Peregrine abruptly turned off the flashlight, sending the room into pitch-black darkness. “I’ll be in Great City by tomorrow night, Mr. Craddock, and I’ll deal with your Moon Man problem… but I’m doing this only because I owe someone else a favor. From what I know of you, you’re scum… and probably more than deserving of what’s happened to you.”
“You’re gonna plug him?” Craddock asked, a dangerous sort of glee in his voice.
“I won’t kill him, if that’s what you mean. I don’t do that anymore.”
“If you turn him over to the cops in Great City, he’ll be free before morning. They can’t handle him!”
Craddock waited in the dark for a response, but heard none. When he finally worked up the nerve to turn on the small lamp on the nightstand next to his bed, he found that the Peregrine was gone.

CHAPTER V
Invisible Death

“I can’t believe it! The nerve of him!”
Stephen Thatcher stood in the corner of his father’s office, watching as his immediate supervisor, Gil McEwen, vented his frustrations to Steve’s father, the chief of police. Two days had passed since Craddock had returned to the city, his return trumpeted in the newspapers as an indictment of the local police. It was well known that the millionaire had gone in search of help, having abandoned hope that the Great City police force would assist him.
“Calm down, Gil,” the elder Thatcher was advising. With a stern expression, the old man was generally feared around the department. But his expression often softened when he gazed upon his son, whom he loved more than life itself. “Steve told you there was nothing that anybody could do. The Moon Man was in and out of there so fast, it wouldn’t have mattered if we’d had a dozen officers on the scene!”
Gil chewed on the end of an unlit cigar. He was a thirty-year veteran of the force and widely regarded as the finest detective in Great City, but his inability to capture the Moon Man ate away at him. “He’s making us all look like fools, Chief! And now we’ve got Craddock saying he’s bringing some vigilante with him from down South! We can’t let it happen!” Gil leaned forward in his seat. “Let me organize a full task force, Chief. Let Steve handle my usual duties — if I focus every bit of my attention on this case, I can catch him! I know I can!”
“We need you on other cases,” the elder Thatcher cautioned. “I understand your position but I’ve got to look out for the entire city, not just focus on one thief — even one as notable as the Moon Man.”
Gil harrumphed but didn’t argue any further. He recognized the look in the chief’s eyes and knew there was no hope of persuading him.
“Steve, did you find out anything related to where that money was taken?”
Steve stood up straight when his father addressed him, nodding quickly. “Sure did. Stacks of it have shown up all over town, all wrapped up in silver bands of foil. The Moon Man dispersed the money to a local orphanage and to old man Wilkinson, the one who lost his wife last fall and just had a heart attack.”
Gil rubbed his chin. “I just don’t get it. Why does he do it? I’m not even sure he keeps anything for himself!”
“Maybe he’s doing what he thinks is right,” Steve offered.
Gil considered the notion and quickly dismissed it. “Nah. There’s an angle he’s got. We just haven’t figured out what it is yet.”
Steve nodded, as if in agreement, though the man’s words gnawed away at him. How would Gil react if he knew his daughter was dating the Moon Man? Would it make any difference in how Gil viewed the Moon Man’s actions?
“So are we gonna get the money back from those folks?”
Gil’s words brought Steve’s attention back to the conversation. Without thinking, he blurted out “Why would we do that?”
“Because it’s not their money,” Gil replied, staring at him. “That cash belongs to Craddock.”
“But he doesn’t deserve it,” Steve said, his voice quavering. “And those poor people that got the money need it.”
“Sounds to me like you’re forgetting what your job is,” Gil pointed out. “We’re agents of the law. We don’t make those kinds of decisions. It’s Craddock’s money.”
Steve stood his ground, wondering if he’d made a serious miscalculation in revealing where the money had ended up. “We can’t take that money away from them, Gil. It’s not their fault that the cash was stolen from someone else.”
“Yeah, but—”
The conversation came to a halt when the office door flew open, revealing the young face of a rookie cop. “Sorry for interrupting, Chief… but you better turn on the radio!”
Steve saw a nod from his father and did so, turning on a small desktop radio near the window. The voice that came through the air was muffled, like someone was speaking through a mask of some sort.
“It’s been repeating for the past five minutes,” the rookie cop said. “It’s on every station, too!”
“That’s enough, son.” The chief waved the young man out of the office, rising from his seat so that he could join his son and Gil in crowding around the radio. “I bet it’s related to that strange robbery-murder that took place at the bank, Gil. We’ve been waiting for the mastermind behind that to make an appearance ever since that guard told us what happened”
“Maybe this Dr. Lycos is working with the Moon Man,” Gil wondered aloud, drawing a smile from Steve. At least this has turned the conversation away from the money and those poor souls who’ve gotten it, he mused. Steve’s grin disappeared as soon as the madman’s voice on the radio began to grow clearer.
“I repeat,” Lycos was saying, “if the leaders of this city want to avoid a catastrophe of the highest order, they will give in to my demands. My name is Prof. Lycos and I have grown tired of my brilliance helping to line the pockets of my employers… from now on, I’ll use my creations to benefit my own existence! What happened at the bank was nothing more than a test run and I’d imagine that the sole survivor of that attack has made it quite clear that my men and I are deadly serious about getting what we want. Within the hour, details on the amount of money we expect and where we want it delivered will be made clear to the authorities. In the meantime, prepare yourselves for another example of my power!”
“What the heck does that mean?” Gil wondered.
Steve moved over to his father’s desk, plucking up a sealed envelope that had arrived from the coroner’s office just prior to the beginning of the Moon Man discussion. “Dad? Can I open this?”
“Might as well. Maybe the coroner’s report will give us a clue about what that madman’s up to.”
Steve pulled out a small packet of papers, scanning through them quickly. “That gas that Lycos used… when it gets into the lungs of the victim, it begins to solidify into larger and larger chunks of salt and rock. The poor souls are suffocated from the inside out!”
“What a horrible way to go,” Gil murmured, shaking his head.
“Oh lord… he wouldn’t dare!”
Steve looked up from the paper, glancing over at his father, who had just spoken up. “What is it?”
Steve’s father pointed out the window with a trembling finger. “Sound the alarm! Tell everybody who’ll listen to get inside and shut all the windows!”
Steve moved to look outside, the blood freezing in his veins. A zeppelin was on the horizon, partially obscuring the full moon that hung in the sky. From the belly of the great airship protruded a nozzle of some kind… and Steve felt certain that it was spraying invisible death down upon the city below.

CHAPTER VI
The Peregrine in Flight

Max Davies had been in Great City for less than 48 hours, but in that time he had been reminded of both the best and worst about big city life. There was electricity to the air that spoke of endless opportunity… but there was also a coldness that permeated the place. He had checked in to a fine hotel, making sure to pick one that afforded him easy access to and from the city streets below. After getting settled in, he had begun making frequent visits to the local library, scanning through the archives for all stories related to the Moon Man. It was while doing so that he’d come across the peculiar murders at the bank several days before. The whole affair had piqued his interest but it had not deterred him from his primary goal: that being the careful study of the master criminal who had plagued this metropolis for so very long.
He was returning from a visit to the library when he’d heard the screams: panicked and sharp, full of terror. Max was standing near a newsstand at the time and he rushed over immediately, pushing his way through a small crowd of citizens. The group was huddled around a radio, listening intently. “What’s going on?” he asked, shivering a bit from a cold wind that was blowing.
“Some nutcase says he’s gonna show off his power,” a stout fellow to his left said. “Says he’s the one who killed those folks at the bank!”
“Did he say how?”
“I bet it has to do with that thing!” the man replied, pointing upwards. A large airship was passing overhead in the distance, some sort of strange nozzle pointing downwards from the ship’s underbelly. “And I’m gonna get the heck outta here!”
Max ignored the crowd’s dispersing. A few car horns blared as frightened citizens ran through the streets, seeking shelter. Max had read enough of the news to realize that some sort of invisible, odorless gas had killed those poor people in the bank. He stepped into an alleyway, retrieving a small collapsible breathing apparatus from a hidden compartment in his overcoat. The breath mask served a dual purpose, hiding his identity in addition to purifying the air.
The Peregrine ascended up a nearby fire escape ladder, reaching the roof just in time to see the great airship approaching. Max narrowed his eyes and made out a few gas masked figures through the windows of the zeppelin. He glanced around, eager to do something — anything — to prevent what must be occurring, but for long moments there seemed to be nothing he could do. And then he reached into the pocket of his coat, pulling forth a small device that looked like a black matchbook. A small red dial on the center of the device was soon depressed and the Peregrine stood stock still, waiting…
Over the screams below, he heard the approaching engines of his personal airplane. He had flown into the city, parking the unusual craft at an airfield outside the heart of the metropolis. The original had been lost over Germany during an adventure involving the Rosicrucians, but he’d spared no expense in building a second craft — one that would answer his summons, homing in on the signal given off by the strange device he carried on his person at all times.
The ebony colored plane flew low over the rooftops, slowing as it neared its master. The Peregrine timed his movements just so, leaping from the building and landing nimbly on the wing of the craft. The door slid open as he approached and he threw himself in before the winds knocked him askew. Once inside, he pulled off his breathing apparatus and made for the cockpit. The plane was well armed, carrying enough armaments to frighten a horde of fighter craft… one lone airship would pose no threat against it — but how to destroy it without drenching the city below in the strange gas?
The Peregrine’s plane quickly overtook the slower moving airship, a spray of well-placed bullets striking the nozzle that protruded from the ship’s underbelly. The nozzle bent first one way, then the next, before finally shattering into several pieces.
Onboard the airship, the men who served Prof. Lycos stared in surprise. They hadn’t expected to face such resistance — the master’s orders had seemed simple enough: spray the gas over the heart of the city and then flee before the authorities could mobilize a response. Unfortunately, Lycos had not planned on the Peregrine!
The Peregrine flew his plane in a controlled manner, directing just enough gunfire to herd the airship towards the ocean. When he felt certain that they were far enough away from the city that the threat to life was minimized, he opened fire again, strafing the ship enough that it quickly began to lose altitude. He did this as carefully as possible, well aware that the combustible gases onboard the zeppelin could explode at any time, killing the men onboard. He relaxed a bit as several parachutes sprang into view, as the cowards within the ship opted for the better part of valor.
The Peregrine picked up the radio transmitter in the cockpit and directed it towards the local police band. “I count four men in the water, about half a mile outside the city. They won’t be hard to find — not with that zeppelin of theirs beginning to burn. If I were you, I’d move quickly — assuming you want to save all of them.”
The gravelly voice of Gil McEwen answered back. “Who in the blue blazes is this?”
“Men call me the Peregrine,” Max intoned, using some of the techniques he’d learned from Evelyn to deepen his voice melodramatically. She’d convinced him that the need for theatrics was present in his work — and it certainly did make things more fun for him. “I’ve come to deal with the Moon Man problem you gents have been having… but it looks like I’ll have more than just that to keep me busy. I’m sure we’ll talk again soon, officer.”
Before Gil could respond, the Peregrine silenced his radio. He turned his plane back towards the city, knowing that he’d have to fly with his lights dimmed to avoid being tracked. He’d come to Great City with only one goal in mind — that being the capture of the Moon Man — but as he’d told the police officer, it was becoming abundantly clear that there was another, more imminent threat to be dealt with…

CHAPTER VII
Without the Masks

“Damn it!” Gil chewed with renewed vigor on his unlit cigar, pacing up and down the sterile hallways of the Great City Hospital.
Steve stood nearby, arms crossed over his chest. He looked dapper in his police uniform, but he was also bone weary and it showed. After the attack that Lycos had launched, nearly forty people had been hospitalized — with nearly half that many dying within the first half hour. Given how deadly this gas appeared to be, it was daunting to think what the madman could do if his demands weren’t met. “We’ll catch him, Gil. You know we will.”
“And how many more will die before we do, eh?” the older man wondered aloud. He ran a hand through his thinning hair and turned a thankful gaze upon Steve. “Go on home, will ya? You don’t have to stay. Or at least go back to the station and wait for that madman’s instructions to arrive.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Steve answered firmly. “I… love her, too.”
Gil nodded, swallowing hard. “You’re gonna make a great son-in-law someday.”
I doubt you’d say that if you knew about the Moon Man, Steve mused. But I appreciate the sentiment regardless.
Both men looked up as a doctor emerged from behind a set of swinging doors. “Gentlemen,” he said, nodding at them both. “Ms. McEwen received only a light dosage of the gas — she’s luckier than most I’ve seen tonight.”
“How bad is it?” Gil asked. Steve placed a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. Sue meant everything to her father and the normally tough-as-nails cop had nearly fallen to pieces when he’d received the call from the hospital. Steve had barely been any better, truth be told.
“She’s going to be okay, but I’d like to keep her at the hospital for another 24 hours. The damage wasn’t severe but she still has some difficulty breathing.”
“Thanks, doc.” Gil quickly shook the man’s hand. “Can we see her?”
“Yes… but please keep it brief. She needs her rest.”
Steve started in after his partner, but hesitated when another figure emerged from a nearby stairwell. Steve recognized him at once, having spotted his face on society pages. Max Davies, a wealthy socialite who’d moved to Atlanta some years back… his marriage to Evelyn Gould had caught many people’s attention. “Gil, you go on inside. You should have a moment alone with her.”
“I’ll give you two lovebirds one in return,” Gil promised.
When the police detective was gone, Steve moved over to Mr. Davies, who was chatting with the same doctor who had treated Sue. To Steve’s surprise, Max appeared to be flashing a badge of some kind and his questions were not the ones to be expected from a socialite. “Can you get me copies of the tests you’ve conducted tonight? I’ll need them as soon as possible.”
“Sir,” the doctor was saying, shaking his head. “There are ethical concerns here. These patients are trusting me not to just turn over their medical records to anyone who asks.”
“Cross out their names, then. I just need to know the toxicology results and any pertinent details about the victims — age, physical condition, etc.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” the doctor replied, moving away from him.
Max frowned, knowing that even if the doctor decided to ignore his request, the information would end up in his hands regardless — only the manner in which he gained it might change. If necessary, the Peregrine would take what he needed, for the good of mankind.
“Mr. Davies,” Steve said, moving up beside Max. “I didn’t realize you were an amateur sleuth.”
“Do I know you, Mr.…?”
“Stephen Thatcher.”
Max shook the officer’s hand, feeling a tingling at the base of his skull. The mental powers he possessed were annoyingly inconsistent, but something about Mr. Thatcher seemed to set them off. “Son of the police chief, I take it?”
“Sure am. So what brings you to Great City?”
Max shrugged, glancing around at the men and women hurrying by. “I’m here visiting friends, actually. When I heard about the awful crimes that had occurred, I grew curious and decided to stop by the hospital.”
“Where you happened to flash some sort of identification before asking for privileged medical information?” Steve pressed, keeping his smile in place.
If Max felt uncomfortable, he didn’t let it show. “Amateur sleuth… like you said.”
“What’s the name of your friend? I might know him,” Steve continued.
“I doubt it.” Max nodded again. “Sorry to run, Mr. Thatcher, but I’m going to be late for an appointment. Nice to meet you.”
“Same here — but if you don’t mind, leave the detective work to the professionals.”
Max laughed good-naturedly, walking briskly towards the stairs. Steve watched him go, but something gnawed away at him. This whole business with Mr. Davies was incredibly suspicious… and suddenly things seemed to fall into place. Davies had fled to the South under suspicions of being the vigilante known as the Peregrine. Curiously, despite the fact that both Davies and the Peregrine were subsequently active in the same city once more, no arrests had ever been made — in fact, word had been sent out a few months back that Davies was 100 % cleared of suspicion and was not to be troubled any further. But now Davies was in Great City, just as the Peregrine was? It didn’t take a master detective to piece this one together.
Steve cast a glance at the door to Sue’s room. He’d spend a few minutes with her, but then he needed to change clothing. The Moon Man was going to pay Mr. Davies a visit… and find out what the heck was really going on.

CHAPTER VIII
The Madman’s Rant

Prof. Lycos paced back and forth, his anger seething forth. “The Peregrine! What’s he doing here?”
A fellow dressed in black watched him with concern, hoping that his master’s wrath was not about to be turned in his direction. He was named Smitty and he’d served with Lycos longer than anyone else, having known the professor when he’d been a chemist working the right side of the fence. “Don’t know for sure, boss… but word on the street is that he’s not here for you at all. He’s after the Moon Man.”
Lycos stopped immediately, his breath sounding quite loud through the gas mask he wore. Smitty knew that a chemical accident had badly scarred Lycos’ features and some in the gang wondered if it hadn’t unbalanced his mind, as well. Lycos wore the mask 24 hours a day, even when there was no risk of being exposed to the gas they’d all dubbed the Gasping Death. It was said that Lycos had a terrible fear of people seeing his face — and had killed everyone who had. “Interesting. Perhaps they’ll keep each other so occupied that we’ll be able to proceed without further interference.”
“Uh, boss,” Smitty said, hesitating before bringing up what would be a thorny subject. “The cops… they recovered our guys from the blimp. And they got some of the Gasping Death solution, too — not much, ’cause the guys had emptied most of it before the Peregrine shot ’em down, but they do have some of it now.”
Lycos waved a hand dismissively. “The brutes they employ won’t be able to crack my formula. The Gasping Death is my life’s work — no, we have no concerns there. But as for our men… they may talk in hopes of getting lenient sentences. Something will have to be done about that.”
Smitty watched in confusion as his employer moved to a closet and retrieved a small radio transmitter. The hidden base that they called home had been paid for with dirty money and the authorities wouldn’t be able to trace Lycos to it… but he’d had the same fears about their boys talking to the cops. The question was what did Lycos think he could do about it?
“All of you enjoyed that feast I paid for after the bank heist, didn’t you?” Lycos asked, flipping a dial and activating the transmitter. An eerie hum filled the air.
“Sure we did, boss. It was the biggest meal some of us had ever eaten.”
“Implanted within the food were small capsules that can rest in the lining of the stomach for up to four years.” Lycos looked over at Smitty. “If any of the boys get out of line… this transmitter will cause the capsule to break apart, releasing highly concentrated does of the Gasping Death into their bloodstream.”
Smitty felt a shiver of revulsion go down his spine. He pictured those poor souls right now, their bodies seizing up in terrible agony. There would be no hope for them — not with the stuff already inside them. He placed a hand on his own belly as he thought about the full ramifications of the professor’s words. “You could kill me too, couldn’t you?” he asked.
“Of course… but I won’t need to do that, will I?” Lycos asked teasingly. “Because you’re going to be loyal to the end, aren’t you?”
“Of course I will, boss. To the end.”
Lycos nodded, finally turning off the transmitter. It only needed to be run briefly — once the order was received by the capsule in their bellies, things would proceed along their own course. “I have a package I want delivered to the police chief. I won’t be as nice from now on — this Peregrine has made me angry!”
Smitty moved to do as his master wanted — now that he knew just how far gone Lycos was, there was no alternative.

CHAPTER IX
Evelyn Returns

Max sat in bed, eyes tightly closed. There was a pounding in the back of his skull, a familiar sort of agony that had haunted him since his childhood. The act of seeing his father gunned down had set in motion a series of events that would eventually lead to the creation of the Peregrine. Foremost amongst these events was that Max’s father, Warren Davies, remained behind on Earth as a ghost. Warren haunted his son, helping to awaken the boy’s latent mental abilities in the hopes that he would grow into the sort of man who would take revenge on the types of criminals who had slain him. Through vivid, sometimes painful visions, Max’s father was able to give his son clues to the future… warnings of evil tidings that would threaten innocents.
Those visions were more painful than usual now. They seemed to cause a terrible ache in the demon-induced scar on Max’s left palm, making it burn horribly.
At the moment, however, Max merely gritted his teeth and rode out the vision, carefully sorting through its contents in hopes of discovering what direction the Peregrine should take.
Max saw himself standing in the middle of a burning building, expensive tapestries going up in flames. The Moon Man was there, his features hidden behind an odd helmet shaped of Argus glass, painted to resemble the craggy terrain of the moon. The third man there was obviously Prof. Lycos, for he wore a long overcoat and a gas mask, matching the descriptions given by witnesses to the bank heist. Max could tell that he himself was injured, for blood flowed freely from a wound on his left side… but far more painful was the intense throbbing in his palm. The scar given him by Nyarlathotep felt like it was about to split open…
Max gasped as the vision passed, leaving him covered in sweat and his heart hammering. In recent times, he’d come to some sort of relationship with his deceased father — in fact, he’d thought once or twice that they might actually become friends. But when he sent these damned visions it eradicated all the good will that Max felt for the man. Each and every one of them came directly from the realm beyond life, channeled from Max’s father directly into his son’s psyche.
A soft rapping at his hotel room door made him jump, but he was soon on his feet, pistol in hand. “Who’s there?” he asked, raising his voice so that it could be heard clearly through the walls.
“Open the door and find out,” a familiar voice answered and it filled him with pleasure to hear it.
“Evelyn,” he exclaimed, pulling open the door so quickly that he forgot that he still held the pistol in his grip. He followed her surprised gaze and tossed it away, pulling her to him. She looked ravishing, her auburn-tinted hair full of curls and her eyes sparkling. “How on earth did you find me?”
“I heard about the Peregrine on the radio,” she explained, kissing his cheek and breezing into the room, several small bags in her arms. “And since filming ended a bit early, I took the train to Great City. And here I am, ready to help.”
Max grinned, setting his gun down on the nightstand. Ever since she’d discovered his dual identity, Evelyn had served as his makeshift sidekick — or “partner,” to use the term she preferred. In truth, she’d come a long way in that regard and had actually saved his life on several occasions. “I actually have a dual purpose at the moment: I’m supposed to tracking down the Moon Man, but there’s also the matter of this Prof. Lycos.”
“All the more reason to have a partner about,” Evelyn said. She put her hands on her hips and regarded him. “You look simply awful.”
“Why thank you, dear,” he deadpanned. “I had a vision. I think this Lycos fellow is more dangerous than I would have first thought. His Gasping Death gas has the entire city in an uproar and I can’t blame them. It’s a horribly gruesome way to die.”
Evelyn nodded, absorbing his words before speaking. It was one of the things he loved most about her — the way she analyzed every situation before acting. “Then I’d say deal with Lycos first. He is a sadist and a murderer. The Moon Man’s a simple thief.”
“My thinking as well. In fact, I…”
Max’s words trailed off as both husband and wife heard a small thumping sound against his hotel room window.
“What was that?” Evelyn asked, watching as her husband moved to open the curtains.
“I have no idea… but it sounded odd, didn’t it?”
Max pulled the curtains apart and blinked in surprise. What he saw seemed patently absurd at first, but a rapid realization hit him that this was no dream or joke. Balanced perilously on the small ledge outside the window was the Moon Man… and he held the muzzle of a gun tight against the glass, pointed directly at Max’s head.
“Mr. Davies,” the domed figure said, his voice sounding oddly distorted by the strange mask. “May I come in?”
“I don’t see where you’re leaving me any choice,” Max replied, unlatching the window and swinging it open. “If you’re looking to steal from me, you’re out of luck. I’m traveling light.”
The Moon Man paused when he realized that Davies wasn’t alone… but there was no turning back now, not with Sue lying ill in the hospital and that maniac Lycos still on the loose. “Actually,” he began, dropping to his feet on the carpeted floor. “I wanted to discuss the Peregrine.”

CHAPTER X
Clash of Heroes

It was Evelyn who acted first, surprising both men with her actions. She sprang forward, throwing her left leg up in a deadly arc. Her foot struck the Moon Man squarely on the side of his helmet, knocking him off-balance and causing his aim to drift.
Max moved to take advantage, grabbing hold of the vigilante’s wrist and wrestling with him for control of the pistol. He didn’t harbor any doubts about whether or not the Moon Man knew of his dual identity — it was quite obvious from his presence that he knew Max and the Peregrine were one and the same — so he threw caution to the wind and yelled “Evelyn! My gun!”
Max’s wife was already there, pulling the specially modified weapon up into her grip. She pointed it at the struggling men but held off on firing for fear of hitting her lover.
“Mr. Davies,” the Moon Man hissed, his voice sounding oddly distorted by the helmet. “Don’t do this.”
“You’re the one barging into another man’s apartment,” Max pointed out.
The Moon Man suddenly relaxed his grip, allowing Max to momentarily take control of the gun. Using boxing techniques taught him by Angel, the Moon Man belted his opponent hard in the chin. Max flew backwards, the gun landing on the floor, where it slid under the bed.
Max wiped at his bloodied lower lip with the back of a hand before retaliating. Unlike the Moon Man, Max had traveled the world, training under many of the greatest fighters known to man. He parried another attack from the Moon Man, feinted to his left, and then kicked the vigilante’s legs out from under him.
The Moon Man, however, was not so easily foiled. He rolled out of the way of a finishing blow, managing to drive the back of his elbow into Max’s side. “I don’t want to hurt you, Davies. Honestly. I’m not the man you think I am! “
“Really? And what kind of man are you exactly? “
The Moon Man backed away, gasping. Evelyn had a clean shot now, but something held her back. She wanted to give this helmeted figure a chance to explain himself. “The kind who risks his life on a daily basis, Mr. Davies. The kind of man who takes the ill-gotten gains from those who profit off the suffering of others and makes sure that those monies end up in the hands of the needy.”
“You’re wanted for murder, remember?” Max retorted.
The Moon Man sighed, raising his hands in submission. “I’m innocent… but that’s going to haunt me for the rest of my days. Look… sometimes you have to go outside the law to see justice done. You have done it often enough, haven’t you? Why would you even try to bring me in?”
“It’s… a favor to a friend.” Max relaxed his stance, shaking his head as he did so. “You’re right, though. My actions as the Peregrine aren’t much different than yours. I wonder if Benson knows that. Maybe he wanted me to come here to learn some lesson about myself.”
“Honey,” Evelyn whispered. “You’re doing it again.”
“Doing what?”
“That thing where you think out loud and disturb people.”
“Sorry.” Max rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “So… let’s start over. What did you come here for?”
The Moon Man knelt, reaching under the bed to retrieve his pistol. He put it away carefully, aware that Evelyn was still watching him, her own gun held at the ready. “I can’t afford to waste time worrying about you hunting me down… not when Lycos is out there killing people. I need you to either get out of Great City and leave me be or work together with me to bring in this killer!”
“Do it,” Evelyn urged. “There’s no point in the two of you working at odds with one another when you have so much in common.”
Max nodded, offering a hand to the Moon Man. “I’m game for it. The Peregrine’s at your side, Moon Man.”
The Moon Man hesitated before reaching up to remove his Argus glass helmet. When his handsome and slightly disheveled features came into view, he grinned. “Call me Stephen.”

CHAPTER XI
New Allies

Ned “Angel” Dargan sat in the dingy top room of the tenement flat that the Moon Man used as a base of operations, impatiently wondering where his employer was. He’d received the call less than an hour ago, telling him to meet at their usual location — but there had been sign of the Moon Man in the time since.
Angel looked out the window, noticing the clouds that obscured the lunar surface above. He truly believed in the work that the Moon Man did but he also knew it was only a matter of time before the long arm of the law finally snaked its grip around them both. What would happen to poor Mr. Thatcher? His career would be ruined… it was one thing for a palooka like Angel to go to the Big House, but it’d be a shame to have such a thing happen to the Moon Man.
A tell-tale squeak from below made Angel’s ears perk up. The downtrodden building was perfectly suited for the needs of the Robin Hood of Crime — and several of the floorboards below had carefully arranged to provide ample warning of someone entering the establishment and making for the room upstairs. Angel moved to stand next to the door, his slab-like fists closed. There were multiple footsteps ascending the stairs and Angel knew that only the Moon Man knew of the place’s location.
When the door creaked open, Angel sprang into action. The figure who had emerged first was wearing a long coat and some sort of odd mask that ended in a bird-like point over his nose. “Say yer prayers, pal!” Angel warned, drawing back a balled fist.
The stranger was quick, however, leaning back to use Angel’s bulk against him. The former prizefighter tumbled over, landing hard on his back.
“Hold it!” a familiar voice yelled from the doorway and Angel peered up to see the eerily garbed Moon Man entering. “It’s my fault, Angel! I should have come in first. These folks are on our side!”
Angel accepted the Moon Man’s help back up to his feet, gazing suspiciously at the masked figure and the stunning beauty that had also entered the room. “Who’s the dame?” he asked, finding her somewhat familiar in appearance.
“Evelyn Gould,” Steve whispered. “And the gentleman is the Peregrine!”
“The Peregrine!” Angel parroted. “But, boss, isn’t he on your trail?”
“We’ve made our peace,” the Moon Man replied. “For the good of the city, we’re going to unite in our attempts to track down Lycos.”
“You don’t live here, do you?” Evelyn asked, looking at the ramshackle surroundings.
“No. This is just a safe house for Angel and I to meet,” the Moon Man replied. He felt strangely embarrassed about the place, which he’d never been before. “Angel, have you heard anything on the newswire or the police band?”
Angel shrugged, looking somewhat bashfully at Evelyn. “I’ve seen your pictures, miss. You looked especially nice in that one about Atlantis and—”
“Angel…” the Moon Man prompted.
“Sorry, boss. No, I ain’t heard nothin’ except for the police telling everybody to be on alert. And they say they’re running a search on this Lycos character.”
“I’ve beat them to it,” Max said. “On the way over I contacted some friends of mine in a group called the Nova Alliance. One of them — a nice chap named Lamont — gave me the full rundown on Lycos.”
“How did you manage to contact them?” the Moon Man asked. “Short-wave radio?”
“A specially modified version,” the Peregrine explained. He produced a small boxy apparatus with a pair of rabbit-ear antenna on top. “Allows everyone on the same wavelength to stay in touch.”
“Well, don’t keep us in suspense!” Angel exclaimed. “What did you find out?”
“The professor’s first name is Travis. Apparently, he used to work for Schlessinger Chemicals, a large firm based out of Maryland — they’ve recently become the source of a government investigation into their dealings with certain European nations. Part of the concerns the Feds have is that Schlessinger has apparently been working on chemical weaponry. One of the higher-ups on their projects was Prof. Lycos. Two years ago, Lycos was involved in a terrible explosion — resulted in the deaths of nearly twenty people and over $1,000 in damages. Lycos was hospitalized for quite some time and the treating physicians described his mental condition as worsening daily. Schlessinger didn’t want any scandals involving one of their top scientists being institutionalized so they paid his way out onto the streets… from there, things get a bit fuzzier, but it seems that Lycos continued his work on his chemical weapon. He performed a few hits for the mob while testing its properties and eventually collected a criminal gang of his own.”
“Seems like small potatoes to hold up Great City,” the Moon Man offered. “He could make a lot more going overseas to visit the Axis.”
“He’s insane, remember?” Evelyn reminded them. “So we’re headed off to the airfield then?”
“I think that’s the wisest course of action,” Max agreed. “Do you need to check in with the station?” he asked Steve.
“I’ll give them a brief call and then I’ll check on Sue. After I do that, I’m ready to go.”
Angel leaned over to the Moon Man, whispering “What airfield is he talking about?”
“There had to be a place nearby where that zeppelin of the professor’s could have been housed. The old abandoned airfield is the only answer. There’s even a house on the property!”
“How long before dawn?” Evelyn asked.
Angel checked his pocket watch, smiling at her shyly. “Three hours or so, Miss.”
“Let’s not waste any more time, then.” Evelyn stood up, her eyes moving from the Moon Man to her dramatically garbed husband. “What a pair the two of you make!”
The Moon Man nodded to the Peregrine. “It’s going to be an honor,” he said.
“Same here,” Max responded.
Together, the four heroes moved out of the building. Lurking in their near future was a confrontation with a lunatic and none of them took this lightly but there was an undeniable bounce in their steps as they descended the stairs. It was all too rare that men and women of a heroic bent met others of similar nature… but today was one of those days.

CHAPTER XII
The Dark Man

Lycos sat down on the small cot in his private quarters, anger flaring through him. He’d thought for certain his plan would work — how could it not? Unlike many other cities, there were no costumed vigilantes in this area to interfere with his scheme: nowhere to be found where the likes of the Spider, the Shadow, G-8 and his Battle Aces or the arrogant Doc Savage. No, in Great City, there was only the Moon Man… another criminal like Lycos himself.
But then had come the Peregrine, flying north from his Atlanta home. Why had the man come here? Had one of the men in Lycos’ gang tipped off the vigilante? Was it Smitty?
“Paranoia runs deep in you, doesn’t it?”
Lycos jerked his head up, his hands going to his face. His mask was still there, thankfully. He took it off only rarely and never in front of strangers. But who had spoken? The voice belonged to no one he knew. “Who’s there?” he asked into the darkness.
A figure emerged, barely discernible in the gloom. He wore a dark suit and had a dark cast to his skin, like that of an Egyptian. His hair came to a small widow’s peak on his forehead and eyes that seemed as old as time stared out from under a thick brow. “I am called by many names, Professor. But the one I favor most frequently is Nyarlathotep.”
“Your name… sounds oddly familiar to me.”
“Have you wandered alone on a moonlit street in the dead of winter, when all around feels cold and dead? The wind blows softly, rustling the multicolored leaves at your feet and you could almost swear that the rats lurking just beyond your vision are talking, gibbering… that is my name they speak. Your ears hear it, though your brain denies it.”
Lycos swallowed hard. “How did you get past my men?”
“Only those who choose to see me may do so.” Nyarlathotep moved forward, kneeling before the professor’s cot. “An enemy of mine — the Peregrine — comes for you tonight.”
“He knows where I am?” Lycos asked, alarmed.
“He comes with the Moon Man at his side,” the stranger continued, ignoring the question. “I can help you prepare for him. I can help you… in many ways. But you have to give me something in return.”
“What?”
“Nothing that you’ll need, I assure you.” Nyarlathotep reached for the professor’s hand, clutching with his own. Lycos shivered at the touch, for it was as cold as the grave. “All I require… is your soul.”
Lycos stared into the ancient eyes, seeing doorways to places and times undreamt of. Whatever war was going on between the masters that this stranger served and those who directed the Peregrine was far greater than any concerns that Lycos might have had… but the war had come to Lycos nonetheless. “After I kill the Peregrine,” Lycos muttered, so entranced by the man’s gaze that he gave no thought at all to the fact that the Moon Man — a criminal by all accounts — was traveling with the vigilante. “What happens then?”
“You use the powers I’m going to give you to do whatever you please,” Nyarlathotep replied. “Do as thou wilt,” he chuckled. “Do you want it, Travis? Do you want what I have to offer?”
“Yes,” Lycos replied. “Give me the power to take what I want.”
Nyarlathotep smiled, channeling a wild sort of magic into the scientist. The pain was intense and caused Lycos to howl like a wounded animal… “Welcome to servitude, Prof. Lycos,” Nyarlathotep whispered.

CHAPTER XIII
Words of Strength and Loss

The setting was the same as it had been the last few times Max had visited his father: that of a snow-covered mountain in the deepest reaches of Tibet. It was here that the series of events that had culminated in the opening of Lucifer’s Cage had begun… and for some reason it had come to symbolize the slowly thawing relationship between father and son.
Warren Davies sat outside the small temple that dominated the mountaintop, dressed in the same clothes he’d worn the night he’d died. Like his son, Warren was an intensely handsome man with dark wavy hair and a penetrating gaze. He stared out into the field of white, watching silently as his son approached. Though this place was merely an astral projection, he noted with interest that his son was dressed not as Max Davies, but rather as the nocturnal avenger known as the Peregrine.
“Son,” Warren said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I need help.”
“Of course you do. It’s not like you stop by for small talk, is it?”
The Peregrine frowned at his father’s words, feeling the sting of truth in them. “Why should I treat you with kindness? You pushed me into being something that I might not have been otherwise.”
“Don’t all fathers do that? Besides, you’ve turned out well. If you hadn’t been the Peregrine, you never would have found Evelyn.”
“I want to talk about the last vision you sent me.”
Warren gestured for his son to sit in the snow. “Take a load off.”
Max hesitated but then relented, sitting down heavily a few feet from the ghostly apparition. “My hand hurt like hell in the vision. Why? There’s nothing supernatural about this Lycos…”
“There was nothing supernatural about Lycos,” his father corrected him. “I’ve seen things… vague and hazy, as usual… that indicate that the Dark Man is working against you.”
A chill ran down Max’s spine. Nyarlathotep… dark messenger of the chaos gods who lurked just beyond the psyche of modern man. He had been the power behind a madman named Darkholme some years back and had then played a role in the Lucifer’s Cage affair, though it had been behind the scenes. He had taken a more direct involvement in the so-called Kingdom of Blood adventure, going so far as to “mark” the Peregrine so that all his agents would sense the hero’s approach. “Why does he think I’m so important?”
“It’s just the way things work. You’re aware of him. You’ve interfered with his plan… that makes you a threat. He doesn’t like mortals who cross his paths and don’t run away screaming. That makes him feel weak… and it threatens his place in the hierarchy around him. His masters aren’t very forgiving of failure.”
“Do you have any suggestions about how to deal with him?”
The elder Davies paused before responding. When he finally did speak, his voice had an odd tone to it that Max had never heard before. “Focus on your love for Evelyn. In the end, it’s love that keeps the whole world spinning ’round.”
“Are you all right?” Max asked, concerned despite his usual anger towards his father.
“You won’t be able to come here again… at least not to see me.”
“Why not?”
“Because my time is nearly up… I was able to keep my spirit tethered to you for a very long period but nothing is forever.” Warren Davies reached out and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “It’s time for the Peregrine — and Max Davies — to stand on his own two feet.”
“The visions…”
“Will continue, I’m sorry to say. All I’ve done is opened your mind to something that’s far greater than my power. You’re attuned to a radio wave of sorts — one that’s not audible to most people. But some are able to tap into it and use it as a warning system or sorts. That’s what you have now. My last gift to you, I suppose.”
Max found himself unable to speak for a moment. For so long he’d harbored ill will towards his father for having turned him into a killing machine… but now he was faced with the fact that he was about to lose his father for a second time. He was surprised by how much it hurt. “There must be some way to save you…”
“There’s nothing to save,” Warren replied with a laugh. “I’m not going off to the inferno, you know, though I don’t blame you if that’s what you were expecting. What comes next isn’t going to be so bad… but it does mean that you and I won’t be able to talk for awhile.”
“I… really don’t know what to say.”
Warren’s normally stern expression melted into a mask of compassion. “I am sorry for the pain that you had to suffer through. But I really think it’s worth it when you think of all the lives you’ve saved. My death seemed so meaningless but it’s not that way at all… not as long as you’re alive and well.”
“I love you,” Max blurted out. He felt embarrassed to say it, but for a moment it was like the little child who’d watched his father die was back again.
“I love you, too.” Warren took his hand away and stared out into the horizon. “I think this will be the last time you face Nyarlathotep, son. I can tell you that much. Win or lose, it’s going to end.”
“But I can’t kill something like him… can I? He’s virtually a God.”
“That is not dead which can eternal lie — for o’er strange eons even death may die…”
“You’re talking crazy,” Max replied.
“It’s an old saying — it applies to the masters Nyarlathotep serves, but it might apply here as well. Nyarlathotep inhabits a physical form… one that can be destroyed. It would be a long, long time before it could reform. He wouldn’t return until long after your lifetime was over.”
“When do you have to leave?” Max asked, returning to the previous subject.
“That’s up to you. When you go away… I will, too.”
Max remained where he was, silent. Taking a deep breath, he said “Well, I guess we should have ourselves a long talk then, shouldn’t we?”
Warren nodded, his eyes growing moist. “I think we should. I really, really do.”

CHAPTER XIV
The Proposal

Sue opened her eyes, feeling a great weight in her chest. Every breath hurt like the dickens but it was still better than how it had felt just a few hours before. Through the gloom of her hospital room, she could make out a familiar shape seated nearby, watching her closely. “Steve?” she asked, her voice reduced to nothing more than a whisper.
“It’s me, honey.” Steve moved his seat closer so that he could take Sue’s hand in his. “I talked to your dad a few minutes ago… he’s worried sick about you.”
“Have you caught that Lycos person yet?”
“No,” he laughed. “I can’t believe you’re more concerned with that than with your father’s worry.”
“Daddy’s a grown man and he’s got more experience handling stress than you or I will hopefully ever have.” Her beautiful blue eyes fixed on his. “So you haven’t caught him?”
“No, but I’m working on it. We’re about to take a trip out to the madman’s base. Hopefully things will go smoothly once we’re there.”
“Angel’s going with you?”
“I’m going with the Peregrine and his wife.”
“The Peregrine?”
“A vigilante from down South. He’s here to capture the Moon Man, but I’ve convinced him that there are bigger fish to be fried.”
“What about after Lycos is captured? Will he turn on you then?”
“I think I can trust him. He’s a lot like me… and seeing him with his wife made me realize something.”
Sue felt her heart speed along like a locomotive. Something in Steve’s voice made her feel weak in the knees. “Yes?”
“Let’s not wait any longer… as soon as I’m done with this, let’s get married!”
“Oh, Steve!” Sue leaned forward in her bed and embraced her beloved. “Nothing in this world would make me happier!”
“Good… tomorrow we’ll tell your father that we’re going to set a date.” The happy couple kissed before Steve pulled away. “I have to go.”
“Be careful,” she whispered. The weight in her chest seemed to have lifted, leaving her feeling like she was floating through space.
Steve nodded briskly, moving out into the hallway before she could see the tears of happiness in his eyes. Once he’d made it downstairs and on to the street, he saw that Angel was waiting with the roadster.
“What did she say, boss?” Angel asked, wearing a knowing grin.
“You’re talking to a soon to be married man, Angel. No more waiting around for us.”
“I knew it!” the big man exclaimed. He pulled a shocked Steve into a tight embrace before stepping back in embarrassment. “I mean… congratulations, boss.”
“Thanks, Angel. You’re a good friend.” Steve ran a hand through his hair and lowered his voice. “That’s why I want you as my best man at the wedding.”
The shock that registered on Angel’s face was almost comical. “But… people will ask questions! Like how a top of the line cop like you knows a palooka like me!”
“Let them ask the questions. I’ll come up with the answers.” Steve put a hand on Angel’s shoulder. “Will you do it for me?”
“Of course I will. Be an honor.”
“Good. Then let’s go stop this Lycos, shall we?”

CHAPTER XV
Lair of Evil

Smitty tried to avoid the professor’s gaze as much as possible. Though the man’s gas mask hid most of his features, the blazing eyes of Lycos could be seen clearly enough. They now pulsed with a madness unlike any that Smitty had seen before. “Boss? If those guys are comin’, shouldn’t we be doing something? Like… running away? Or at least getting the Gasping Death ready to use on them?”
Lycos stood in the front room of the house, watching the airfield from the window. “There’s no need for such preparations. We’re ready now.”
“But…”
Lycos raised his left hand, gesturing dramatically. A cloud of thick gray smoke momentarily appeared in his palm, swirling like a miniature hurricane. “Do you know what this is?”
“No,” Smitty replied, a cold chill running down the length of his spine.
“It’s the Gasping Death. I made it. I carry it inside me now and I can project it outwards whenever I want.”
“How are you able to do that stuff?” Smitty asked, hoping that it would prove to be some new invention of the professor’s. Somehow he knew that wouldn’t be the case… but the thought of magic, for that’s what it appeared to be, was almost too much for the crook’s fragile mind to bear.
“I’m not the same man I was before,” Lycos said. “I have new friends now. Powerful friends. And they’ve promised me even more power if I kill the man who’s traveling with the Moon Man. So we’re not going to run away, Smitty. We’re going to wait for the Peregrine to show himself and then we’re going to kill him.”
“So this isn’t about the money anymore?”
The professor laughed coldly. “No. It’s not about the money anymore.” He looked over at Smitty, his eyes narrowing to dark points behind his mask. “Is that a problem?”
“Of course not, boss. Not at all.”
Lycos whipped his head around, sniffing at the air. “They’re here.”
“But I didn’t hear anything…”
“That’s because there’s nothing to hear, simpleton!” Lycos strode towards the interior of the house. “Keep them busy, Smitty. If you get lucky and manage to kill one of them, there’ll be a bonus for you!”
Smitty watched his master retreat from the scene, swallowing hard to choke down the fear that now gripped him. He couldn’t betray the professor — not if he wanted to live — but he harbored doubts about his ability to hold off the Moon Man and the Peregrine. He drew a small automatic from the interior of his jacket and checked the number of bullets it held. I shoulda listened to my momma, he mused, and became a furniture mover like Uncle Sal.
* * *
“Amazing vehicle,” Steve said as he stepped out of the Peregrine’s specially modified roadster. “It purrs like a kitten!”
“Makes it easy to sneak up on my enemies,” the Peregrine agreed. “If you like, I’ll do some work on your own car and give it the same abilities. You’ll be able to get a hundred miles to a gallon, too.”
“Incredible,” the Moon Man murmured. He was glad that his face was hidden behind the Argus glass because he was feeling woefully out of his depth. The Peregrine was a master of several disciplines… Reign in the low self-esteem, he reminded himself. You’re a highly decorated police officer and you’re marrying the most beautiful girl in Great City. You have plenty to be proud of.
The Moon Man put up a hand to stop Angel in his tracks. “I want you to stay with the car,” the Moon Man said. He’d held off on giving his friends this last order because he’d known what the reaction was going to be. Before Angel could bluster out a response, Steve leaned closer and whispered, “If something happens to me, I want you to look out for Sue.”
Angel hesitated, warring between his natural desire to take part in the conflict and his loyalty to Steve. Finally, he relented, muttering under his breath. He moved to stand on the other side of the vehicle, trying in vain to look like he wasn’t disappointed.
Evelyn and Max were a few feet away, looking over the debris-strewn airfield. Evelyn reached up to make sure that her own mask was still in place. “When we get a chance, love, I need to speak to you about something.”
“What is it?”
“Now’s not the time.” Evelyn gave him a soft smile that made Max’s heart skip a beat. “Trust me. It’s nothing terrible.”
The Peregrine accepted her words at face value. He did trust her… with all his heart. “Too bad McKenzie’s not here,” he said, changing the subject. “He’d love this.”
Evelyn laughed, thinking about their enthusiastic friend back home. “Next time, we’ll make sure he comes along.”
The Moon Man’s approach made the young lovers pause. Though the Argus Glass, the vigilante said “I think we should get a move on.”
The Peregrine murmured an agreement, leading his wife and his new friend through the shadows. A house, boarded up and showing no signs of recent use, lay a short distance away. The trio had reached it in no time, splitting up so that the Peregrine ascended the front steps while his partners each went to a separate side of the house to check for a means inside. To Max’s surprise, the front door swung open at his approach. Keeping his voice low, he barked “Forget about sneaking around back! The door’s open!”
The Moon Man peered around the side of the house. “A trap?” he hissed.
“No doubt,” Max answered. “But if they’ve worked this hard to set something up, we shouldn’t keep them waiting.” As soon as the others were at his side, the Peregrine entered the building, prepared for the worst.

CHAPTER XVI
The Devil’s Snare

“Look out!” the Moon Man yelled as the trio stepped into the foyer. The Peregrine looked around quickly, spotting a gunman peering around the corner of the next room. The fellow fired his revolver at Evelyn, but the nimble actress threw herself to the side as soon as the Moon Man had spoken. The gun blast narrowly missed her, tearing a chunk out of the front door instead.
The Peregrine sprang into action. He jumped for their attacker, knocking the man to the floor and sending his pistol flying away. The Peregrine backhanded the gunman harshly, eliciting a cry of pain from the man. “Where’s Lycos?” the Peregrine demanded.
“Upstairs,” Smitty coughed. “Please… I thought we were just in it for the cash! But he’s changed and… I don’t want any part of this anymore!”
The Moon Man stepped forward, holding out a pair of police issue handcuffs. “I’ll truss him up,” he offered. “You two go on ahead and I’ll catch up.”
Evelyn followed her husband up the stairs, glancing around in confusion. “What do you think that meant? ‘He’s changed.’”
“I talked to my father,” Max answered. “He said that Lycos had become a servant of Nyarlathotep. He also told me I wouldn’t be seeing him again.”
“What? My god, Max, I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be,” Max whispered, but the words lacked conviction. He was sorry, too.
Sounds of movement up ahead made them both pause and the Peregrine gestured for her to arm her own pistol. Like his, it was modified so that it could unleash a steady torrent of bullets without need of reloading.
From inside one of the bedrooms a voice rang out. Its tone was taunting and full of scorn. “Mr. Davies. That is you, isn’t it? You’ve become quite the nuisance as of late. My employer says you’ve taken to sticking your nose into situations that do not concern you… and I quite agree. Great City was going to be mine — and then you had to take a vacation!”
The Peregrine paused outside the door and then spun inside, scanning quickly for his opponent. He directed his gun at the professor, who stood calmly in the center of the room. He wore a brown trench coat and a gas mask that hid his face. Tendrils of gas moved about the professor’s legs and arms, coiling about his limbs like trained snakes.
The room contained only a small cot and one open window, but the place smelled like a tomb. Something about the place made Max’s hand ache terribly.
“You shouldn’t have listened to Nyarlathotep, Lycos.” Max glanced at Evelyn, who moved to stand near him. “You’ll never be anything to him except a tool, one to be used and discarded at his whim!”
“That’s a chance I’ll have to take, Mr. Davies. You see, not all of us are lucky enough to have a private fortune, a beautiful wife and heavenly powers. Some of us have lost things… opportunities, our appearance, even our soul! All Nyarlathotep did was give me the power that should have been mine to begin with!” To prove his point, the madman pointed both hands at his enemies. The Gasping Death solution that roiled about him was like a living thing and it responded to his command. The gas rocketed through the air, wrapping around both the Peregrine and Evelyn’s heads. They wore small breathing devices that were pushed high into their nostrils but the demonic gas seemed to push and pull at the plugs, hoping to gain access to their victims’ lungs.
Evelyn tried to ignore the cloud enveloping her. She squinted and made out the slim form of Lycos, walking towards them with obvious glee. She kicked her leg high, catching the villain under the chin with the heel of her foot. The blow caught him off-guards and he tumbled backwards, his head smashing against the wall. The living gas broke off its attack in confusion, no longer having the professor’s consciousness directing it.
The Peregrine moved forward, trying to capitalize on his wife’s success. He grabbed hold of the professor’s gas mask, hoping to pull him to the floor, but the aged leather straps gave way and the mask tumbled free in the hero’s hand.
The Moon Man entered just as Lycos’ face came into view. The professor’s face was misshapen and almost inhuman. His nose had been pushed to the side so that the left nostril appeared to have melted into the skin of his face. The bottom of his chin had partially sloughed away, leaving white to shine through. The man’s eyes were the worst, though: they appeared to be popping out of their sockets, each fleshy orb looked heavily bloodshot and crazed.
“Good lord,” the Moon Man gasped.
His words caught the professor’s attention, for the villain suddenly threw his hands up over his face and staggered back. “Stop looking at me!” Lycos screeched. Evelyn tried to grab hold of the flailing arms, but Lycos knocked her hands away. He lost his footing and careened towards the open window. Before any of the heroes could reach him, the professor had tumbled out into space. He screamed as he flew through the air, landing hard in the grass below. From the way his neck tilted dangerously to one side, the Peregrine knew that one thing was certain: Professor Lycos and the Gasping Death were threats no more.

CHAPTER XVII
Final Battle!

“Great City’s a nice place, but I wouldn’t want to live here.” Evelyn squeezed her husband’s hand as they sat together in the back of the First United Church of God. Stephen Thatcher looked handsome and proper in his tuxedo, standing at the front of the church. Angel was there, serving as his best man, but Gill McEwen was the one who caught Evelyn’s eye. The father of the bride looked proud as could be, even as he handed off his daughter’s hand to his future son-in-law.
“I agree. I’m looking to getting back,” Max murmured. “Heard from McKenzie. Says he wants me to look into a new mystery back in Atlanta.”
“Wonderful,” Evelyn said, cracking a grin.
“You know… you never told me what it was you wanted to talk about before we fought Lycos.”
“Oh…” Evelyn paused, wondering if now would be the right time to bring it up. She elected to do so, keeping in mind how busy they both were. Who knew when they’d have the opportunity to really talk things through? As everyone in the church watched the long-awaited wedding, she leaned close to her husband and said, “Well, you and I are going to be pare—”
Max stood up, his face a mask of fury. “Evelyn. Wait here.”
“But…”
Max moved towards the rear of the church, stepping out into the late afternoon light. He hated to run out on Evelyn when she was obviously telling him something important but he’d been expecting something like this… his father had said a final battle was coming with Nyarlathotep and yet the ancient killer hadn’t been present during the confrontation with Lycos.
But here he was now, having walked through the back of the church before leaving again, making sure that Max had seen him.
Nyarlathotep was crossing the street and Max followed, keeping pace even when the Dark Man entered an alley and began ascending a fire escape. When Max joined the villain on the rooftop facing the church, he yelled “Is this going to be the end? Because I’m sick and tired of chasing you and your pawns across the globe!”
Nyarlathotep smiled coldly. “Yes. This is an ending… of a sort. You see, there are cycles to all things. For the past few years, the barriers between the worlds of life and death have been thinning… I tried to take advantage of this so that my masters might rise again. But now I see that there is something at work here… something empowering the champions of humanity. There are too many of you now, too many fighting against the encroachment of darkness.”
“So you’re just giving up?”
“Our agents will always be present, Mr. Davies.” The swarthy-faced man smiled coldly, revealing a set of perfectly white teeth. “Rest assured you will have plenty to keep you busy. But as for myself… no, the time has come for me to rest.”
Just like my father, Max thought. Some of the spiritual powers are going into hibernation… but for how long?
“You will live a long time, my friend. My gift to you will make sure of that.” Nyarlathotep gestured towards the Peregrine’s hand. “You will outlive everyone you love… and you will see the rise of a darkness that you will scarcely comprehend.”
“Sounds like a lot of talk to me.” The Peregrine reached into his suit jacket and retrieved his golden dagger. It gleamed in the afternoon sun. “I assume we’re going to fight?”
“Oh, yes.” Nyarlathotep laughed heartily. “One last tussle between us… before I go to sleep. And when I awaken, I’ll hunt down your heirs and kill them, one by one. I curse you and your line, Mr. Davies. You shall know only madness and despair.”
The Peregrine didn’t bother replying. He moved forward, slashing and cutting with the blade, while his opponent parried with his claws. Blood ran freely from both combatants, as each moved so quickly that they appeared to each other as blurs.
When Nyarlathotep tried to rip open the Peregrine’s stomach, the vigilante spun out of the way and struck home with his golden dagger. The blade dug deep into the villain’s neck, sending a red gush of fluid into the air. Nyarlathotep put a hand over the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding, but to no avail. He stumbled backwards a few steps, trying to speak, but his words were lost in the burbling of fluid.
The Peregrine paused before performing the final stroke. Was there truth to the words of this monster? Would his family really be cursed from here on? Doesn’t matter, he thought to himself. I can’t worry about what might come down the line. All I can concentrate on is doing the right thing when I can.
A burst of clarity came to him, then… and he wondered if his father had felt the same way, when he’d made the decision to transform Max into what would eventually become the Peregrine. Don’t worry about the future… Worry about what’s right and wrong — right now.
Carrying those thoughts in his head, the Peregrine struck again and again, each blow of his blade leaving behind more wet red flesh in the body of Nyarlathotep. When the messenger of the chaos gods finally collapsed, the Peregrine crouched over him, panting hard. The demon stared up into the Peregrine’s eyes and his lips, stained red with his life’s blood, mouthed words that seemed to sear themselves straight into the Peregrine’s brain. Though they seemed to make little sense to him, they would never be forgotten: When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!”
A sudden hissing sound made the Peregrine fall back from the corpse. Heat was rising from the dead man’s heart and before Max’s frightened eyes, the clothing covering the skin there blackened and burned away. Pushing up from beneath the flesh was a lump of metal, one shaped like the Peregrine silhouette that Max used on his trademark playing cards. Max reached out tentatively, plucking it up with careful fingers. It was small enough to be set atop a ring, making it an excellent stamp or brand. An idea ran through Max’s head then… a way of harshly punishing criminals without killing them as he once had. And it fit very well with whatever nonsense Nyarlathotep had said at the very end… Plenty of time to think about that, he mused. He rose to a standing position, casting one last glance at the entity before him.
“Whenever you come back,” Max whispered, “I’ll be waiting for you.”
* * *
That evening Max and Evelyn sat side-by-side in a private train car, heading back towards Atlanta. Saying goodbye to the Moon Man and his new bride had been somewhat bittersweet, but Max felt certain that Great City was being left in good hands.
Evelyn sat staring out the window, her lips drawn tight.
“Something bothering you?” Max asked, wincing as he moved his left shoulder. Nyarlathotep had scratched him badly there and the wound was seemingly prone to infection.
“You didn’t even bother asking me to finish what I’d started telling you back at the church.”
“Oh.” Max leaned back in his seat, waiting for Evelyn to turn and face him. When she didn’t, he asked softly “What were you going to tell me?”
“I’m pregnant.”
Max didn’t speak for a moment, lost as he was in the full meaning of her words. When at last he found his voice, he said “I’m going to spoil that child rotten.”
Evelyn turned then, her eyes alight.
The Peregrine’s Nest was about to get a bit more crowded.
THE END
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THE BLACK MASS

An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese
—: —
They called it the Black Mass Barrier. No one really knew where the name came from or what it truly meant… but the media seemed to agree that it fit. The Barrier was a cloud of darkness that enveloped the Earth, casting it into eternal twilight and giving the daylight skies an odd pink cast. Even worse were the changes you couldn’t see right away: the spreading of magic, subtle and dangerous, into every corner of humanity. Creatures from myth appeared in full bloom, walking side by side with the citizens of the world. 2006 was the dawn of a new age, one that had become almost commonplace only a few years later… when heroes were reawakened.
London, England—2009
Ian Morris sat in the back of the club, nursing his second pint of the evening. He wanted to keep his head clear and alert, but it was hard not to drink a bit when you were surrounded by creatures out of myth. A topless girl with pointed ears and Elfin features was dancing in a cage not too far away from Ian’s table, her gyrations greatly exciting a group of goblins seated beneath her. They chattered away loudly, occasionally tossing their drinks up into the air. Each drop that landed on the girl’s body sent her into a frenzy, grinding to the heavy industrial music that filled the air.
Ian couldn’t help but wonder if he’d stumbled into a dream.
He’d been in London’s East End when the Black Mass Barrier had gone up. He’d felt a chill in his bones and the hair on the back of his neck had stood on end. Even as he stared up into the pink-tinged sky, he’d known that his entire world had just been turned upside down.
He didn’t sleep for 46 hours following the Barrier’s emergence. Like most everyone else in the world, he’d been taken by surprise. Who could have foreseen a magical cloud blanketing the Earth, raising the dead by the thousands and infusing everyday life with the stuff of fairy tales? Sure as hell wasn’t me, he mused.
Since then, his condition had stabilized a bit, but he was still diagnosed as Hyperactive. He was typically awake 23 hours out of the day, constantly filled with energy. Perhaps it was the Barrier, perhaps not. He didn’t really care, for being awake that often had certainly helped his career. He was a documentarian, having won numerous awards for his films on British radio dramas of the Fifties; the plight of the homeless in London; and the rise in mystic-related hate crimes since the rise of the Barrier.
“Heya, pal. You buyin’ the drinks?”
Ian wrinkled his nose before he even saw who had spoken. The smell was awful, like rotting meat left out in the sun. He glanced up into the putrid features of a brown-skinned man named Tommy. He was one of London’s newest residents — the undead. “Sit down and start talking,” Ian said, covering his nose with one hand. “I’m paying you plenty without giving you any drinks.”
“That’s not very nice,” Tommy replied. He was dressed in a ratty t-shirt whose faded image of Kylie Minogue was barely recognizable. His jeans were several sizes too large for him, cinched tightly with a frayed leather belt. A cap was pulled over his forehead, hiding everything above his yellowed eyes.
Tommy’s appearance was in stark contrast to the handsome Morris, who wore a casual, open-necked button-up shirt, blazer and slacks. He was a handsome, vibrant man with dark hair and a penetrating gaze. The living dead seemed to sense the difference in their natures, slouching back in his seat. “And here I thought we were going to be pals — I mean, since I’m so valuable to your research and all.”
“You’re not that valuable — there are dozens more just like you out there. I have my pick.” Ian leaned forward, passing over several shiny DVDs. “Hardcore stuff here, Tommy. Just like you wanted.”
The corpse lifted the discs and stared at them hungrily, almost as if he could view the information through sheer force of will. “They good lookin’ birds?”
Ian sipped his drink in distaste. The Barrier had given rise to a number of new black market enterprises, not the least of which was mystically-oriented pornography. It was stunning how far human depravity could go… These particular DVDs featured the popular “Sex with the Dead” series, in which living women allowed themselves to be degraded by the dead. Ian had only watched a few minutes of one scene before he’d come to the conclusion that this was not his cup of tea. “I think you’ll be pleased.” He reached into his jacket and removed a small digital camera. “Let me see the brand.”
Tommy sighed, but did as he was asked. He removed his cap, revealing a deep mark burned into his forehead. It was a curious shape, looking a bit like the head of a raven.
Ian stared as if transfixed. He snapped off several pictures, asking “How did it feel?”
“How did it feel?” Tommy asked, laughing. “It hurt like hell… but it was more than just pain. It was like I was being judged or somethin’.” He played with the discs in his hand, caressing them absentmindedly. “And that voice of his. God…”
“Tell me what he said,” Ian prompted, though he knew very well what the man had said. He’d heard these words before, dating back to the days of Ian’s childhood, when this vigilante was merely a fictional hero on the radio and in pulp novels. But he was real… had always been real… and now he was out in the public eye in a way that he’d never been before. Acting desperate, like a man on the edge…
Tommy’s voice sounded far away, as if his mind was replaying the events of his death all too clearly. “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!”
Ian grinned. He loved those words.
* * *
Later that night, Ian entered his flat and tossed his jacket carelessly over a chair. He’d gotten some good material from Tommy — the audio might not be too clear at the moment, but Sally at the Beeb might be able to filter out the background noise. At this rate, Ian’s documentary on the Peregrine would be finished within the week—
He stopped dead in his tracks, halfway to his refrigerator. He’d meant to pour himself a glass of unicorn milk (the stuff was majorly addicting, in a good way), but the sight of a silhouetted figure seated at the table had brought him up short. Ian thought about the large walking stick in the living room — it could deliver a good, sound crack to the head of a burglar… and Ian himself was the athletic type, burning off his excess energy through boxing, tae kwon do and swimming. “Who’s there?”
The voice that replied sounded raspy, like someone who had spent too long with a cigarette between their lips. “You should know, Mr. Morris. You’ve spent enough time and energy trying to find me.”
A chill went down Ian’s spine… for that voice was so familiar to him. It had tantalized him on old recordings for so very long. “The Peregrine,” he whispered, scarcely believing that this moment in time was actually occurring. He thought about turning on the recorder in his pocket, but thought better of it. This man was known for not enjoying celebrity, after all. “You know about the documentary I’m doing?”
“I’d have to be blind, deaf and dumb not to know. You’re sloppy. That kind of thing could get you killed.”
“Are you threatening me?”
The Peregrine rose from his chair, moving to join Ian at the refrigerator. He reached out and pulled open the door, partially illuminating the two of them. The Peregrine was shorter than Ian, but stockier. He had the look of a middleweight boxer about him and an air of danger. Pistols were strapped across his chest and his face was hidden behind a peculiar bird-like mask. “You were getting yourself a drink, Mr. Morris?”
“I prefer you’d call me Ian… and I’ll pass now. Thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” The Peregrine closed the door and the room was once more dark and foreboding. “Why have you been seeking me? Answer quickly.”
Ian swallowed, sensing that his answer was somehow important. Is he going to kill me or just destroy my videos and recordings? Or both? “When I was a kid, you were my idol. I used to dream about you swooping in at the academy and bashing little Nigel Rushford’s head in. He was a bully… Even when I got older, I always remained a fan.” He pointed into the living room, where a The Peregrine vs. the Six-Fingered Demoness poster hung on the wall. “I always wondered why you became darker as the years progressed, adopting the whole branding thing and the special saying…”
“There was a part of me that wanted to really punish criminals,” the Peregrine murmured. “I never enjoyed doing it. Made me feel dirty… but it marked them for life. If I couldn’t kill the bastards, then at least I could make sure they never forgot that they were spared by the Peregrine. I’d prefer that people didn’t dwell on that part of my career… but for that I blame the bastards who fictionalized my adventures.” The Peregrine laughed softly. “Evelyn used to say it was cruel… but she never pushed the issue. She’d seen the horrors those people were capable of. If Benson hadn’t talked me into stopping the killing, I would have kept doing it. That’s the only way to really make the world safe — make sure the bad people can’t keep coming back. Not that death stops some of them, mind you.”
Ian thought he heard a hint of madness in his hero’s voice, but he ignored it. His heart was still pounding in his chest and he found himself eyeing the pistols that the Peregrine wore. Were they the famous ‘specially modified’ weapons that hardly ever ran out of bullets? He hoped so… “When I heard that you were active again, I started snooping around… discovered how you used to pass on some of your exploits to your friends for use in the novels and serials, like you were just saying.”
“And?”
“And I think people need to remember that there are heroes out there. People who do the dirty work that the cops wouldn’t dare touch. The whole world’s gone crazy and they need to know that there are men and women out there who’ve been fighting these kinds of horrors for years!”
The Peregrine grunted and then coughed. The cough became deeper and more frightening, wracking his entire body. Ian started to reach out to him, but stopped himself. The vigilante straightened up again, but there was something different about him now. Something more vulnerable. “I’m dying, Morris. But the world still needs a night watchman… and I don’t have time to sire another heir.” The Peregrine paused before speaking again. “I had a son and a daughter. Both did their time in the mask, Morris. Both ended up in a grave, along with every other friend I’ve ever had. That’s why I came back here… to where our honeymoon took place. Good memories… not that the visions didn’t come here, too. Ended up becoming the Peregrine again… will be the Peregrine until I die, I suppose. I used to blame my father for that. Stupid. It was bigger than him, bigger than me.” The Peregrine looked away, as if staring at something that only he could see. “Evelyn and my father are both waiting for me… on that mountain in Tibet. It’s been too long since I saw them.”
Ian hesitated, not sure where this was going. Hope began to flare in his heart. “You want to give me a last interview?”
The Peregrine’s laugh was cold as ice. “I’m giving you something better than that. It’s in your bedroom. Trust in the mask.” He moved past Ian, heading towards the door.
Ian’s hand shot out and gripped the Peregrine’s arm, but the vigilante whirled about, chopping at the unwanted touch. Ian cried out and yanked away.
Rubbing his injured hand, Ian said “Why did you do that? I was just going to ask you to stay!”
“I don’t like being touched.” He leaned close and Ian found himself unable to look away. The odd bird-like beak that adorned the man’s domino mask was inches from his nose and Ian flinched in the face of the vigilante’s gaze. “I’m about 43 minutes away from dying. I think you’re a damned idiot who has too much time on his hands, but the helmet thinks you have potential, so here we are. So get your ass into the bedroom and try it on.”
Ian didn’t make a move to stop him this time. The Peregrine disappeared with a dramatic flourish of his long coat, leaving Ian Morris standing in his kitchen feeling disconnected from reality. He looked about, noticing that the vigilante had helped himself to a plate of fish while he waited. Ian wondered at the Peregrine’s words… about dying in 43 minutes. How could he know the exact instant he would die…?
“The bedroom,” he whispered. He nearly ran to that area of the flat, flipping on the light switch as soon as he’d entered. There on the bed was a uniform of some kind, super lightweight body armor from the looks of it. It was purple and black, looking like a more modern version of the classic Peregrine attire. Resting next to the uniform was the helmet that the Peregrine had mentioned… a form-fitting device that bore a bird motif. Unlike the Peregrine’s mask, this one was a full face version. “Try it on, he said.” Ian moved over slowly, lifting the helmet in his hands. The eye lenses gleamed at him.
“Try it on.”
*Contact*
Ian rolled over onto his back, his breath coming in quick heaves. At his side, Fiona Grace lay with a contented smile on her face. They were both nude, the covers sticking to their sweating forms. Outside, the waves lapped up on the shores of a beach.
He turned his head to face hers and was rewarded with a stunning megawatt smile. “You are so gorgeous,” he whispered. “
Fiona rolled onto her side and placed her head on his arm. “I love you, too… It’s amazing how quickly we’ve become inseparable, isn’t it?”
Ian nodded. “Seems like just yesterday I was visiting the Nova Alliance for the first time, learning that I wasn’t the only one carrying on a legacy. You were dating that contractor… what was his name?”
“John.” Fiona sat up a bit, looking at him. Her eyes twinkled and her long blonde hair fell about her shoulders invitingly. “Are you going to stay in bed with me tonight?”
“Probably not,” he said. “You know I’ll be awake again in an hour… and lying here staring at the ceiling isn’t very exciting.”
“Okay.” She kissed him on the nose. “Go work out, then. I’ll be here when you get back.”
Before Ian could respond, a tremendous explosion rocked them both. The wall in front of their bed shattered inwards, showering them in dust and bits of stone.
The two moved quickly, each rolling out of bed and falling into battle mode. Fiona reached under the bed and drew a gleaming sword, one that was lined with mystic runes. Ian, meanwhile, made a lunge for a helmet which rested on the nightstand. A well aimed bullet knocked it out of his grip, however, and caused him to cry out. Ian glanced towards the sizeable hole that had appeared in their bedroom wall, his heart skipping a beat as he saw the figure standing there.
“No, no! Don’t want to go and hide that pretty face away, do we, sweet Peregrine? I mean, I went to all the trouble of watching your predecessor’s face go all blue and pulpy when he died… I’d hate to miss the chance to do the same with you!”
Ian stared up into the face of pure evil. Dark skinned and flame-eyed, the being known as Nyarlathotep was a horror to behold…
*End Contact — Future Probability 68.4 %*
* * *
Ian yanked the helmet off his head, tossing it across the room. It landed in a crash, knocking over a pile of videotapes. “What the hell was that?!” he screamed. It had felt so real… the feel of that woman’s flesh against his all the way to the sense of mounting terror when that Suture thing had come to him…
“Nyarlathotep. How did I know his name? And what in the hell is the Nova Alliance?”
He sat down on the bed, waiting for his pulse to slow back down. The uniform seemed to beckon to him, like a new lover. He felt an urge to try it on… He knew it would fit him perfectly.
Forcing himself to be calm, Ian thought back to the things he’d seen. Fiona Grace… he was familiar with her, if only from the television. Descended from Eobard Grace, a man who had made the trip over to the World of Shadows again and again, Fiona was the most recognizable woman on Earth these days. It was from the World of Shadows that the power behind the Black Mass Barrier had come. Fiona had appeared on CNN numerous times, trying to explain how it had happened, how the so-called Wheel of Flesh had been turned just right, plunging Earth and the Shadows into some sort of merged situation. Some folks blamed Fiona for all the current problems that faced the world, but most recognized her for what she was: a flawed but heroic woman, one who struggled hard to save as many lives as possible.
On somewhat shaky legs, Ian retrieved the helmet. One way or another, it was the key to all this. The Peregrine had said it was the reason he’d come here… that it had led him to Ian. He stared into the lenses for a long moment, making his decision.
He was ready this time.
* * *
*Contact*
Ian Morris stared at a younger version of himself. The eight-year old Ian was seated on his bed back home, earphones turned up so loud that they vibrated from the noise. His walkman cd player was lying in his lap, blaring out the sounds of a Peregrine adventure entitled The Return of Prof. Lycos. It was one of his favorites and Ian still had a re-mastered version of it sitting in his car, even today.
Downstairs, his parents were fighting again. Ian remembered this day very well, for it was the day his father had walked out on them. Over twenty years later and he’d never come back…
“You’re weaker than I thought. This is how you react to emotional heartbreak? You lose yourself in fantasy.”
Ian turned to see the Peregrine standing behind him. The young version of Ian didn’t seem to notice either his older self or his masked hero. “What the hell’s going on here, Peregrine? Why am I seeing something from the past?”
“Because it’s one of your formative memories.” The Peregrine moved through the room, stopping now and again to pick up some piece of Ian’s past. “You’re the one who shapes the Looking Glass, not the other way around. Remember that.”
“The Looking Glass…?”
“The lenses of the Peregrine mask. They’re shards of a mystic orb. I took them from a bastard who was hypnotizing young women into lives of prostitution. “
“The Case of the Stolen Maidenhead. I remember that one… the mystic was an Oriental mastermind named Lu Chang.”
The Peregrine grunted. “Yes. I’ve had it in my possession since 1953, but it took years for it to really regain its power after it was shattered. It eventually led me to you.”
“For what? I don’t understand—”
“Listen, Morris. I’m dead. But I can’t leave the night undefended… According to the helmet, you’re the perfect candidate. Driven. Athletic. Tireless.”
“You want me to be the new Peregrine…” Ian whispered, feeling a surge go through him. How many times had he dreamed of this, as a kid? Of course, he’d never imagined it would be in a world filled with wizards and the undead, but none of that mattered in the end. He was talking to the Peregrine…!
“You don’t have to use that name, if you don’t want. I’m dead, remember? You can be something else for all I care. Something more suited to this god-forsaken age of MTV, cell phones and pixies.”
Ian shook his head in confusion. “Look, I work out, but I’m not ready to take on psychopaths and mob lords!”
“You have the basic tools. Everything else will come later.” The Peregrine gestured to Ian’s body, indicating the uniform that had appeared upon him. “The suit will enhance your natural abilities and the helmet will give you brief flashes of what your opponent is intending to do. It’ll help you avoid their attacks.” The Peregrine drew his guns so quickly that Ian barely had time to register the sudden move.
Ian jumped backwards, doing a handstand that twisted in midair. The bullets seemed to pass by in super slow-motion and Ian was able to land in a crouch before any of them struck the wall behind him. To his surprise, they blew huge holes in the plaster, but the younger Morris just kept listening to his compact disc.
Ian felt the helmet guiding him as he pointed his right hand at the Peregrine, who was rolling to his left, still firing. Ian fired several bullets from a device housed in his gauntlet, striking the Peregrine on the side. The Peregrine cried out, falling to the floor in a bloody heap.
Ian paused, blinking in horror and surprise. “Why are you acting like you’re hurt? You’re not even really here. It’s all some sort of… holodeck scenario, right?”
The Peregrine coughed — it was a wet, painful sound. “Bloody Star Trek. No one can go a day without comparing something to it. Rotted the collective mind of the planet.” He looked up, seeming to shimmer and grow dim. “My time’s up, Morris. Try to make something of yourself.”
“Wait!” Ian called, reaching out for the other man. It was no use, however, for the Peregrine was gone.
*End Contact*
The new Peregrine took to the streets over the next few weeks. He began with small excursions, breaking up some of the drug rings that he’d come into contact with during his research. Gradually, he became more confident and with that confidence came greater and greater risks.
Ian had scanned the papers for any sign of the Peregrine’s death, but there was never any mention of it — not that he truly expected there to be. He wasn’t sure how the original Peregrine could possibly still be alive anyway — he had to be over a hundred — but Ian had no doubt that the man who had visited him was the same one who had originated the Peregrine identity.
Out of respect for the elder hero, Ian had abandoned the film project, much to the chagrin of his financiers.
Finally, on the eve of the Black Mass Barrier’s anniversary, Ian decided to take a major step.
Moving stealthily through the darkened streets of London, Ian followed the woman of his dreams. She’d figured prominently in a number of visions that the helmet had shown him, with a 97.1 % probability that she’d offer him membership in the Nova Alliance. He didn’t really care about that… but sharing her bed was definitely something that intrigued him. It had been a long, long time since he’d been with a woman in any capacity… there were few who could keep pace with his current schedule and even before the Barrier, he’d felt like a man adrift… seeking purpose. But now he had that in spades.
Fiona Grace walked from the restaurant to a nearby alleyway, moving with purpose. None of the night’s denizens approached her, though a few who recognized her waved in pleasure. Though there were many who blamed her for the rise of the Barrier, she was a popular figure with most, for her beauty and courage were well regarded. As such, she was quite surprised to see a costumed man waiting for her in the alley. She immediately reached for the small dagger strapped to her left leg, drawing it forth quickly. “Who are you?”
“A friend. You can call me the Peregrine.”
The woman who carried on the legacy of Eobard Grace didn’t look impressed. “I’m in a bit of a hurry, so if you could explain what it is you wanted…?”
Ian smiled, despite himself. He knew the taste of her lips and remembered where she liked to be touched… Patience. No need for her to know all your secrets. She probably likes a bit of mystery anyway. “Well Fiona, I was wondering if you would be interested in a new member of your organization — the Nova Alliance.”
Fiona moved closer to him, noticing the way he smiled at her. It should have been creepy, the way this chap just assumed he could be so familiar with her. In fact, though, he seemed to radiate something that appealed to her.
“A fan of the original, I take it? Well, you seem to know an awful lot about me and I know absolutely nothing about you, aside from your affection for old vigilantes. Before I take you into the heart of the Alliance, don’t you think I deserve to know more about you?”
The Peregrine reached up and removed his helmet, his smile never wavering. “My name’s Ian. And I’d love to tell you a bit about me… Over coffee perhaps?”
Fiona laughed. “Cheeky devil, aren’t you? Okay.” She reached out and took his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ian. I get the feeling you and I might have quite the time together.”
He surprised her by kissing her hand. “You have no idea,” he laughed.

ABOMINATIONS


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Unholy Alliance

Atlanta — April 30, 1939
“Quite a speech that Chancellor Hitler gave at the Reichstag, eh?”
The dark skinned fellow in the tightly wrapped Egyptian garb said nothing. He continued sitting in the back of his taxi, watching with amusement as the men and women of Atlanta moved through the streets.
The driver glanced back at his passenger, wondering if the fellow was mute or just plain rude. It didn’t really matter to Tommy Lancaster, though. He’d had all types in his cab and had learned to carry a conversation all by himself. “I tell you, he’s trouble, that one. Renouncing that pact like that — what was it called?”
“The Anglo-German Naval Pact of 1935,” the passenger said, his voice sounding deep and weary.
Tommy blinked in surprise but carried right on. “That’s right! The Naval Pact. Anyway, that fella’s big trouble, mark my words.”
“Stop here,” the passenger said, indicating with a languid hand an alleyway located between two abandoned buildings. The impact of the Depression could still be seen throughout the nation and Atlanta was no exception, with many small businessmen having been driven out of business. In their place, a shady underworld of black market dealers had arisen. This particular part of the city was home to quite a few of them, including Boss Thorne, the meanest man in town.
“Uh, I’m not sure you really wanna be here,” Tommy said, pulling the car up to the curb. “This is a bad neighborhood and you seem like… well, a real out of towner, if you know what I mean.”
“I appreciate your concern.” The man reached into the depths of his robes and retrieved several small coins, which he pressed into Tommy’s hand. “Your payment shall be life everlasting.”
Tommy blinked in surprise, casting his eyes down to the strange objects he now held. They didn’t look like any money he’d ever seen before. They were a dusky brown in color and bore the carved likeness of a jackal. “I need American money, pal. This stuff won’t fly.”
Tommy’s passenger said nothing, merely closing his eyes and smiling softly. A strange scent caught Tommy’s attention — it reminded him of burning paper. Old, dry paper from books that were no longer loved or taken care of. Before he could comment on it specks of something like ash flew past his eyes and he suddenly screamed. It was his hand and arm that he smelled, as the skin turned as brittle as dried parchment. Bits of it were breaking off from the rest of his body, swirling in the wind.
Within seconds, there was nothing left of Tommy save for desiccated flesh clinging tightly to bone. The cabbie still stirred, propelled by some inhuman mockery of life. It pushed against the door and shambled out into the street, moving around the vehicle to open its master’s door. The Egyptian stepped from the car, sparing not even a glance at the poor soul who now followed at his heels.
Together, the two men entered the alleyway, stopping only when the Egyptian saw a figure emerge from the shadows. The man was of Oriental origins, attractive and well-groomed. He wore a brown suit, white shirt and dark tie. “Mr. Ibis?” he asked in flawless English.
The Egyptian nodded. “I had hoped to be met by your master.”
“You will meet him soon enough, Mr. Ibis. But I have been sent to make sure that you have brought the items that were promised.”
Ibis gestured to the creature that stood behind him, stirring slightly. “You see evidence of my power. Is that proof enough?”
“Forgive me, but it is not.”
Ibis narrowed his eyes, feeling a flush of anger welling up in his heart. He tried to keep his voice calm as he retrieved a small wooden box from the insides of his robes. “The ear of the Abomination,” he said. He opened the box to reveal a yellowed hunk of meat. “I also have with me the creature’s lungs and its tongue.”
“My master has the heart,” the Oriental replied, his eyes fixed on the ear. “That leaves only the hands and the brain, does it not?”
“You never introduced yourself,” Ibis said, closing the box and putting it back into the dark mass of robes that he wore. “Usually your people are more polite that this.”
With a deep bow, the Oriental answered “So sorry. I am Mr. Li.”
Ibis gestured to the thing at his side and the creature moved forward with surprising speed. It clutched at Li’s throat, lifting him off the ground and pushing him hard against the wall.
“When we reach your master’s lair,” Ibis whispered, “you will impress upon him the fact that I do not appreciate having my word questioned. If he wishes to deal with the Sons of Anubis, he shall treat us as equals. Is that understood?”
Li fought to form his words around the rigid grip of the monster. “I… understand,” he gasped. “And I am sure that my master meant no disrespect!”
Ibis accepted the words, gesturing for his pet to release Li. The Oriental fell to his knees coughing and clutching at his throat. “Then take me to the Warlike Manchu.”

CHAPTER II
Mark of the Peregrine

The smell of sizzling flesh hit the Peregrine’s nostrils but he kept up the pressure, digging his glowing signet ring into the mook’s forehead. The petty criminal howled in agony, thrashing like a fish out of water. “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!”
Evelyn stood a few feet away, putting the finishing touches on the hogtieing she’d done on the rest of the crooks. Each of them bore the same raven-silhouette brand on their foreheads. The whole thing made Evelyn’s stomach churn in disgust.
When the Peregrine finished with his victim, he tossed the crook aside and took a deep breath. These men had run a white slavery ring for months, trading the flesh of young women for money and opium from the Far East. Max had worked closely with McKenzie to track down the thugs but the final bust had included only Evelyn — McKenzie was away on other business and Max’s wife had insisted on coming along. Though he loved having Evelyn at his side, he knew what was coming and was dreading it.
Sure enough, Evelyn wasted no time in asking the inevitable question. “So how long have you been doing this?”
“Doing what?” the Peregrine asked, pulling a black glove back into place. The glowing signet ring disappeared from sight.
“Torturing people. Burning them like they were animals.”
“It’s better than a bullet to the brain, isn’t it?”
“Not much.”
The Peregrine looked at his wife, noticing that she was definitely beginning to show signs of pregnancy. “You shouldn’t come out with me anymore. We have to think about the baby.”
“Don’t change the subject,” she replied. “Besides, I’m not going to be bedridden for some time yet, I hope.”
“We don’t want you getting bruised up before the awards show, either,” Max pointed out. He began searching the sleazy apartment for more evidence, stacking everything he could find on the kitchen table. He’d call McKenzie and let the cops sort out the details.
“The awards show isn’t for another week… and you’re doing it again. Changing the subject. When McKenzie told me you were doing this, I didn’t believe him. But it’s true.”
“Is that why he begged off coming tonight? So you and I could talk?”
“Yes.”
“The stone came from the battle in Great City. It burns any flesh it touches… except mine. I don’t really understand it.”
“It comes from that evil being… and you wear it like a ring. That’s… insane,” Evelyn commented.
“I always believed that the only way to make sure a criminal wouldn’t hurt anyone ever again was to end their life. Benson made me think otherwise — and if I want to continue taking advantage of Benson’s contacts and the police, I have to keep to that. But I want the criminals we stop to remember us — and for everyone else to know what kind of person they are.”
“Something’s… not right with you.” Evelyn flinched a bit as Max approached her, reaching out to her face. “You still haven’t told me what Nyarlathotep said to you before his avatar died.”
“He said I’d outlive you.”
“Is that all?” she asked, staring into his eyes.
“Yes,” he lied. “That’s all.” Max pulled her to him, letting one hand drop between their bodies to rest on her stomach. “I think this is the right thing to do.”
“The branding or the baby?” she asked.
“Both.”
Evelyn sighed, not responding for a moment or two. She hugged him back and finally disengaged from him. “I’m not going to argue with you about it, but I don’t think it’s right. And one thing definitely has to change.”
“What’s that?” the Peregrine asked with concern.
Her answer made him laugh aloud. “That stupid saying of yours when you do the branding. Very silly.”

CHAPTER III
The Man with the Dead Face

Benson was a man of striking appearance. Not particularly tall or wide, but possessed of a rugged strength that spoke of many physical pursuits. It was Benson’s face that most captivated those who met him, however. It was as white and dead as a mask from the grave. Pale gray eyes stared out from under rigid brows, flashing with an internal fire.
Max Davies had met Benson several times before but familiarity did nothing to deter the sensation that filled the Peregrine’s heart: he was in the presence of someone who had lost everything and been reborn in the flames of despair. Benson had lost his wife and daughter to the criminal element and the shock had changed him, physically and emotionally. He had formed an organization devoted to tracking down criminals of all types and he had become a patron of sorts to the Peregrine, offering him protection from the law in exchange for Max’s vow of non-lethal crimefighting.
“What can I do for you, Mr. Benson?” Max asked, pouring them each a glass of water. It was a typically humid Georgia night and both men were already sweating. “It’s not often you make the trip down to Atlanta.”
“I brought information… and a few questions.”
“Let’s start with the latter then, shall we?” Max sat down across from Benson. The two men were seated in the study of Max’s home, a restored Civil War era plantation house. As Max took a sip of his water, he reached up with his free hand, allowing the fingers to run through the dark curls of his hair. With a faintly olive complexion, Max had a Mediterranean look to him that appealed to most women. “What do you need to know?”
“Is it true you’ve begun branding the criminals you face?”
“Yes. Does that cause a problem in our relationship?”
“No. Just something I like to keep informed on. Planning on doing anything else different?”
“No,” Max answered, feeling annoyed.
“Good. Then we’ll move on. Have you ever heard of the Warlike Manchu?”
“Rumors, here and there. They say he was a member of the Imperial family backed by the losing side in the Boxer Rebellion. Now he’s some sort of kingpin for the underworld.”
“That’s putting it mildly. He’s a master criminal whose real name is unknown. He goes by any number of identities but the Warlike Manchu is the translation for his most frequently used title. He controls the majority of the gangs in the United States and Europe right now — his fingers are deeply involved in everything from assassination to drug running. He’s a master of every known language, an expert in finance and has trained with the finest killers on the planet.”
“You make him sound like the devil incarnate.”
Benson leaned closer, his eyes burning brighter. “Imagine a tall, almost feline figure, Max… high-shouldered with a close-shaven skull and magnetic green eyes. Give him all the cruel cunning you can imagine and a cruel smile, hidden beneath a long thin moustache. That’s the Warlike Manchu. He’s the most dangerous person you’re likely to ever meet.”
“I take it that he’s here in Atlanta,” Max said. “Or else you wouldn’t be here. True?”
“Yes. But I don’t believe he’s alone. A man named Ibis was spotted recently… he’s a priest of Egyptian origins. A murderer, whose fanatical followers claim he’s old enough to have lived through the time of the Pharaohs.”
Max stood up, pacing across the room. The conversation was making his palm ache, in the way that the supernatural always did. “What could bring them together? What common interest could they have?”
“I’m not certain,” Benson admitted, his steely gaze following the other man closely. “But I’m confident you could find out.”
Max nodded quickly, already formulating plans for how the Peregrine could launch his investigation. “I’ll call McKenzie and get started.” He paused before the window, looking outside. Nettie, the old woman who kept house for him, was retrieving the last of the day’s wash from the line. She was a good woman, though of a somewhat testy bent from time to time. “Nyarlathotep cursed me, Benson. He marked me, both physically and spiritually. Ever since I’ve been heading down some dark paths… and I can’t seem to stop. How do you keep yourself from going over the edge? The things you’ve seen… the people you’ve lost… how do you make sure you don’t become as evil as the men and women you hunt down?”
“I don’t sit around and whine about my situation,” Benson replied. When Max turned in surprise, Benson locked eyes with him. “Do what you must to soothe your conscience, Max… but never forget that you’re putting criminals away for life. You’re protecting the innocent. Never forget that.”
Stunned by the power in the man’s voice and eyes, Max could do little more than nod. “I… won’t. I promise.”
[image: ]

CHAPTER IV
Hands of the Abomination

McKenzie stared at the mummified hands in mounting disgust. They smelled like they’d been pickled at some point in the recent past and they gave him the honest to god creeps. He’d called the Davies house earlier in the night, wanting to show these things off to Max. It had turned out that the Peregrine was in some sort of meeting but Nettie had promised to pass on his request for a midnight get-together as soon as Max was free.
“Working late, Chief?”
McKenzie looked up from his desk and nodded at one of his subordinates. “Perils of being the boss,” he said with a laugh. “Go on out on patrol. I’ll watch things here at the station.”
“Whatever you say,” the man agreed.
McKenzie watched him go, running a hand under his hat and through his hair. The youngest police chief in the nation, he had earned the respect of his men through his fearlessness and dedication to his profession. It certainly hadn’t been for his skill in housekeeping, however, as one glance at the messy office would attest.
He sat down behind his desk, wondering what was keeping Max. Working with the Peregrine had given McKenzie some real frights but it had also allowed him to see things that a normal man would never conceive of. The whole affair with the Kingdom of Blood still woke him up on some nights… but whether it was from terror or excitement was unclear even to him.
Movement outside the window brought a smile to his handsome face. Young and fit, there were many in the city who thought he could have been a movie star if things had gone differently. Enough people had said it to prompt McKenzie to think about asking Evelyn her thoughts on the matter. As he rose to move to the window, he said aloud “‘Bout time you showed up. I was beginning to wonder if I was being stood up tonight.”
As the policeman pulled the curtain to the side, however, he received one of the biggest shocks of his life. On the other side of the window was not the mysterious vigilante known as the Peregrine but rather a group of four men dressed in black clothing. Their faces were obscured by cloth masks that covered their mouths and chins but McKenzie could see from their eyes that they were of Asian descent.
McKenzie barely had time to back away before one of the men slammed a small baton of some sorts through the window, sending shards of glass flying. The sound was terribly loud in the quiet police house but McKenzie was the only officer still on duty.
The four men — ninja, McKenzie thought they were called, though he was far from an expert on such things — climbed through the window with incredible speed and grace. Each of them produced small curved blades and looked about the office, their eyes coming to a halt on the bizarre hands that lay upon the desk. McKenzie swore under his breath, wishing that Max had gotten here faster.
McKenzie drew his service revolver but was far too slow against the trained assassin. The first of them knocked the officer’s hand aside with the flat edge of his blade and a second ran forward, leaping into the air to deliver a kick straight to McKenzie’s head. The blow knocked him onto his back, scattering a number of papers.
The one who had struck him first then knelt over him, putting the edge of his blade to McKenzie’s throat. In heavily accented English, the man whispered “Prepare to die, Imperialistic dog.”
“Wait!” another hissed. McKenzie turned his head as far as he dared and noticed that this ninja had picked up the hands and placed them into a small box. “Someone approaches!”
One of the ninja ran to the window and looked out, nodding. “It is the Peregrine. How did you know?”
“His car is made to be silent,” the ninja explained, “but the master thought to have me place small sensing devices all around the area before we approached. When his car approached, he ran over one of them.”
“Bully for you,” McKenzie hissed. He struck out while the ninja were distracted, knocking away the one who had been perched upon him. The officer scrambled to his feet quickly but not before one of the other ninja had speared him through the side with his sword. Pain flared throughout McKenzie’s body and he cried out as the world began to swim around him.
As the police chief sagged to his knees, the ninja hurriedly abandoned the office, fleeing through the window once more. They had vanished into the stillness of the night long before the Peregrine reached the station. He took immediate notice of the broken window and the flurry of footprints outside in the damp soil.
With his pistols in hand, the Peregrine sprang through the window, landing in a crouch. When he saw that McKenzie was alone and that the man was badly wounded, he holstered his gun and rushed to his friend’s aid. “McKenzie!” he exclaimed, checking to see that the wound, while deep, would not be a fatal one. “What happened?”
McKenzie coughed as Max lifted his head and cradled it in his arms. “Wanted to show you something that was picked up from a small-time crook… think he was going to sell it to someone on the black market. But those ninja decided they wanted it first.”
“I’ll get you some medical attention,” the Peregrine said. “And then you’re going to tell me everything you know about those… what were they again?”
“Hands,” McKenzie said with a groan. “Only they weren’t with the rest of the body anymore, if you catch my drift.”
The Peregrine merely nodded, turning over the facts in his brain. Ninja… so soon after Benson had warned him about an Asian warlord loose in Atlanta? The connection was stunningly obvious. You picked the wrong town to come into, Mr. Warlike Manchu…

CHAPTER V
Council of Evil!

Ibis ran his hands over the girl’s supple flesh, admiring the curves of her nubile young body. She was freshly dead, having been pulled from a car wreck less than two hours ago, and still had some of the appearance of life. “She will do very nicely,” he purred, turning her head to the side so that he might view the wound that had killed her. From all appearances, she had been thrown forward and smashed her skull against the windshield. The injury did little to mar her features, which marked her as having Egyptian ancestry… exactly the kind of girl that Ibis had specifically requested.
Mr. Li watched all of this with hidden distaste. He wore a finely tailored suit that emphasized his fit nature and his hair was smoothed back from his prominent forehead. “If you are capable of making slaves out of people as easily as you did your cab driver, why do you still require the use of corpses?”
Ibis glanced up, having almost forgotten the little man was present. They were in the quarters set aside for Ibis, a set of rooms located in the heart of the Warlike Manchu’s headquarters. The furnishings were spare with only the minimum of furniture, but Ibis had made do quite well. The girl was spread out over the dining table, a long wooden rectangle that had creaked slightly under her weight. “I desire more than mere soldiers, Mr. Li. I desire companionship as well.”
This time, Li could not hide his horror. “You mean to bed this… corpse?”
“Do not judge the things you cannot comprehend,” Ibis responded. He marched towards Li, sending the other man scrambling away. “Get out of my quarters! Now! Leave me alone with my bride-to-be!”
“You speak harshly to your betters, Mr. Ibis.”
Ibis stiffened in surprise. He turned to see the Warlike Manchu standing behind him, on the other side of the table. How he had entered was beyond a mystery but equally surprising was the fact that Manchu was speaking to him in a dialect that few living men outside of Ibis could understand. Ibis let his eyes roam over the man’s lithe physique and startling green and gold robes, upon which the image of an Oriental dragon was rampant. “I did not realize,” Ibis replied, continuing to speak in the secret language of the Pharaohs, “that your servants were considered my superiors.”
The Warlike Manchu reached a gaunt hand to stroke at the long moustache he wore. “Mr. Li has distinguished himself over years of service. I will not have him threatened again.”
Ibis considered making an angry retort but he held his tongue. Though he could summon his mummified followers with a mental command, they would take precious seconds to enter the room. By then, he knew, the master criminal before him could strike with deadly skill. “I will attempt to restrain my anger in the future.” Changing the subject, Ibis asked “Have your men recovered the hands?”
“Yes,” the Warlike Manchu answered, reaching out to squeeze the dead woman’s leg. His touch left deep imprints in the flesh. “They narrowly avoided a confrontation with the Peregrine. He is a deadly foe and should be met only when we have no other alternative.”
“You are afraid of him,” Ibis countered, pleased to see that the Warlike Manchu was capable of human faults.
“I am wisely cautious,” the Warlike Manchu said. “We are on unfamiliar ground here, testing an enemy who knows how to handle himself. We should pursue the remaining component — the brain of the Abomination — with great haste.”
“My servants are ready for the task,” Ibis swore.
“Do not lose yourself in illicit pleasures,” the Warlike Manchu warned, casting one last glance at the corpse. He strode past Ibis, gesturing for Li to follow suit. When the two men were outside the room, the Warlike Manchu whispered in Mandarin. “It is time that I paid a visit to the Peregrine.”
Li blinked in surprise. “You are going to confront him directly, Master? That is not like you!”
“Have I not told you?” the Warlike Manchu said with a knowing smile. “I have met this man before… during his long travels in the Orient. He was younger then, filled with rage about the murder of his father. He sought to learn from the aged masters, he became an adept in all forms of martial arts and meditation.”
Li shook his head. “Then you know him well?”
“Of course. I was his Sensei.”

CHAPTER VI
An Evil History

“A package just arrived,” Evelyn said, setting a heavy envelope down on the kitchen table in front of Max. She was dressed in a very pleasant floral print skirt and blouse, her auburn hair falling in gentle curls around her shoulders. “And I’m off to see McKenzie at the hospital. I don’t suppose you’ll be coming with me?”
Max looked down at the rumpled pajamas he was still wearing at half past ten and shook his head. “I called in special favors to get this delivered so quickly. I owe it to McKenzie to find out what’s going on.”
“Why not just find the kid who was trying to sell the hands? He must know what’s going on.”
“Can’t. He was found facedown in a puddle of mud around six this morning. By me.”
Evelyn watched as Max tore open the envelope and withdrew a small leather-bound pamphlet. “So what is it?”
“An associate of mine — Felix Cole — handles rare books. Binds them himself when necessary. I called Leopold last night to see if he’d heard of anything like this… hands and such being traded on the black market… and he told me that Cole might know something. Turns out he does. There’s been several instances of body parts being stolen or even killed for in recent months. Turns out they’re all parts of the same being.”
“You make it sound like it’s not human.”
“I don’t think it was.”
“Well, I’ll leave you to it then.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t run off to fight demons without me.”
Max nodded, already focusing on the book. There was a note attached — from Leopold — asking when Max was going to return to regularly attending Nova Alliance meetings. Max set the note aside. As much as he enjoyed the company of Leopold Grace, Clark Savage, Lamont Cranston and all the rest, he had no time for them at present. Of course, you’re still using them whenever it’s convenient, he reminded himself. You should really take a weekend and introduce Evelyn to your friends.
Max smiled. His inner voice was beginning to sound a lot like his father.
The pages of the book were old but in reasonably good condition, the handwritten script on their pages flowing legibly:
In the final years of the Pharaoh’s reign, the advisor known as Ibis came to full power. His command over the dark arts became the stuff of legend but nothing he accomplished — not the reviving of the dead nor the enslavement of the living — equaled the summoning of the Abomination. An entity from the stygian depths, the Abomination was the embodiment of all that was evil and chaotic in the world. The Abomination was too powerful to control, however, and he became a force unto himself. He raped or murdered all he encountered, using forces beyond human comprehension. Ibis attempted to restore his control over the creature but succeeded only in driving the entity into hiding. From the shadows the Abomination lurked for many years, becoming known by many names all over the world: the Bogeyman, the Walker of the Dead, the Chaos Lord. In the year 1724 A.D., the Abomination was at last trapped by a great sorcerer and his spirit was taken to the World of Shadows, which lurks just beyond the range of human understanding. There he became the most powerful warrior in a great army of demons but in time he encountered a human who had traveled to the World of Shadows. Eobard Grace did defeat the Abomination, using a magical sword known sometimes as Excalibur. Grace carved the monster into bits and had the body parts scattered far and wide, but in time they came to all reside on Earth once more. Should they be brought together, there is a spell that may be used to recreate the monster — and, it is said, that he will be weak enough for a strong-willed man or woman to finally bind him forever to their spirit.
Max closed the small book and set it aside, his mind whirring. He wondered if Leopold knew about the connection between the Abomination and his father Eobard… but he quickly surmised that his friend was probably all too aware, given that Felix Cole had married into the family as well. Such a small world we live in, he mused.
“Mr. Davies,” Nettie said, making Max jump in surprise. The maid was so thin that her brown skin seemed to barely stretch across her bones but she was an amazingly strong-willed individual. “Sorry to bother you so, but there’s a man here and he… well, he seems to be quite an odd sort of fella.”
Max stood up immediately. Nettie had seen quite a bit since becoming part of his household and anything that she dubbed ‘odd’ was worrisome. “I’ll get dressed and be right out. Is he in the parlor?”
“I don’t think you should bother with the dressin’ part,” she said, rubbing her hands together. “He ain’t in the mood for waitin’.”
“Very well,” Max said, though he wondered at what could have moved her to say such a thing. Nettie was never one to have the Master or Mistress of the house appear less than perfect. She usually took it as a personal slight.
Max allowed the old woman to lead him out of the kitchen and down the hall to the parlor. When he stepped inside, after smoothing down the front of his pajamas as best he could, he stopped in place immediately. The man who stood with his back to the fireplace was a vision from Max’s past… from a time when Max had traveled the globe in the hopes of finding a way to avenge his dead father. The Peregrine had not yet been born — not truly — but the painful visions had already begun. The Asian man before him was tall and lean, like a powerful cat waiting to spring into motion. He wore a robe of green and yellow, his somewhat sallow skin set off by the darkness of his hair and moustache.
“Sensei?” Max asked aloud, gesturing for Nettie to leave the room. She did so, though her hesitation was palpable. “How did you find me? What are you doing here?”
“So many questions,” the Warlike Manchu replied with a smile. “Your inquisitive nature has always impressed me. A man should never be ashamed to admit that he is curious for that is how he may gain knowledge of the world around him.”
Max hesitated for only a moment, stunned by the sudden arrival of a man he had thought gone forever. The painful summer he had spent under the Sensei’s tutelage had been amongst the hardest days of his life. He had suffered physical and mental torment that seemed close to breaking him. But in the end he had mastered the arts he had sought to learn and left a more whole and wiser man. “You’re him, aren’t you? The one that Benson warned me about. That’s the only possible explanation for you being here right now.”
“Again, you reveal yourself to be a most challenging opponent,” the Warlike Manchu said with the briefest nod of his head. “I wish to give you one last sign of respect. You were the only Westerner to ever survive my tutelage.”
“What are you planning to do with the Abomination?” Max asked, moving closer to the man whom he now recognized as the foe he was.
“Merely fulfill my destiny. I will use him to conquer the world.”
“I’ll stop you.”
“No,” the Warlike Manchu said, “You will not. But I will give you this gift: the final component of the Abomination left for us to gain will be arriving in Atlanta this evening. It will come by train from Tennessee. Onboard will be a man named Kenneth Harvick. He believes he is going to sell the brain to us… but we have no intention of paying for it. The train will be boarded before it reaches Atlanta and Harvick will be killed, allowing us to steal the brain.”
Max blinked in surprise. “Why are you telling me this? You have to realize you’ve given me plenty of time to stop you. The Nashville train won’t even reach Atlanta until nearly ten o’clock.”
“I tell you this because I want to give you one opportunity to succeed. If you accomplish your task, I will be most saddened… but respectful… when I kill you later. If you fail, then you have lost all honor and I will kill you with glee.”
“You’re insane.”
“I am practical.”
Max started to lunge for the Warlike Manchu but a wave of nausea hit him and he staggered, his back coming to rest against the wall.
The Warlike Manchu remained where he was, watching as the Peregrine slowly slid to the floor. “I released an airborne toxin upon entering your home. I am, of course, quite immune to it. You will awaken with little time to spare this evening. Look for the place where we will most likely board the train and attempt to perform your usual heroics. This should prove most amusing, I would think.”
Max coughed, rolling over onto his stomach so that he could crawl towards the hall. He reached it with great effort, seeing that Nettie was lying face down halfway towards the kitchen. “I’ll stop you,” he whispered, as the Warlike Manchu stepped over him and exited the house.

CHAPTER VII
Terror Train!

Ben Gallagher had worked on the railroad for over twenty years and he loved his job. A slightly pot-bellied, genial fellow, Ben strolled from one end of the passenger car to the other, taking tickets and ensuring that everyone had a pleasant stay while on board. He liked to think he was good at the job but tonight he’d met his match when it came to dealing with surly passengers.
Kenneth Harvick was the source of Ben Gallagher’s confusion. The thin-faced little man had demanded to have a car all to himself, despite the fact that his ticket allowed for other passengers to ride with him. Ben had done his best to placate the man but to no avail. In the end, Harvick had returned to his cabin, clutching a small bag to his chest. Ben had offered to help put the bag into the overhead compartment but Harvick’s snarling refusal had left him flabbergasted.
It takes all kinds, Ben mused. And given the European accent that Mr. Harvick has, I can’t blame him for being a little tense. Things are going so rough in that part of the world… those damned Nazis are going to—
An unusual feeling crept over Ben’s spine and he stopped in place as he made his rounds. The dining car was usually empty at this time of night but there was a group of four men standing together at the rear of the hall, near the door that connected to the adjacent car. Ben usually had a good memory for things like faces and clothing, but he couldn’t recall anyone onboard dressed like these fellows. Each of them wore hooded robes that were a dark gray in color, with gauzed-covered hands protruding from under the sleeves.
“Excuse me, fellows,” Ben said, moving forward. This trip had already been an odd one and he had the feeling it was only going to become more so. “But I’m going to have to ask to see your tickets.”
The nearest of the men turned with a hiss that sounded like a cornered cat. His face was heavily lined and sunken-featured, as if all the water had been drained from it. Up close, Ben could smell the stench of the grave from him. “Prepare to meet your gods,” the man whispered, reaching out a hand to clutch at Ben’s neck.
* * *
The Peregrine piloted his helicopter low over the moving train, unstrapping himself so that he could move towards the open door. A small mechanized device would serve as the autopilot in his absence, with orders to keep pace with the train. Anything more sophisticated — such as evading an enemy — would be beyond the device’s capabilities, but the Peregrine hoped that it wouldn’t be necessary.
Max seethed inwardly, still furious that he had been bested so easily by his old teacher. Both he and Nettie had been found by Josh within a few moments of falling unconscious but nothing could rouse them from their drug-induced slumber until nature took its course. By then, Evelyn was beside herself with worry and the Warlike Manchu had worked for hours on his nocturnal plans.
The Peregrine pulled his cloak tight against his body as he leaned out of the moving helicopter. He was flying as low as he dared but it would still be a risky move… girding his loins, he threw himself from the helicopter, coiling himself into a tight ball for acceleration before throwing his arms and legs open wide for impact. He landed in a roll, coming to a stop perilously close to the edge of the car’s top. He held on for dear life and finally released his grip when he felt comfortable enough to attempt movement. He slid across the surface of the train until he came to a spot where he could swing down and land on the narrow walkway between cars.
The Peregrine slowly opened the door, peering inside. He was in one of the passenger cars but saw no one in the hall. All the doors leading to the passengers’ rooms were closed, and the porters were obviously off taking care of other business, so the Peregrine slipped inside and moved stealthily down the passage, checking door numbers as he went. A careful examination of train records — courtesy of a bedridden McKenzie — had allowed Max to figure out that the man he sought was staying in berth 17-B. Max silently thanked the gods that he’d ended up on the right car by chance. Given how long he’d been delayed in taking action, he was fearful that the Warlike Manchu had sped up his own timetable and already made off with the Abomination’s brain.
When he came to the right room, Max was disturbed to see that the door gave indications of having experienced a forced entry. The area around the handle was cracked, despite being built of steel. The Peregrine drew one of his specially modified pistols and pushed the door open gently. He felt secure going into any kind of battle with the gun in his hand, for it could reel off several dozen shots without need for reloading, and each of the bullets was encased in pure silver.
Inside the car, Max came face-to-face with four creatures from out of a nightmare: shriveled husks of men cloaked in gray garments that left them looking like Egyptian mummies with exposed faces. They stood over the crumpled form of Kenneth Harvick, one of them pawing a small box that the Peregrine knew contained the final component of the Warlike Manchu’s awful plan.
To Max’s surprise, the one holding the box was capable of speech. The few animated undead that the Peregrine had encountered during his career had been able only to grunt or moan unintelligibly. “So, Atlanta’s resident mystery man has shown his masked face,” the zombie whispered harshly. The thing gestured to the other three. “Kill him.”
The Peregrine didn’t wait for them to respond. He discharged his pistol, death shooting from the barrel of the gun like lightning. The bullet struck home, embedding itself deep between the eyes of the zombie. A small gush of a blackish-red fluid jetted from the wound and then the creature went down to the floor, flopping like a fish on dry land.
One of the others struck during this time, flailing out his stiff limbs until one of them slammed into the side of Max’s head. The vigilante saw stars for a moment but regained his footing enough to dodge a second blow. He fired again, point-blank, into the monster’s midsection and a chunk of flesh and gore rocketed outwards as the bullet passed through the body. Max drew his golden dagger and stabbed it into the thing’s neck. As the third reanimated creature shambled forward, the Peregrine jumped into the air, nimbly vaulting over his attacker. He landed just behind the creature and stabbed back with his blade. The knife, potent against all things magical, cut right through the flesh and bone.
The Peregrine then turned to the last of his foes, the obvious leader of the group. The creature was backed up against the far wall, the box containing the brain clutched tightly in its grip. “Give it up,” Max warned, sheathing his knife and pointing the gun at his foe. “If there’s any way to help you in your current condition, I’ll try to do it.”
Outside in the hallway, a commotion had sprung up as men and women responded to the sounds of gunfire. Several of the braver men peered inside and then backed away quickly as they saw the multiple bodies on the floor.
“There’s no need to ‘help’ me, Peregrine,” the monster replied. “I am more than fine. In fact, my armies of servants are going to help me finally gain the power I deserve! This shell you observe now is but the merest expression of my abilities!”
Max blinked at the thing’s words for they implied that this creature was being spoken through, that he was being used as a mouthpiece for some more malevolent force. Keeping in mind what Benson had told him, he jumped to the logical conclusion and voiced his thoughts. “You’re Ibis, aren’t you? The one who works for the Warlike Manchu?”
“I don’t work for that buffoon! I am my own master!”
“Odd. That’s not the way he described it.”
The animated monster snarled, tossing aside the box so that it bounced off the seating unit. He lunged for the Peregrine and the two men went to the ground, landing atop one of the sprawled corpses. The Peregrine was surprised by the thing’s strength but he managed to get the barrel of his gun under the creature’s chin. He fired the weapon, causing the back of the thing’s head to explode outwards.
Max moved slightly so that his glowing signet ring could press against what remained of the monster’s skull. He hissed out the words that had become his recent mantra: “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!”
After the deed was done and the Peregrine began pushing the body off of himself, he heard a harsh voice from the doorway. “Drop your weapon and put your hands in the air!” someone commanded.
Max saw one of the porters was brandishing a small pistol, holding it in a shaking hand. The Peregrine stood slowly, snatching up the box in a fluid movement. He rushed the door, sending the porter scrambling back in surprise and fright. “Sorry, friend — but I have someplace I have to be!” he yelled after himself. He ran down the hall, not fearful of being shot as he fled — the porter would never dare discharge the weapon with so many passengers on the scene. One or two of the men looked like they were ready to slow the Peregrine’s progress, but a steely-eyed gaze from the vigilante caused all to reconsider that course of action.
The Peregrine made it back outside, crawling to the roof of the train car. Once there, he pulled out a small radio transmitter that ordered the helicopter to land nearby. He would have to jump from the train and make his way to it but there was no other way to return to his escape vehicle.
Before he could do so, a stinging pain in his neck made him slap a hand up to the source of the discomfort. His fingers came away with a small feathered dart, one that had been embedded in his neck. “Not again,” he murmured, even as dizziness threatened to overtake him. He swayed on the moving rooftop before falling over onto his back, the box lying beside him.
Mr. Li crept forward, a blow gun in his hand. He knelt and retrieved the box, a smile on his handsome face. Into a small, almost invisible communications device he whispered “I have him, my master. Both the Peregrine and the Abomination are ours!”

CHAPTER VIII
Truth and Consequences

McKenzie sat propped up in bed, his handsome face broken into a heart stopping grin. The pretty young nurse who was tending to him during his hospital stare blushed under his gaze, picking up his dinner tray. “You certainly have quite an appetite, Chief.”
McKenzie chuckled. “You have no idea… Macy, is it?”
“Yes, sir,” she said, reaching up to push a lock of blonde hair behind an ear. She was about to offer up a suggestion that they go out for a soda after his release — which was far from her usual behavior around men — when a soft knock came from the doorway, making Macy jump.
Evelyn stood there, looking gorgeous in a green blouse and tan slacks. Her auburn hair was pulled back from her shoulders, revealing the slender length of her neck. She wore a bemused expression on her lips. “Sorry. Am I interrupting anything?”
The nurse shook her head in embarrassment, sliding past Evelyn. “Of course not, Miss. I was just heading out.” She cast one last longing glance at McKenzie, who winked at her.
“You’re robbing the cradle, aren’t you?” Evelyn chided, moving closer to the bed. “She can’t be more than nineteen, if she’s a day.”
“She says she’s twenty three — she is a nurse, you know.”
“You can get your nursing degree fast these days. There’s a shortage because of all the unease overseas.” Evelyn shrugged, moving away from the subject. “How are you feeling?”
“Great. Doc says I’ll be released in the morning. How about you? Feeling the baby kick yet?”
Evelyn put a hand on her stomach. “I feel a few flutters… but I’m not sure if it’s kicking or just nerves.”
“Where’s Max?”
“He didn’t come home last night,” Evelyn said, trying hard not to show her concern. She failed miserably, though, and McKenzie surprised her by reaching and taking her hand.
“He’ll be fine,” he said soothingly.
“I’m worried about him,” she admitted. “Not just this mission… the whole thing with wearing that ring. Using it to brand people like they were cattle… and that weird thing he says when he does it! Where in the heck did that come from?”
“Something happened to him when he fought whathisname,” McKenzie agreed. “But he’s still the same guy you fell in love with. He’s a good one.”
Evelyn smiled. “What did either he or I do to deserve a friend like you?”
“I’m a real ray of sunshine, aren’t I?” he agreed, laughing aloud. “Listen, if he hasn’t come back by the time I’m out of here tomorrow, I’ll help you look for him.”
Evelyn pursed her lips. “I hope I won’t have to take you up on that.”

CHAPTER IX
Tortured!

The Peregrine woke slowly, his head throbbing painfully. Without fully opening his eyes, he took stock of his current situation, feeling the tight bonds that suspended him spread-eagled off the floor. His weapons were gone, even the ones that were normally hidden on his person, and his pistols lay on a table on the far side of the room. A mild buzzing in the back of his brain told him that he’d been injected with some sort of drug meant to slow his thinking process, inhibiting his mental abilities.
The room was a large one but held little in the way of furnishings. A large Oriental rug hung on one wall, depicting a rampant dragon, while on the floor lay a yellow-and-gold mosaic. Two tables, one on either side of Max’s body, held various implements of torture: pliers, knives, pokers and a burning brazier full of hot coals.
The smell of expensive cologne hit his nostrils as a thin, handsome Asian entered the room. He wore a finely-cut suit and had his hair slicked back from his prominent forehead. The stranger stopped just in front of the Peregrine and bowed low. “There is no need for such dramatics, Mr. Davies. I am quite aware that you are awake. I am Mr. Li.”
Max opened his eyes but did not return the greeting. He watched as Li moved to the closest of the tables, stirring the coals. When the Peregrine finally did speak, his words were cold and clipped. “Where’s Manchu? Tell him I want to see him.”
“My master will be along shortly,” Li replied. “In the meantime, he wishes me to test your limits of endurance. He says you were his greatest pupil.” Li looked up at Max then, a hint of malice in his expression. “I had always hoped that I would be the bearer of that particular honor.”
Max strained to activate the mental powers that had served him so well in the past but the drugs in his system were still too potent. Resigning himself to the fact that his freedom would have to come through other means, he locked eyes with his would-be tormentor and said “I know he can be very compelling… it’s easy to fall under that man’s spell. But he doesn’t care about you. In the end, he’ll discard you just like he has every other person in his life.”
“Perhaps,” Li agreed, using a pair of tongs to lift up a piece of hot coal. He moved towards Max, using one hand to tear away the hero’s shirt. When Max’s bare chest had been revealed, Li paused to study his prey’s skin for a moment. Max’s body was covered in scars, mementos from a score of harrowing battles, but there was no hiding the rippling muscles and healthy tone of his body. Li seemed appreciative, licking his lips in anticipation. “You and I are quite different, Mr. Davies.” Li brought the hot coal close to Max’s right nipple, making the Peregrine instinctively angle his body in an attempt to avoid the contact. “Whereas you are a physical man, reacting first with your fists and then with your mind… I am a being who covets intelligence above all else. Though I am trained in the arts of combat, it is never my first inclination… but if you were to find yourself suddenly free to move there is no doubt in my mind that you would waste no time in striking me down. You enjoy inflicting pain, do you not?”
“No. I don’t.” Max gritted his teeth as Li shoved the coal against his flesh. The sizzling sound melded together with the scent of burning flesh, making his already buzzing head even worse.
“Ah, says the man who brands his victims like cattle,” Li laughed softly. “Pardon me for not believing you.” Li repeated the application of the coal twice more, leaving horrible burns along Max’s chest. Then he set the tongs aside and picked up a small knife. The sight of it made the clouds of pain part slightly in the Peregrine’s brain. His golden dagger had been amongst the weapons he’d had on his person… it was across the room now, piled with the pistols and capsules that Li had removed from his person. According to the things he’d learned, the dagger was the sacred Knife of Elohim, a weapon that was reputed to have been soaked in the blood of Christ. This gave the blade special properties against evil and also protected it wielder under the grace of God.
Max stared at the tip of the blade, noting that it protruded slightly from its place in the pile. Though his own mental abilities were still weakened, he reached out now, calling upon whatever higher powers had enchanted the weapon. I need your assistance, he thought. If ever I needed you, now is the time.
To his surprise, he thought he heard a reply — and it was far from a heavenly voice that spoke to him. Instead, it sounded very, very old and its words were unknown to him. They were spoken with a wet kind of lisp and the melodious quality of the speaking sounded almost like a chant: Quilos angelus c’thughu, Quilos angelus c’thughu amonna chi. The nonsense words repeated again and again and Max suddenly knew, with dire certainty, that they were words of entreaty from a dark power. Fearing that it had something to do with the horrible curse put upon him by Nyarlathotep, Max tried to silence the voice but found himself unable. In clear English, the voice suddenly spat out: Cursed you are, cursed to wander the earth ‘til all you love is dead, cursed never to know peace, cursed to combat the Great Work in all its forms!
Max screamed out then and the terror in his voice made Li draw back in surprise. The Asian had been about to pierce Max’s belly with his dagger but it was an attack that would never come… for the golden dagger suddenly flew through the air of its own accord, slicing deep into the back of the torturer’s neck. Before Max’s eyes, the blade pushed through the bone and skin until it carved its way through to the other side of Li’s throat. The man gurgled something in alarm, reaching up to touch the blade in sudden realization of impending death… and then he fell forward, his body twitching madly.
The Peregrine swallowed hard, his body suddenly his own to control again. The bonds that held him fell away easily and he dropped to his knees for a moment, regaining his breath. Then he was on his feet, stepping over the dying Asian and gathering up his weapons. His wounds were ignored in the face of sudden freedom but several thoughts kept nagging at him: was his fate as doomed as it seemed to be? And where was the Warlike Manchu?
Slipping his birdlike mask in place, the Peregrine hurried from the room, golden dagger in hand.

CHAPTER X
Rise of the Monster

Ibis stood with his honor guard of undead, watching as the Manchu’s men finished placing the body parts in their assigned places on the laboratory table. At the Egyptian’s side was his new “bride,” her once beautiful skin now a dead-looking blue and pock-marked by a spiders-web network of raised veins. “Do you feel the anticipation in the air, my beloved?” he asked.
The undead girl smiled, her lips stretching wide in a mockery of happiness.
The Warlike Manchu moved past the lovers, his delicate sense of smell recognizing the tell-tale traces of lovemaking in the air. Ibis had already worked out his vile sexual fantasies, which only lowered him further in the Manchu’s eyes. Lust was one of the primary distractions that all men faced. The truly strong were able to put their physical desires to the side and focus on something much purer: the accumulation of power. “I think it is time to begin,” the Manchu said, his voice tightly controlled. Though the majority of his concentration was on the Abomination and the dangers thereof, a part of his mind was in another room, with Max Davies. Seeing his former pupil again had incited a strong flurry of emotions within him. He held no love for the man but he knew that the Peregrine — for all his faults — was as close to the perfect as he would likely ever face. A part of the Warlike Manchu craved the challenge, the pitting of wits and physical strengths that would result from any prolonged confrontation with the Peregrine. I wonder how long it will be before he escapes from Mr. Li?
Ibis moved to stand at the side of the Abomination’s table, gesturing for everyone to leave the room save for himself and the Warlike Manchu. The Egyptian pulled out a small corked vial and opened it swiftly, dumping it contents — sand from the steps of great Cheops — onto the Abomination’s body parts. “C’thul poi noni makop,” he whispered, the words spoken so softly that only someone with hearing as enhanced as the Manchu’s could have heard them. Ibis closed his eyes as he spoke, letting his fingers run over the table, subtly tracing the outline of a monstrous body, one that would house these organs within its confines. With lips pulling back from yellowed teeth, Ibis allowed his voice to rise in volume and tone. “Uxal ti awanni! Iztabin arkis voltoom!” With this last pronouncement, Ibis threw his hands up high and the air seemed to become charged with electrical energy. The lights in the room dimmed and then went out completely, leaving them in absolute darkness.
“Did the spell succeed?” the Warlike Manchu asked, a hand coming up to stroke his long moustache. He felt no fear at the sudden turn of events but a peculiar sense of unease was beginning to build within him. “Has the Abomination been reborn?”
The sounds of heavy footfalls coming closer made the Warlike Manchu take a step back. Harsh, labored breathing reached his ears and a voice that seemed to echo from the depths of some stygian hell answered his query. “I am here,” the Abomination rumbled, his breath smelling like burning brimstone. “Who dares summon me?”
“I dare,” Ibis answered. As the Warlike Manchu’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he made out the Egyptian scrambling forward in the darkness, a look of almost orgasmic joy on his face. Ibis had tried and failed to contain the monster’s power once before and the Warlike Manchu knew that Ibis had too much pride to allow an opportunity like this to slip away again. “You should remember me… I am your once and future master!”
The lights abruptly returned to life again, sparking as they did so. The Abomination was now revealed in all his unholy glory and even the Warlike Manchu had to admit that he was a daunting creature to behold. Over eight feet tall and covered in reddish-gold scales, the monster’s head bore a dark visage and a wide mouth, one brimming with sharp teeth. Atop his skull were two small but dangerous looking horns and at the base of his back stretched out a long reptilian tail. The Abomination was completely nude and of formidable musculature.
While the Manchu was admiring the creature, the Abomination was turning the full weight of his gaze upon Ibis. “I remember you well, sorcerer. The little fool whose reach exceeds his grasp.”
Ibis stopped in place, fury glowing in his ancient eyes. “How dare you! I brought you forth! I command you!”
The Abomination sneered in mocking disbelief. “I am weakened in spirit, sorcerer, but it will take more than the likes of you to rule over me. I come forth to serve the one whose will is the strongest. And in this room, I fail to see how that could possibly be you!”
Ibis raised a bony finger and pointed it at the Abomination, his voice rising as he began to recite more of his spells. The Warlike Manchu moved forward, gliding across the floor like a silent wraith. He understood the Abomination’s words very well — the creature was announcing that he would serve the only true being of power in this room. Given that Ibis was never anything more than a useful tool to be discarded when necessary, the Warlike Manchu realized that the time had come to rid himself of the troublesome Egyptian.
Ibis whirled about just in time to find the Warlike Manchu descending upon him. The Oriental mastermind delivered a powerful backhanded chop to the Egyptian’s neck, sending the older man to the floor. Before the sorcerer could respond, the Manchu drove the heel of his foot against the man’s neck, pinning him to the floor.
“No,” Ibis wheezed, struggling in vain to push the Manchu’s foot off his windpipe. “I… we… were partners!”
“We were never partners,” the Warlike Manchu responded. “In the end, there can only be one who bears the title of Master!” The Manchu stomped downwards, crushing the man’s windpipe beneath his heel. Blood swelled up and out of the Egyptian’s lips as his eyes bugged outwards. After a moment of frenzied thrashing, the sorcerer lay still and quiet.
In the hallway outside, the sounds of reanimated corpses suddenly collapsing to the floor could be heard. Without their dread creator to empower them, they were nothing more than fodder for worms.
“It pleases me to see him brought low,” the Abomination said, a mirthless smile on his horrid face. He towered over the Warlike Manchu, studying him. “I must rest. It will be many days before my power is at its peak.”
“You will have to rest later,” the Warlike Manchu answered. “You have power enough to deal with my enemies and begin the process of consolidating my rule.”
The Abomination stirred but nodded, bound by the will of his new master. “As you command,” he replied, sealing a relationship that could doom the world.

CHAPTER XI
Hero vs. the Beast!

The Peregrine still felt awful but he was much more secure now that he was back in his long cloak and mask. The golden dagger was sheathed at his waist while one of his specially modified pistols was clutched tightly in one gloved hand. The Warlike Manchu’s lair was alive with activity as the man’s Oriental followers scurried about to check on the lights, which had flickered off and then returned moments before. The Peregrine noticed that many rotting corpses — like those which had confronted him on the train — were now lying still on the floor, where some of the Warlike Manchu’s servants were making ready to remove them.
Stealthily, Max crept down the clean white halls, keeping his back to the wall. Several times he was forced to duck hurriedly into empty rooms to avoid detection by the staff members who were patrolling the base. At length, he began to hear the voice of the Warlike Manchu. Though he could not yet fully make out the words, it sounded as if the Manchu was speaking to a subordinate, detailing various names and locations.
A low, rumbling voice answered him and this time the Peregrine could make out the specifics very easily. “You wish me to kill all these men for you?”
The Warlike Manchu seemed to answer in the affirmative and the Peregrine felt a painful burning sensation emanate from the ring of power that he wore. The Abomination was here… and the evil stench of the beast now reached Max’s nostrils, making him wince.
The heroic vigilante burst into the room, gun barrels blazing out hot death. The bullets struck home on the Abomination, sending the demon staggering back in surprise. Max took only a second to digest the awful visage of the creature before continuing his attack. The Warlike Manchu sprang into action, dodging another volley of bullets and fleeing towards the door. Max made a move to stop him but felt strong arms suddenly grip him. The Abomination had recovered quickly and Max realized that his guns would do him no good against a beast such as this.
The monster began to squeeze, using inhuman strength to immediately break Max’s arm. He fought to avoid black out, aware that the Manchu was escaping but having no alternative but to focus his attentions on the Abomination. Max called upon the mental powers he possessed, knowing they were still dulled from the drugs. He projected outwards with as much psychically charged energy as he could and the Abomination let out a howl of surprised pain, loosening his hold on the Peregrine. As Max fell free, he reached into his cloak with his good hand, retrieving the golden dagger. It glowed brightly in the presence of the Abomination and the beast stared at it with undisguised hatred.
“Agent of Order, are you?” the Abomination sneered. “But one tainted by Chaos. Such an odd little man you are.”
The Peregrine’s broken arm was cradled against his body and Max knew that he was one more injury away from being helpless. Acting with as much speed as he could, the Peregrine ignored the monster’s taunts and instead feinted to his left. The Abomination lunged in that direction, leaving the Peregrine’s true target undefended. Max kicked the monster hard on the right side and as the creature fell back he jumped high and brought the golden dagger down hard atop the Abomination’s skull. At first the blade embedded itself in skin and bone and Max found himself dangling in the air, holding on for dear life to the handle of his dagger.
As the Abomination bared his teeth, a cloud of smoke began to emerge from the monster’s mouth. The Peregrine realized with unearthly clarity that the creature was about to breathe flame on him, burning him to a crisp. With strength born of desperation, he began twisting the dagger, its magical energies ripping chunks of flesh from the demon. The combination of a weapon bathed in the blood of Christ and a demon born of Hell was astonishing to behold. As the Peregrine pulled the dagger free and landed hard on his back, red and black energy began to pour from the wound, making the lights dim once more and the ground begin to shake. Max heard the Abomination’s wail of frustration just before the creature exploded, chunks of his flesh splattering on the walls. The building began to crash in upon them, pieces of the roof tumbling to the floor. Max barely avoided being crushed by one as he scrambled to safety.
In the hallways, men and women ran about in confused horror. Without the Manchu to direct them, no one seemed certain about what steps to take.
The Peregrine ran forward, not stopping to look back. His mystic senses strained to their fullest, he followed his hunch about the quickest way out and eventually burst out into the morning air. Behind him, the lair of the Warlike Manchu finished its awful cave-in, destroying all those left inside and burying for all time the remains of the Abomination.
Max fell to his knees, coughing. His entire body ached and he was close to passing out… but the realization that someone was watching him made him look up in alarm.
The Warlike Manchu, the man who had once tutored Max in the ways of violence, stepped into view. Now that Max was outside he recognized the wooded area as being on the outskirts of Atlanta, far from the prying eyes of the city folk. There was no one nearby who could help Max now… and he knew that there was little chance that he would be able to defend himself in his current state. Even at full strength, it would be a difficult battle but now…
“You impress me,” the Warlike Manchu whispered. “You managed to disrupt years of planning in just a few moments… it’s astonishing just how deadly you could be if you truly applied yourself.” He held out a hand. “Will you join with me? Become my true heir in all things.”
“Go to Hell,” the Peregrine wheezed, blackness beginning to creep in around the edges of his vision.
The Manchu studied him for a moment and then shook his head. “I was wrong, Mr. Davies. You are too weak to ever become a true heir to me. You place too great an emphasis on others when you should be concerned with your own acquisition of power.” The villain leaned close. “But you, amongst all those I have trained, are still the best. I give your life to you… but when next we meet, you shall receive no mercy.”
The Peregrine fell forward into the grass, the Manchu’s words echoing in his head. He managed to project one final thought straight into his former master’s brain, however:
Come back to Atlanta and threaten me or my wife or my baby — and I’ll kill you.
The Warlike Manchu blinked at the vehemence of the telepathic wording and then laughed aloud. “Good luck with your child, Mr. Davies. I can only hope that they will not be as much of a disappointment to you as you were to me.”
With a quick turn, the Warlike Manchu disappeared into the woods, leaving behind the unconscious form of the Peregrine.

CHAPTER XII
Heirs to the Power

Max held his baby boy in his arms, marveling at how small the hands and nose were. He was perched on the side of his wife’s hospital bed, letting her get some much needed sleep. Jamison Davies was only twenty-four hours old but he’d already won his parents’ hearts.
“Figured I’d find you here.”
Max looked up, surprised that he hadn’t heard McKenzie enter. He smiled softly at his friend, gesturing for him to be quiet.
McKenzie lowered his voice, coming over to brush his fingertips over the baby’s cheek. The police chief was handsome and crisp in his uniform but Max could see worry lines around his eyes. “Hate to interrupt at a time like this,” he began, whispering so as to not disturb Evelyn. “But there’s been another murder.”
Max sighed, leaning forward to kiss Jamison on the forehead. The baby let out a little grunt and twisted in the blanket. “I’m taking time off. I told you that.”
McKenzie nodded, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I’ve been keeping my eyes out for any sign of the Manchu but he hasn’t popped up in months… until now.”
Max blinked in surprise. He set the baby down in its crib and turned back to his friend. “Neither of the previous murders seemed to have any link to the Manchu.”
“Both of ’em were athletic types,” McKenzie said. “Both died in strange ways, with bruises and cuts all over ’em. Some of them looked pretty old, like they’d been abused over the course of weeks or months.”
Max pursed his lips, a cold place forming in his heart. “And the new one?”
“Same deal. We found him in a gym down on the west side of town. But there was a note on him.” McKenzie reached into a pocket and pulled out a folded piece of yellow-colored paper.
The Peregrine took it, already slipping into the mode of thought that usually accompanied the donning of his mask. The clear, precise script was definitely that of the Warlike Manchu. It read:
I hope that this note reaches you, my former pupil. The past few months have been frustrating ones for me. Your interference in my plans led me to the decision to rededicate myself to finding a true heir. Three men auditioned and failed, each never passing their increasingly more difficult tests. But now I have found one for whom I have very high hopes… I think I shall have his final test be the slaughtering of you and your entire family.
The Peregrine was reading over the note for a second time when Evelyn asked, “Something wrong?”
Max looked at his beautiful wife, who looked pale and tired in her hospital gown. “Not at all,” he lied. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.” Moving over to squeeze her hand, he said “McKenzie and I have to step out for a minute.”
“It’s not Peregrine business is it?” she asked, eyes staring into his.
Max kept a straight face, wondering if she should just tell her the truth: that his career as the Peregrine was going to put her and their children at continual risk. Choosing the path that would eventually come to haunt him, he said “Nothing like that, honey. You sleep for awhile, okay?”
Evelyn watched Max step out with McKenzie, noting the way that the police officer kept his eyes averted from hers. “Be careful, Max. Please.”
Moments later, a familiar figure appeared on the rooftops of the city. Clad in black, his features hidden beneath a domino mask, the Peregrine took flight.
THE END

KASLOV’S FLAME


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Grim Tidings

October 31, 1937
Hank Wilbon chewed on the end of his cigar, standing in the middle of the largest cemetery in Atlanta. The man at his side was enormously fat, his suit bulging at the seams in a vain attempt to hold his body within its confines. Hank had worked for “Big Charlie” for over five bloody years now, five years in which Big Charlie had managed to gain a foothold in virtually every vice the city had to offer: prostitution, illegal drugs and a protection racket being amongst the least of his crimes.
“You put me in a difficult position,” Charlie said, puffing away on his own smoke. They were expensive ones from Cuba and the fact that he’d offered one to Hank was either a sign of extreme good will or that very bad news would be forthcoming. “You know almost everything there is to know about my business.”
Hank cleared his throat, glancing over at Tony and Mikey, the two goons who went everywhere with Charlie. They were leaning against the roadster that Charlie favored, both staring about with feigned disinterest. “You can trust me, Charlie. You know that.”
“Is that about a dame? Is that why you want out?”
Hank forced himself to stay calm. He’d knew it would come to this. “Sally and I… we wanna get married. I’m gonna propose to her tonight.”
Charlie looked at Hank with surprise, as if seeing him for the very first time. Sally was one of the star performers at a nightclub that Charlie owned, a songbird with a dazzling smile and terrific legs. It was rumored that Charlie himself fancied her but she and Hank had hit it off from the first. They had romanced each other in secret for quite some time, afraid of what might happen if others in the mob found out.
“You got a ring picked out?” Charlie asked, blowing out a long plume of smoke.
Hank found himself relaxing a bit. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold ring with a medium-sized diamond perched on top. “Sure do.”
“Nice rock,” Charlie replied, taking it from the other man and examining it. “You know, I have two concerns here, Hank. One: like I said, you know a lot. People don’t normally retire from my employ. You know this.”
“But Charlie—”
“Two: I’ve had my eye on Sally for some time now. She’s got the kind of gams a man can’t help noticing, you know?”
Hank noticed that Tony and Mikey had moved closer now, each with their hands deep in their pockets. They walked past Hank and Charlie, coming to stop a short distance away, where an open grave lay. Hank felt a trickle of sweat run down the base of his spine. “We can leave the area, Charlie. Go someplace where nobody would even think about asking about you.”
“And what about Sally? And me? You don’t think a girl like that would give me the time of day? Eh?” Charlie dropped the ring into his own pocket and jabbed a finger against Hank’s chest. “I know your kind, Hank… always thinking you’re better than you really are. You’re nothing but a cold blooded killer, just like the rest of us. No, I take that back — you’re less than the rest of us because at least we admit what we are.”
“Charlie,” Hank said, raising his hands in supplication. “It ain’t like that. I promise. I just want to do something where I don’t have to lie awake every night thinking some goon’s gonna bust in my door and shoot me in the head!”
“You’re right, Hank. It’s time you stopped having to live that kind of life.” Charlie snapped his fingers. “Boys, do your stuff.”
Hank staggered back, fumbling for his own pistol, as both Mikey and Tony drew their own weapons. Before Hank could respond, Tony had fired. The bullet grazed Hank’s temple and the world seemed to spin in a kaleidoscope of light and sound as Hank hit the ground. He tried to rise as Mikey came to stand above him, driving the bottom of his shoe down upon Hank’s head.
“This is a nice ring,” Hank heard Charlie saying. “In a little while — once Sally’s gotten over being sad about you — I might give it to her myself.”
“No,” Hank murmured desperately. He felt his body being drug across the cemetery grounds by the two men who used to be his friends. A moment later he was tumbling down into the open grave, his mind’s eye filled with visions of the woman he loved. The last thing he saw before his vision clouded forever was Big Charlie, looking down at him.
“Trick or treat,” Charlie said with a laugh.
Hank cursed the world around him as he sank into oblivion. As his soul cried out for vengeance, something heard and responded. In the skies above, few took notice of a fiery comet that sped through the night, an ebony flame in its wake.

CHAPTER II
The Bearded Devil

November 2, 1939
The flames from the fireplace danced and jumped, sending little sparks up into the air. The tall, thin man with the long scraggly beard stared into the fire for long moments, breathing so softly that the other man in the room could scarcely hear him. “The signs are there,” the bearded man whispered, his words heavily accented thanks to his Russian origins. “This is our time.”
The other man, a slick-looking American with reddish-brown hair and an athletic build, pushed his hands deeper into his pockets. He was chewing gum, occasionally smacking it loudly, and tapping one foot. He was a man of action and the long periods in which his employer spent his time in contemplation grated on him. Donald Roberts fought to keep his face neutral as he spoke. “The men believe in you but they need more than prophecy.”
“I do not want mercenaries in my service. They must follow me because they believe in my power and my destiny.”
“That’s asking for a lot,” Donald replied. He spit his gum into the palm of his hand and tossed it into the fire. “You’re asking us to basically invade another nation. That’s not something to be done lightly.”
The bearded man took a deep breath and drew himself up to his full height. He was well over six feet in height but was so slender that his bones seemed to jut forth from beneath his taut skin. His eyes were sunken and so dark that they were almost black. His hair was oily and long, with scraggly ends that were so ragged they appeared to have been gnawed on by rats. His clothing was equally tattered and worn, the bottoms of his robes scraping across the floor with little swooshing sounds. All in all, he gave off the impression of a man who had once been at home in high society but for whom times had gone seriously downwards. He now looked like someone who belonged in the sewers, among the dregs of humanity. Despite this, he had an aura of impressiveness that stemmed from the burning madness in his eyes.
“Do you think there will be many who will balk at what I’m asking of them?”
“A few.”
“And you?”
“I don’t understand what you mean,” Donald answered, beginning to feel uncomfortable as the bearded man moved closer, an air of menace beginning to swirl about him.
“Do you have doubts?”
“A few,” the American admitted. “But I trust you to know what you’re doing.”
“How can you say you trust me… and yet have doubts?” The bearded man’s hand shot out with astonishing speed, locking his bony fingers around the American’s neck. He squeezed with almost inhuman strength, baring his teeth. “I cannot have one of the leaders in my army suffering from a lack of faith!”
“No, please,” Donald hissed, his eyes beginning to bulge from their sockets as he struggled to free himself.
“I am the walking death,” the bearded man whispered with malevolent glee. “I am the vessel for the unholy darkness that lurks just outside the veil of humanity. And I do not suffer the indignities of doubters lightly…”
Eldritch energy traveled invisibly down the bearded man’s arm, finally entering the body of the suffering American through his fingers. There it sparked into the visible spectrum, appearing as blue-black flame that engulfed Donald’s head. The magical flame burned the flesh away from the screaming man’s head in seconds, leaving behind only smoldering bone.
As the acrid smoke washed over the bearded man, he began to laugh. “I shall see you again in Hell, my friend.”

CHAPTER III
The Ebony Comet

The tall man was of Russian descent, with close-cropped silver-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He wore a well-tailored black suit, a white handkerchief perched dashingly out of his breast pocket and a golden ring set with a pale red stone shone on the little finger of his right hand. His teeth were shocking white and very regular, helping give the impression of a man who came from impressive stock.
Leonid Kaslov moved through the crowded streets of New York City, eyes never wavering from his goal: a small office set in between two large clothing distributors, each of whom had a steady stream of affluent-looking clientele coming and going from within. The office seemed to blend into the background and none of the women in their high hats or the men in their fashionable suits even seemed to take notice of it.
It was a cold day, with a harsh wind that made the already bustling New York pedestrians hurry all the more. Kaslov barely noticed the strong gusts, however. He had spent more than a few years in the desolation that was Siberia, where the average yearly temperature was only 32 degrees Fahrenheit. Compared to those harsh environs, a wintry day in Manhattan was almost like a vacation to the handsome Russian.
Kaslov nodded politely to a pert young blonde who was admiring a fur coat through a department store window and received an appealing blush in return. Kaslov was a handsome man with a washboard stomach and remarkable grace, making him an easy target for the wandering eyes of women. Though he appreciated the interest, he rarely returned it with any real fervor. He was dedicated to his work and he found that romance had a way of distracting him from the things to which he had dedicated his life: namely, the betterment of mankind and the exploration of the unknown.
In pursuit of those two goals, Kaslov had spent years honing his body into physical perfection and had mastered numerous sciences. Newsworld magazine had named him Man of the Year twice in the last decade, making him one of the most famous men in the nation. His most recent award had come just last year, in the waning days of 1933.
Kaslov pushed into the small office, the smell of sweet perfume hanging heavy in the air. Several words were etched onto the establishment’s door:
KASLOV AND ASSOCIATES
By appointment only

Elizabeth “Libby” Raines was seated behind the desk in the lobby, her blonde curls hanging in ringlets around her shoulders. She looked up with a smile, her blue eyes twinkling as she took him in. Kaslov knew that she had strong feelings for him but he’d strained to make it clear — in the nicest possible fashion — that they were co-workers and could never be anything else.
Despite this, he couldn’t help but notice the lovely dress she wore and the way it displayed her ample charms. “Good morning, Miss Raines,” Kaslov said, his faint Russian accent coming through. “Anything of note?”
“A gentleman named Benjamin Flynn is waiting for you, sir. He was outside the door when I arrived this morning, seeming very frantic.”
Kaslov nodded tersely. Flynn was one of his agents who spanned the globe, keeping track of the Russian’s interests. He was a dashing figure with a well-deserved reputation for being an adventurer. In all the years he’d been in Kaslov’s service, he had never once come to visit. “Is he in the main meeting room?”
Libby made a motion of assent and allowed her eyes to follow Kaslov’s broad shoulders down the hall, until he disappeared around the corner. With a wistful sigh, she returned to her filing work, wondering why in the world such a handsome man was still single.
Kaslov, meanwhile, entered the meeting room, his eyes taking in Flynn’s trim form. The other man rose from his seat, eyes widening at Kaslov’s approach. Flynn was shorter than the Russian, standing at just over six feet tall, and was of a swarthy complexion. A small white scar was on his right cheek, marring what was otherwise a handsome face. “Leo!” Flynn exclaimed, offering a hand. “Damned good to see you!”
“Agreed,” Kaslov answered, shaking the man’s hand heartily. He then moved around the table and took a seat, immediately taking on a professional air. “What brings you here, Ben? I thought you were somewhere in Canada.”
“I was. Did you hear about the unusual light show that went on near Loggieville?”
The Russian leaned back in his seat, steepling his fingers together before him and closing his eyes. It was his custom to eliminate as much as possible from his sensory organs when listening intently, allowing his mind to fashion together a tapestry of ideas and thoughts. “I saw it mentioned briefly in several of the more thorough newspapers. A comet fell to earth, greatly alarming the citizenry. Authorities have secured the debris but said there was little left of it.”
“Not quite true,” Flynn answered. “I was there, Leo. It fell around seven in the evening. I was having a light dinner with a most genial lady when the table began to rattle so hard that a tea kettle crashed to the floor. I ran to the window and saw a blazing ebon flame cutting a swath through the sky. Interspersed amongst the dark contours of the flame were pockets of red and yellow flame. As the thing neared the ground it began to sound like a freight train smashing its way through a crowded station. My ears popped from the change in the air pressure and I felt like my heart was fit to burst from my chest!” Flynn looked away as Kaslov’s eyes opened again, surprised by the emotion in the adventurer’s voice. Flynn was scared. “It crashed in the hills outside town with a monstrous explosion that lit up the sky for miles around… I threw on my coat and went out to investigate but found myself unable to get near the crater.”
“What stopped you?” the Russian pressed.
“A group of men arrived, wearing dark military style uniforms. They came in large trucks and were armed. The local constable tried to come and say something to them but he was taken away and hasn’t been heard from since. The town’s under martial law, Leo… and I don’t think the Canadian government is even aware of it!”
“How do you know they don’t work for the government?”
“Call it a hunch,” Flynn answered. “But I don’t think they’re legit.”
Kaslov pushed his chair towards a nearby shelf and picked up a massive atlas of the world. He flipped through the section on Canada, allowing his fingers to settle on Loggieville. Located in New Brunswick, it was situated where the estuary of the Miramichi River broadened out to form Miramichi Bay. Kaslov knew that fishing was the most prominent industry in the area and he’d heard tales that the town was quite picturesque with a forest of tall hardwoods nearby.
“They’re good people in Loggieville,” Flynn was saying. “Mostly Scottish and English.”
“Don’t worry, Ben. I plan to help them.” the Russian said, looking over his shoulder at his old friend.
“It won’t be easy getting back in,” Flynn remarked, shaking his head. “They’ve blocked off the town, sealed everyone in. I barely got out and had to get my hands a little dirty to do it!”
Kaslov’s handsome face took on a thoughtful expression. “Go and fetch Miss Raines, if you don’t mind. I have a little idea about how we can get back into Loggieville… and she’s going to play an important part.”

CHAPTER IV
Visions of Terror

November 12, 1939
Max Davies was a handsome man with an olive complexion and wavy dark hair that seemed to beg for some beautiful woman to run her fingers through its curls. He moved with a languid grace that spoke of tremendous physical confidence and strength. As he moved through the crowded corridors of his stately Antebellum home, he shook hands with various members of the Atlanta upper-crust, always careful to remember the names of each and every one.
His wife, Evelyn, stood in the sitting room, laughing at some half-hearted attempt at humor from one of the other wives. She caught her husband’s eye and winked playfully, reaching up to brush a lock of her auburn colored hair from her face. She wore a long dress of the deepest emerald, her shoulders left bare and inviting. Max was his usual dashing self in black tie and coat. With a half-hearted apology, she broke free from other woman and moved to meet her husband halfway. “Things are going swimmingly, I think,” she whispered, looking about and flashing her brightest smile. As one of the B-movie genre’s hottest stars, she had perfected the ability to appear pleasant and happy… even when she was bored to tears.
“I’d agree. I just checked on William. Nettie just put him to bed.”
Evelyn nodded, unconsciously putting a hand over her midsection as she thought of her six-month old son. She was working hard to lose the small amount of pudge the pregnancy had left her with and Max thought it hardly noticeable, though she didn’t agree. “Poor little dear. He’s very sociable but I know he hated being passed around to all these little biddies.”
“Now, now,” Max cautioned with a chuckle. “These are the crème de la crème of Southern society. We should be properly honored that they’ve deigned to visit our humble home this evening.”
“You’re the one who’s awful, you know that?” Evelyn replied, finding his hand in hers. She gave it a comforting squeeze. “Tell me again why we’re doing this?”
“Because you wanted to present the image of a lovely young actress ready to re-take her cinematic and stage-based crown,” Max teased.
“You cad,” she laughed. “And here I thought it was a fundraiser for Mayor Hartsfield’s newest charity. I had no idea it was all for me! We really should have made this a masquerade, though. If I’d had a mask over my face, the councilman’s wife wouldn’t have noticed me rolling my eyes at her.”
Max pulled away from Evelyn, spotting another familiar face in the crowd. “You look ravishing, my dear — and not wearing a mask means I can stare into your lovely features from across the room. I’ll show you how much I like that dress later this evening.”
“Promises!” she said, also making her return to socializing.
A persistent throbbing in Max’s temple made him reconsider his approach and he elected to bypass greeting the friend he’d recognized. Instead, he stepped out onto the veranda, noting that he was gratefully alone for a moment. The pain increased steadily and he felt a creeping sense of familiarity. He hadn’t felt one of these in a long time but he knew exactly what it was: a vision of things to come.
Years ago, Max had watched his father Warren Davies die before his eyes, gunned down by criminals. In the years following, Max had come to dedicate himself to hunting down those who would steal innocence from the young. He was aided in this endeavor by a wide variety of mentors, many of whom tutored him during a years-long study abroad. Max had become a master of all the known sciences and fighting styles, but his greatest weapon was the burgeoning mental abilities he possessed. They allowed him to see beyond the walls of life and death, to speak with his father, who would send him sometimes painful visions of crimes about to be committed. Driven by these mental clues, Max had pursued master criminals for years under his guise as the Peregrine, sometimes operating in conjunction with a mysterious benefactor named Mr. Benson… but just over a year ago, Warren Davies had appeared to his son and declared that his visitations were over and that the walls between the worlds of life and death were being reinstated. Since then, Max had continued in his vigilante activities but without the aid of his father’s often-enigmatic advice.
“Dad?” Max asked, noting that the sounds of the party within the house had begun to fade into the background. A fog rolled in around his feet and a sudden chill reached his bones. The moon in the sky seemed unnaturally bright, casting the world below in a stark white glow.
The ghostly image of Warren Davies flickered into view and then faded out again, his voice sounding distorted and unearthly. “Dead… walking… Whisper… listen to… Russian… Mad Monk!” he said, his words coming in choppy half-intelligible bursts.
Before Max could question his father, the visions began. Blood spurted from Max’s nose as he fell to his knees, rocked by the force of what flooded into his mind:
A man, his face nothing more than bone and loose, dripping flesh, wielding a pistol that spewed hot death… a beautiful woman, sitting alone in a darkened room… a grossly obese man sitting like a spider at the center of a vast network of crime… a tall man with a remarkably fit body, eyes shining with intelligence. And hovering above it all the image of a bearded man standing before a flickering ebony flame.
“Mr. Davies? You okay, suh?”
Max blinked away the pain and looked around, seeing that the grounds of his property were back to their normal state. Behind him, he heard murmurings from the party goers, many of them watching him with confusion and horror.
Josh reached out a hand to help his employer to his feet. A handsome black farmhand, Josh helped Nettie tend to the property most days and he was as reliable a man as Max had ever met. “What happened?” Max asked, forcing a trembling smile at his guests.
“You fell over to your knees and started wailing like a banshee!”
“I’m sure the society pages will love that,” Max muttered. He pulled away from Josh after standing again and waved to Judge Carpenter, standing nearby. “Sorry, Judge. I’ve been seeing the doctor about these horrible stomach pains but they’re getting worse.”
“Best be seeing him again in the morning, then,” the Judge said.
“I’ll do that.” Max nodded his thanks to Josh and moved around the side of the house, away from the prying eyes of his guests. Casting a quick glance around to make sure no one could see him, Max darted under the house through a hidden entrance. Down below, a well-stocked laboratory and office lay waiting. Dubbed the Peregrine’s Nest, it was the nerve center for Max’s war on crime. He quickly began changing out of his clothes, putting on the dark suit and domino-style mask he wore when on a mission. On his left hip, he strapped a small scabbard containing the Knife of Elohim, a mystically charged weapon that had saved his life on more than one occasion. He also strapped on his specially modified pistols, each capable of firing nearly four dozen rounds without reloading.
“Sneaking away from the party and leaving me to fend for myself? Utter cruelty.”
Max didn’t bother turning. “How’d you know I was here?” he asked his wife.
“I’ve been married to you for too long.” She stepped around in front of him, her eyes full of concern. “Did you see your father again?”
“Yes.”
“I thought he told you he was gone for good.”
“He did,” Max answered, slipping on the small red-tipped ring that glowed with dark malice. Forged from the small rock-like heart of a demonic being, it was able to burn an image of a Peregrine in flight on the forehead of criminals. Accompanied by Max’s grim words, “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark,” the image had become the stuff of nightmares for Atlanta’s criminal element. “But he showed me things. I have to get out there and start figuring out what it all means.”
“Where are you going?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted, letting his shoulders drop a bit. “I just need to get out. I’m sorry for leaving you here…”
“Go,” she urged, reaching up to run her fingers through his hair. “Get it out of your system and then come back to me. You promised to show me how much you loved my dress, remember?”
“I love you,” he said, meaning it with all his heart.
“Same here. Now go and save some lives.”

CHAPTER V
The Grim Reaper

Tony Scarlotti shivered against the cold wind that blew through the alleyway. Bits of paper and other debris whipped past his feet and Tony could smell stale beer and urine in the air. This section of the city was home to some of Big Charlie’s best brothels and nightclubs and Tony had enjoyed the free services afforded to him by his status many nights. He had visions of Betty in his mind’s eye as he stepped out onto the street. She was a buxom young girl who was still new to Charlie’s prostitution business, a fresh young thing from the Midwest who had run away from home to escape an abusive father. She was typical of many of Charlie’s girls, lost innocents seeking a refuge from the harshness of the world.
What they found, of course, was far worse than what they’d escaped in most cases. Most girls either succumbed to disease or drug use within a few years but some of them managed to tough it out for much longer, until their bodies no longer enticed enough men for them to remain profitable.
The streets were unusually quiet, Tony thought, and as he spotted the brothel in the distance, he began to hear heavy footsteps behind him. He looked over his shoulders, seeing a broad-shouldered silhouette of a man walking towards him, hidden by a quick-rising fog. Tony began to move faster, hoping that he wasn’t being tailed by a rival gang member. He didn’t feel like a fight tonight — all he wanted was a cold beer and the warm embrace of Betty.
“Tony Scarlotti,” the man suddenly said, freezing Tony in mid-step. The stranger’s voice was so cold, so deeply resonant, that it froze the blood in Tony’s voice. “Turn and face me.”
Tony did as he was told, though every fiber of his being screamed out for him to run. Something in the man’s words would not allow that, however, and Tony found himself shivering as the shadowy figure stepped out into the light. He was a big man, wearing a dirt-and-blood encrusted suit and a long overcoat. In his gloved hands, the man carried two pistols, the barrels of which were smoking. But it was the stranger’s face that was most chilling: his skin was sunken and drawn tight against the bones of his face, making him look like a living skull. “Who are you?” Tony asked, hoping that this was some sort of joke: some freak who still had his Halloween costume on.
“An old friend. One who’s got a score to settle.”
“I don’t know what you—”
The horrific looking man lunged forward, shoving Tony against the wall, the barrel of a gun pushed against his neck. “All you need to know is that I’m the Reaper. You got that?”
“Yeah, sure,” Tony stammered, blinking quickly. “The Reaper.”
“I’m going to let you live, Tony… for a little while at least. But you’re going to take Charlie a message for me. Tell him I’m coming for him. And what’s about to happen to the whores in that brothel is only the beginning of what’s going to happen when I find him. You got that?”
Tony nodded, not sure what else to say. He allowed himself to be dragged towards the brothel, where the Reaper kicked the door in with one mighty blow. The Reaper stepped inside, watching as half-naked women suddenly screamed and panicked johns rose from their seats. Upstairs, doors began to open in response to the sudden clamor, as the Reaper raised his voice, strong and loud. “I was once like you,” he bellowed. “Full of sin but desiring to be something better. There is no hope. There is no chance of redemption. There is only death and despair, even in the world to come. Do you understand?” he shouted.
“Hey, buddy,” one of the johns said, holding his hands out in front of him. “Put the guns down, will ya? I got a wife and kids…”
The Reaper snarled out a response, raising a pistol and firing. The bullet burned its way right through the john’s skull. The killer then whirled about, cutting down one after another as the terrified men and women sought for cover. Tony remained standing at the man’s side, unable to move, not even when he saw Betty cut down by the madman’s murderous assault. Over the din of gunfire, the Reaper laughed, a melancholy sound that carried no mirth. Indeed, Tony thought that the killer might have been crying rather than laughing…
When the guns finally fell silent, the Reaper stood gazing over a bloodied scene that looked like something out of a nightmare. The skull-faced murderer turned his gaze upon Tony, eyes blazing. “Go and tell him. Tell him that the Reaper is coming.”
Tony nodded, stumbling backwards.
“And Tony?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t run without speaking to him first. Or I’ll make your death a lot more painful than it’s gonna be otherwise.”
Tony whirled about and took off at a fast clip, the sounds of answering sirens coming from a mile or so away. He knew that he’d been spared for tonight but there was no doubt about it: the Reaper would be turning those pistols on him soon enough.
For now, though, he had to reach Big Charlie… anything to stave off the inevitable footfalls of the Reaper.

CHAPTER VI
Whisper Softly

The Peregrine’s modified roadster sped through the streets of Atlanta, its silent approach a thing of remarkable beauty. There was little traffic on the roads tonight and Max was able to weave in and out of the cars with no difficulty. He passed one or two police patrol vehicles but none made any move to stop him. In recent years, the Peregrine’s relations with the authorities had taken remarkable steps forward, thanks mainly to the efforts of the always elusive Mr. Benson. Police Chief McKenzie had also come to be one of Max’s close allies, meaning that there were even occasions where the Peregrine was now officially asked to assist on cases. It was a far cry from the days when he was just as wanted for questioning as the criminals he hunted.
Max.
The woman’s voice echoed in his head and the Peregrine almost lost control of his car in shock. He pulled over to the side of the road, waiting to see if it could be heard again. Had he imagined it?
I’m no figment of your imagination. Come inside.
The Peregrine looked to his left and saw a small building, lit from within by a single bulb. The sign outside was faded and worn but the legend was still legible. It read “Whisper.”
Stepping from his vehicle, the Peregrine moved towards the structure, wondering what was going on. Most nights, his activities as the Peregrine were fairly straightforward, with the occasional forays into the supernatural. But tonight… tonight seemed rife with the unusual.
He stepped inside, his nostrils flaring at the strong scent of burning incense. Behind a beaded curtain, he found a stunningly attractive woman sitting behind a circular table. Laid out before her were several tarot cards but Max barely noticed them. His eyes were riveted to the woman’s face. He recognized her from the strange vision that his father had sent… the beautiful woman sitting alone in the darkened room. The woman had long dark hair and wore a form-fitting dark dress, with a plunging neckline. Long gloves stretched up her forearms. “Who are you?” he asked.
“Call me Whisper. I’m a friend.”
“You were in my head.”
“I’m a telepath and a precognitive,” she answered, gesturing towards an empty chair. “Please take a seat.”
“No thank you.”
“Suit yourself,” she replied. “I know that you have no reason to trust me, Max… other than the fact that I know who you are and what you’ve been doing. I think you’re the best thing to happen to this city in a long, long time.” Whisper ran a gloved hand through her dark curls. “But haven’t you ever wondered why there’s so much weirdness here now? That the first of the strange killers and monsters appeared right when you did in this city?”
The Peregrine stared at her for a moment, not speaking. Truth be told, the question had come up on more than one occasion. Before coming to Atlanta, he’d been based up North. Coming to Georgia had seemed to carry all the old demons with him, as suddenly the state’s capital was filled with vampires, werewolves and sadistic killers. “Go on.”
“You’re a magnet for weirdness,” she said with a smile.” Not only are you drawn to the darkness but the darkness is drawn to you in turn.”
“You’re saying that all the monsters who’ve threatened the city are here because of me? That it’s my fault?”
“Wherever you went, they would begin to appear. It’s simply a fact, not a matter of blame.”
“Don’t play games with me,” he answered, growing a bit angry. “You pop into my head and then tell me you know all about me — and that I’m a threat to everyone around me. Why?”
“Benson is an ally of mine,” Whisper answered, nodding towards the tarot cards spread out before her. “And he’s asked me to use my unique talents to assist you whenever necessary. In this case, I think you need some guidance. I’ve seen a lot of darkness in your future — a lot of pain, almost more than any one man could bear.”
“Vague and foreboding, just the two things I like in a person,” the Peregrine answered. “Tell me something useful or I’m leaving.” He tried to avoid showing how much her words disturbed him. Not long ago, he had fought an ancient entity known as the Dark Man. During that battle, he’d gotten glimpses into a future that seemed too dark to bear: a world in which everyone he loved would die before him.
Whisper watched him in sympathy. “Soon you’re going to have to choose what kind of person you really are: the kind who believes the ends justify the means or the kind who believes in the sanctity of life.”
The Peregrine frowned. He’d killed plenty of men in his time but it had always been a last resort. Before he could say anything more, a tiny ringing emanated from his right coat pocket. He pulled forth the smallest phone Whisper had ever seen, a black device no bigger than the palm of his hand. He flipped open the cover of the phone and pressed a button, enjoying the fact that he seemed to have caught the woman unawares. This invention was his own creation and allowed him to stay in communication with allies across the globe. It was similar to the devices currently being worked on by engineers at Bell Labs but far superior. “Yes?” he asked into the phone.
Will McKenzie’s voice was so crystal clear that he could have been standing in the same room with Max. The Peregrine immediately pictured the handsome young police chief in his mind’s eye, familiar with the man’s slender build and friendly features. “You busy?”
“Nothing important.”
“Then get on over to Peach Avenue, my friend. We’ve got multiple homicides at Suzy’s house of ill repute. Somebody did a real number on this place.”
“Any witnesses?”
“We’ve got one girl who managed to hide in the attic. She caught a brief glimpse of the killer and he sounds like one of yours.”
Max grimaced. One of mine? He thought. Maybe Whisper’s right. Maybe I bring these monsters out to play. “I’m on my way.”
As he put the phone away, Whisper rose from her seat and moved around the table. “I’ll see you again soon,” she purred.
“Not if I can help it,” he muttered, leaving her home as quickly as possible. The last thing he needed right now was some mystery woman feeding him lies and half-truths.
Back inside, Whisper watched him through her window, an enigmatic smile on her full red lips. Though the Peregrine could not hear her, she spoke the following words aloud: “You’re not alone in your war, Max. You’ve accepted the aid of your wife and McKenzie. Now’s the time to welcome new allies to the cause as well.”

CHAPTER VII
The Russian Revealed

The train ride took the trio northwards and began fairly uneventfully, though Libby’s excitement over being invited on one of Kaslov’s adventures caused her already bubbly personality to reach new levels. She chattered away animatedly as they boarded and found their cabins, never ceasing even as the men unpacked their things and made way to the dining car. It was fairly late in the evening but the thrill of adventure had kept the three fully awake.
Kaslov had changed into his traveling clothes, which consisted of a military-style khaki shirt, jodhpur pants and black boots. A leather gun belt completed the ensemble, a holstered .45 automatic on the side.
As the party settled into their meals, Flynn caught the Russian’s eye and they shard a silent exchange of humor over the young lady’s enthusiasm. She caught wind of their glance and sat back with hands folded in her lap, looking a bit embarrassed. “Sorry, gentlemen… I didn’t mean to prattle on so.”
“It’s quite alright,” Benjamin Flynn replied, gracing her with a dashing and somewhat roguish grin. “Honestly, it’s been ages since I’ve traveled in the company of so vivacious a woman.”
Libby glanced down at her plate, enjoying the man’s attentions but equally aware of Kaslov’s presence. She knew better than to hope that he’d grow jealous of Flynn’s attentions — there seemed to be nothing about women that could seize the Russian’s attention for long. “Leonid,” she began, lowering her voice slightly with anticipation. She rarely called him by his first name but they were out of the office and she felt more comfortable doing so in this setting. “Tell me again what you want me to do when we arrive?”
“My face is a bit too recognizable,” Leonid explained, picking at his salad. A dedicated vegetarian, the Russian was usually very finicky about his vegetables, often bringing his own with him on trips. He had foregone that today and looked decidedly unhappy about the results. “And it is very likely that Mr. Flynn has left a lasting impression upon these mysterious guards in Loggieville… so we need you to be the ‘face’ of our little operation. Both Flynn and myself will be with you but we will disguised enough that no one will notice us as long as you play your part effectively.”
“And that is?”
“You will need to be only yourself, Miss Raines: attractive, funny and outgoing. Any red-blooded male in Loggieville will be too enamored of you take any real notice of us. We’ll try to get them to let us in directly, claiming you’re there to visit Mrs. Lorraine O’Bannion, aged 63, who lives at 134B Early.”
Libby blinked in confusion. “Is she a real person—?”
“Yes,” Flynn said, answering before Kaslov could do so. “She’s the mother of the woman I was visiting in town. Wonderful woman.”
Somehow, Libby wasn’t surprised that Mr. Flynn had been there to visit a woman… She sat in silence for a moment, digesting everything that was said. It took a moment for her to realize that Kaslov’s words had been the closest things she’d ever gotten in terms of interest from him. Wetting her lips, she leaned forward, pushing her mostly untouched plate to the side. “You’ve always been so mysterious about your past, Leonid. Could you please tell me about you—? I mean, I’ve read the interviews and all, but you rarely go into any kind of detail.”
Kaslov hesitated. “I’m certain my life story would bore you both,” he murmured.
“Not at all,” Flynn countered. “I’ve been a bit curious myself. The rumors I’ve heard… well, if half of them are true, they should make movie serials about you!”
“I’ve received offers,” Kaslov replied with a laugh. “Many of the men and women who are part of the adventurer’s club I belong to — the Nova Alliance — are in the same boat. None of us seek the limelight but sometimes it’s hard to avoid it, I suppose.” Leonid glanced out the window, staring hard at the passing countryside, which was blanketed in a field of white that stood out startlingly clear against the night sky. “I was born just after the turn of the century, in 1901. My father was the scientist Nikola Kaslov. He married late in life, not becoming a father until he was nearly 45 years old. My mother was a secretary who came into his employ just three years before my birth. I was born precisely at midnight in the midst of one of the greatest lightning storms to ever hit Russia. My father said it was a sign that I was meant for great tings.”
“Your father was an expert in electricity and magnetism wasn’t he?” Flynn inquired. “I’ve read about his exhibition of wireless communication back in 1893. Brilliant.”
“Yes. He was. But he was also deemed a madman by many within the Russian Empire. They thought he was insane for his various claims, his various pursuits. He never sought to create weapons of destruction but all too often his ideas were twisted to those purposes.” Kaslov’s eyes flashed with an inner fire that surprised Libby. She rarely saw him so emotional. “He worked in many fields, including robotics, physics and even brief forays into the paranormal. After my mother’s death when I was three, my father became even more distant and withdrawn but he always included me in his work, taking me on as his greatest pupil. I became his greatest invention, a living weapon against the injustices of the world. During my early teens, my father fell out of favor with the Tsar and so he fled to Siberia to continue his work.”
“I began experiencing a peculiar affliction during this time: blinding flashes of light that accompanied hallucinations. These visions were often linked to a word or an idea that I had recently come across and they frequently led to astonishing leaps of logic that allowed me to begin equaling my father in his studies early on.”
Kaslov paused for a moment as the train crossed over into New Brunswick. The dinner car was mostly empty now but a few stragglers lingered in one of the corner areas, laughing and playing cards. “My father showed me much before he died. Thanks to him, I’m fluent in English, Russian, French, German, Hungarian, Italian, Latin, German, and Hungarian.” Kaslov laughed. “Sometimes I catch myself thinking in a mixture of all those.”
Libby smiled, though she sensed sadness brewing behind those pink hued lips.
“My father was summoned back to the royal court in 1916, requested by several men who were growing concerned about the influence that Rasputin held over the Tsar. The Mad Monk as he was called… was a far more dangerous man than most people realize. He dealt with things that were beyond science, beyond what could be considered moral and just. My father took part in the planning of the man’s murder. He felt it was necessary to preserve the Tsar’s rule — despite the problems he and Nicholas had shared, my father was loyal to the rulers of our country. I begged my father to let me accompany him on that December night, but he refused. The deed was done but not before Rasputin had helped sow the seeds of doubt that led to the Revolution. My father was murdered just weeks before the Revolution took place… his killer unknown to me, even now. I fled to the United States when the madness took hold in my country and have been here ever since, working tirelessly to continue my father’s dreams. I hope to eventually bring about a better world, one that is based on the precepts of morality, kindness and scientific exploration.”
“I’m sure your father would be very proud of you,” Libby whispered.
“Thank you.” Kaslov looked up as the train began to suddenly squeal on the tracks, lurching forward and then back. The men who had been playing cards stood up, looking out the window on their side of the car as the train slowly came to a stop.
“Wouldja look at that!” one of them exclaimed.
Kaslov and Flynn moved to join the men. “What’s going on?” Flynn asked the nearest of them.
The man smelled of alcohol and looked a bit out of sorts, his eyes glassy and wide open. “A bunch of guys are blocking the tracks with a truck! They’re all wearing funny jumpsuits and carryin’ guns.”
“Black uniforms?” Flynn wondered aloud. When the man nodded in confirmation, the adventurer turned to Kaslov. Before he could speak, the sound of gunfire rang out, followed by the screams of passengers.
The tall Russian sprang into action, pushing Flynn towards Libby. “Take her to safety! Defend her with your life!”
“What about you?”
Kaslov’s body was tensed for combat, his nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed. “You must have been followed, Benjamin. They know you escaped and went for help. That’s the only explanation for them being here. We need answers — and I don’t plan to stop until I get them!”

CHAPTER VIII
Death in the Snow

Leonid was doing the exact opposite from what most of his fellow passengers were doing. While most of the men and women onboard were scrambling in terror from the sounds of gunfire, the muscular Russian moved at a steady pace towards the danger. He felt no fear at the knowledge that death possibly awaited him, for he had faced such terrors numerous times before. Instead, he felt a sudden quickening of the pulse, a thrill that went from the top of his head down to the very tips of his toes.
A man of science, he was, but he was also a man of action. In combat, he was able to blend the twin disciplines of the mind and the body in a way that he could never express otherwise.
He finally found his quarry near the head of the train: five armed men; each dressed as Flynn had described. They wore black leather uniforms with emerald green piping, their hands hidden beneath dark gloves. One of them had a porter shoved up against the wall, the barrel of a rifle pressed against the terrified man’s throat. “I won’t ask you again,” the gunman was saying. “Do you or do you not have a man named Benjamin Flynn onboard?”
“I’d have to check,” the porter stammered, his eyes growing wide. He was an older man, in his sixties Leonid surmised, and his hands trembled with fright. “Please… I don’t know everyone onboard by name!”
“I’m not expecting you to, you old coot!” the gunman yelled. “But you know how to find out, now don’t you?”
Leonid Kaslov broke into a run as one of the other gunman spotted the massive Russian and raised the barrel of his gun. With a roar, Kaslov lowered his head and slammed into the nearest of the men, knocking him right through the glass window behind him. The man flew through the air, landing in the snow. Kaslov continued his flurry of activity, backhanding another of the men and grabbing hold of the terrified porter, tossing him to safety.
The leader of the pack backed away after his hostage was ripped from him. Once he had more room to maneuver, the man opened fire, not caring that his own companions were at risk. Indeed, one of them was torn down in a bloody barrage of bullets that ripped him from head to toe.
Kaslov ducked below the stream of hot death, knowing that he’d escaped death by mere inches. His sleeve caught on part of the narrow hallway, ripping as he moved forward. This had the effect of revealing his marvelously proportioned bicep and he flexed this muscle just before rising to his full height and slamming a fist into the firing man’s face. The sound of bones crunching rang out as blood spurted from the man’s injured nose.
This left only two opponents still standing and both looked as if they were having second thoughts about the whole affair. While they wavered in their resolve, Leonid dispatched one with a well-placed kick to the knee. A sickening pop was followed by a cry of pain as the man fell to the floor, crippled.
Kaslov took a step towards the remaining gunman. “You saw what happened to your friends,” he warned, his words taking on an icy tone that seemed all the more threatening. “If you want to be able to walk away with the police under your own power, you’re going to answer a few questions for me.”
“You’re him, aren’t you?” the man stammered. “Leo somethin’ or other — the Russian!”
“I am.”
“My name’s Marty,” the man said, a sickly grin appearing on his face. “Believe it or not, I’m a big fan of yours. My little boy has a picture of you on his bedroom wall!”
“How did you end up working for these people, Marty? You don’t strike me as a bad sort.”
Marty seemed to take those words as something meaningful, for he lowered his weapon and glanced over his shoulder nervously. He was aware that he’d just taken part in an awful crime, one that would probably cost him his freedom, but he was also in obvious awe of Kaslov. “I answered an ad for men with military experience, who were good with a rifle and who needed money, no questions asked. I’m not even sure where these guys are really based — maybe we were all blindfolded and taken by boat to an island in the middle of nowhere! That’s where we’ve been every since, up until the comet landed in Loggieville. Now we’re holding the place prisoner until the boss can finish learning whatever he can from the Black Flame.”
“The Black Flame,” Leonid murmured aloud, stroking his chin. “What is that, exactly?”
“I don’t know,” Marty answered. “I’ve never been that close to it… but one of my friends says it’s like nothing nobody’s ever seen before! He said it was somethin’ alien… a living fire!”
“Hmm.” Leonid glanced outside the shattered window, where one of the gunmen had begun to stir. “Tell me about your boss.”
“Tall guy. Speaks with a funny accent — a lot worse than yours, but maybe he’s from the same place. Calls himself a monk but he ain’t like no monk I’ve ever seen before. Real bushy beard, dark eyes, stinks to high heaven.”
Leonid’s eyes flashed with sudden, awful realization. That description was of someone who was long dead… “Have you ever heard his name? His real name?”
Marty nodded eagerly, pleased to have information that Kaslov wanted so badly. “Sure! Just once… but they said he was really named Rasputin. Do you know him?”
“Yes… I’m afraid I do. And this situation has just gone from curious to downright bizarre!”

CHAPTER IX
Communing with the Black Flame

Loggieville was a quiet town, with a population of only a few hundred good-natured souls. Founded by men and women of mostly Scottish and English descent, Loggieville was home to hardy woods and beautiful sunrises. The current mayor of the town was Henry O’Shea, a hearty man with a rust-colored beard and lively green eyes. He was a bit on the heavy side but he tried to hide the fact by constantly crossing his arms in front of him, which only served to enhance his portly image. He was a beloved figure, however, and was generally considered to be Mayor for Life.
Unfortunately, he now wondered if his life was going to be a short one. He was bound by the wrists with heavy rope that bit into his skin. A gun was pressed against the back of his neck and he was forced to his knees on the cold floor, his eyes never wavering from the peculiar image in front of him.
Rasputin sat cross-legged in front of a large brazier, in which sat several broken pieces of dark colored rock. Black and blue flames danced about the rocks, sometimes shooting high up into the air, so that they left little marks on the ceiling. Henry hated seeing his office defiled like this but the Russian had claimed it as his own soon after the town fell under enemy control.
Henry found it hard to believe that the man was really Rasputin, anyway. Well read, Henry knew enough about the troubles a few decades back to know that the real Rasputin was long dead.
“Your men have worked quite hard,” Rasputin said, his voice sounding somewhat drugged and unfocused. His eyes drifted lazily about the room and Henry got the impression that the man was staring at things that were beyond the normal veil of man. “When we are done here, I plan to leave them all alive, though precautions will be taken to assure that we are not described to authorities.”
“None of us will say a thing,” Henry promised. His knees ached from being on the hard floor but he tried to maintain a friendly demeanor. Though most people considered him far more likeable than your average politician, the truth was that he was just as slick as the best of them and had mastered the art of pretending to care for what was being said to him. It was an unfortunate truth that sometimes a politician had to put on a fake smile and go to town, which he was now doing. “You have my word on that.”
Rasputin’s gaze seemed to steady on Henry’s form and he regarded him as if he were some new form of bug. “Do you know how lucky you are?”
“What do you mean?”
“In all of humanity, there are only a few moments in which mankind receives a true evolutionary push… a point in which we are blessed to receive knowledge from beyond.”
“I don’t… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course you don’t.” Rasputin rose from his sitting position and turned to face the flickering flame. “Show this unfortunate just how blessed he truly is,” the Mad Monk proclaimed, raising his hands to the air and throwing his head back in rapture.
What do you wish of me? A voice rumbled and Henry felt the blood chill in his veins. This was no sound produced by a human voice — this was inhuman and very, very old.
“I need knowledge from beyond,” Rasputin explained. “Have my men killed the one who escaped us before?”
The flames danced madly and Henry got the distinct impression that the alien entity that existed within its confines was considering the matter. Your men have failed to kill the one called Flynn. They were repelled by one of your fellow countrymen — a man named Leonid Kaslov.
The Mad Monk heard a gasp of surprise from the mayor and he shot the man a withering stare. “Kaslov,” Rasputin whispered, drawing out the name as if tasting it. “I knew a man named Kaslov. After my return from the grave, I slew him in revenge for his role in my assassination. Is this his son?”
It is.
“You don’t know who Leonid Kaslov is?” Henry wondered aloud. He immediately regretted speaking his thoughts aloud as it once again brought Rasputin’s attention upon him.
“I care nothing for the heroes of your media,” the Mad Monk intoned.
“Kaslov is a super-man!” Henry explained. “He’s a brilliant scientist, inventor and adventurer! If he’s after you, then there’s nothing for us to fear — you’re the one who should be worried!”
“My soul was bartered long ago for power beyond your imagining!” Rasputin bellowed, sparks of electricity dancing around his eyes and fingertips. “This creature that stands before us both was brought down from the heavens by my power — by my calling! I have brought the flame of eternal power to Earth!”
“The devil may be on your side,” Henry said, finding hidden reserves of bravery within himself, “but Kaslov will still put you in your place.”
The Mad Monk looked fit to kill but he held off on attacking the man, knowing his popularity with the townspeople. Letting him live would keep them from rising up and causing more trouble for him. Instead, he turned back to the living flame and glowered angrily. “My men say that all the pieces of your rock have been collected. Are you well enough to travel?”
I will not be harmed by the movement.
“Good.” Rasputin’s evil grin returned. “Then the time has come to make sure that the good people of Loggieville will not be able to name us. And who better to test this spell upon than the good mayor?”
As the Mad Monk began to advance upon him, Henry started to scream. His howls of terror were abruptly silenced a moment later, though many in the small town wondered what had just happened. They feared the worst… but were unaware that something worse than death had just taken place.

CHAPTER X
Nocturnal Liaisons

Kaslov’s stature amongst the law enforcement community allowed the resulting investigation to move much faster than it otherwise would have. All of the gunman save for the star-struck Marty refused to speak under interrogation and were taken away by the responding authorities. In light of the assistance he had given, Marty was promised a lighter sentence in the end.
The Russian superman had then retired to his private berth on the train as the passengers began to slowly recover from their scare. Flynn and Libby were both unharmed, though they were full of questions about what Kaslov had learned. Leonid had promised them answers in the morning as they reached Loggieville, preferring to keep his thoughts close to the vest for now. The fact that someone claiming to be Rasputin was involved had unnerved the usually unflappable Kaslov. According to Leonid’s father, Rasputin was undeniably dead. From the few snatches of conversation Leonid had overheard, the Mad Monk had been nearly impossible to push off the mortal coil, but in the end the deed had been done. So who was this person masquerading as Rasputin?
Leonid lay in bed for over an hour, his eyes settled into the gloom. He was somewhat lulled by the gentle rocking of the train but he knew he was not going to get any sleep tonight. He had just considered dressing and walking the corridors for a bit when a soft knocking came at his door. He sat upright, muscles tensed. “Who is it?”
Libby pushed open the door, her delicate features shown clearly thanks to the lighting outside. “It’s just me. Can I come in?”
“Of course. Is something the matter?”
As the pretty young secretary entered the room, shutting the door tightly behind her, Leonid wondered at her appearance. She wore a silky nightgown that clung to the contours of her firm body. It rustled gently as she approached his bed. “Leo… I know this seems very forward of me but… with all the danger we’re facing, it may be the only chance we’ll ever get. I’m madly, terribly in love with you.”
“Libby,” he began, but his words faded as she pushed the nightgown off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. She stepped lightly out of it, his keen eyes drinking in her form. She was fit, with long legs and a flat stomach. Leo found himself entranced with the gentle undulation of her belly, a clear sign of her aroused breathing, and he followed the sweep of her body upwards from there, letting his gaze linger for a moment on her magnificent breasts.
“Can I stay with you?” she asked sweetly, letting the fingers of her left hand toy idly up and down her thigh.
Leonid rose from the bed, clad only in his briefs and moved towards her. She tilted her head to accept his kiss but it never came. Instead, he gently took her by the hands. “I am tempted. I truly am. But I can’t do this.”
“But… why? I thought…”
“I do find you attractive, Libby. But I swore an oath to my father that I would make this would a better place. I can’t have distractions from that.”
“But what kind of world will it be if there’s no room for love?” she protested, suddenly feeling ashamed of her nakedness. She pulled away from him and hurriedly dressed. “I’m sorry, Leo. I shouldn’t have — I’m sorry.”
“Libby! Please, let me finish!”
The girl was out the door before the Russian could finish. He let his shoulders sag, feeling the weight of his mission heavy upon him.
* * *
Libby stood with her back to the door, trying to hold in the sobs she felt threatening to overwhelm her.
“If you’re looking for any port in the storm…”
Libby looked over to see Flynn standing in the doorway to his own berth, which was next to Kaslov’s. He looked dashing with a day’s worth of stubble and a half buttoned shirt that had been hurriedly thrown over his slacks. “What” she stammered, trying to hide her emotions but failing miserably.
“I don’t need these thin walls to tell me what just went on in there,” Flynn began. “And I’m telling you that you’re far too beautiful to go back to your own room dressed like that.”
“I’m not that kind of girl,” she protested.
“Never said you were. But you do look like a lonely girl. And I’m damned lonely myself.”
Libby cast a hurt stare back at Leonid’s door. “If you want to throw me away,” she whispered under her breath, “Then so be it.”
Before she could change her mind, she pushed her way into Flynn’s room and pulled him to her, her hands wrapping about his neck.

CHAPTER XI
Deadly Alliances

November 15, 1939
“He said he wanted you to know he was coming for you,” Tony repeated, nervously smoothing back the shock of white hair that had appeared virtually overnight. He’d been too wired to sleep following his encounter with the Reaper but he’d held off on visiting Big Charlie until early the following morning, knowing that his boss wouldn’t react very well to losing any sleep himself. When he’d finally tried to set up a meeting, he’d found out that Charlie was out of town on a business trip, meaning that nearly two days had passed before they’d finally met up and the tale had been told. “The guy was a maniac, Charlie!”
Big Charlie leaned back in his leather chair, which creaked beneath his weight. He chewed on a cigar, idly fingering a glass of bourbon that sat on his mahogany desk. They were in his home, located in the revitalized arts district of the city. It was a study in extravagance, with no discernible pattern to the furnishings other than the large price tag they’d come with. “And you’re telling me you don’t know who the hell he is?” Charlie asked in disbelief. “A guy as big as you’re describing, who has a beef with me and who’s the best marksman on the planet?”
“There was something familiar about him,” Tony admitted. “But his face… that wasn’t no mask, boss. His face was all dried up and skeletal. It was like he was dead. He even smelled dead!”
Charlie sighed, flicking some of the ashes off his cigar. He let the cheroot lie against an ashtray that cost several thousand dollars. “And you ran like a little schoolgirl instead of trying to take him out? What the hell am I paying you for, Tony? It sure as hell ain’t so you can be an errand boy for some guy who looks like he just crawled out of the grave.”
Tony’s eyes widened and he took a step towards the desk, lowering his voice. “Boss! That’s it! You don’t think this Reaper guy was Hank, do you?”
“Hank Winthrop’s dead and buried,” Charlie reminded him.
“Yeah, but… I told you what Mel said about that grave…”
Charlie rolled his eyes. Mel worked at the cemetery and had covered for a number of unofficial burials over the years as some of Charlie’s enemies dropped off the face of the earth. According to Mel, grave # 166 was disturbed on Halloween night. That particular grave was the one where Hank had been buried alive some three years back, which would have been strange enough. But Mel swore that it looked like something had crawled out. “Is that what this is about? You going paranoid on me?”
“No, boss, nothing like that. Look, the papers said that the cops were all over the joint after I left. They said they had a witness — one of the girls who described him just like I did, right?”
“She sure did,” Charlie admitted.
“Then you know that something’s up. And it wouldn’t be the first weird thing to happen in this town, would it?”
Charlie had to agree with that. In the last few years, he’d heard things from men that he would have trusted with his life that sounded impossible. Vampires, werewolves and mad scientists, all loose in Atlanta. It was like something out of a bad pulp novel. “I tell you what, Tony… I want you and Mikey to take some goons out tonight to look for this Reaper. A guy who looks like that can’t be hard to miss, am I right? Somebody musta seen him.”
Tony shuffled his feet, not wanting to even consider going after the Reaper. But he knew what it meant to defy Charlie and so he merely nodded and headed for the door, already planning his call to Mikey.
As he left, he passed the boss’s wife, the shapely Sally. She smiled prettily at him as she entered her husband’s study, wearing a gown that would have once been beyond her wildest dreams. “No problems with work, is there?” she asked Charlie, kissing him on the top of his head.
“Nah, it’s nothing, doll. Just some old business that won’t stay buried, that’s all. You going shopping again today?”
Sally nodded. Shopping was one of the few things that silenced the pain in her heart. “If you don’t mind…”
“Course not, doll. You have yourself a good time.”
* * *
“When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark,” Max said as he brought he glowing signet ring down on the man’s forehead. It sizzled against the crook’s flesh and produced a scream of pained terror that echoed throughout the abandoned warehouse.
When the deed was done, the Peregrine let the Latino man fall to the ground. “Count yourself lucky, Pedro. If I’d been the Reaper, you’d be dead right now, you know that?”
Pedro looked up at him with red-tinged eyes and nodded. The image of a Peregrine in flight had been branded onto his forehead, looking painfully bright. “Sí, señor. I know that.”
“Then show me you’re grateful.” The Peregrine knelt next to the door, gesturing towards an open crate full of magazines. “There’s enough illegal pornography there to put you away for a long, long time, my friend. But I’m willing to cut you a deal: you abandon all this garbage here and now, leaving town for good. Got it?”
“Sí!”
“And one more thing,” the Peregrine said with a cold smile. “Tell me what you’ve heard about the Reaper. All I know is what he looks like — and that he’s a busy little bee, hitting a different spot every night for the past few days.”
“I don’t know much, señor. Only that he appears and disappears without a trace. He’s killed almost everyone he’s met so far, but he always leaves at least one person alive.”
“You mean a witness?”
“No, señor— they are just lucky ones! I mean he leaves behind someone who can give a message to the man who owns all those things. The bordello, the drug syndicate, the gun runners. They are all owned by one man.”
That piqued the Peregrine’s interest. He’d been looking for a connection between the hits but so far had been only able to find one true link: that all the enterprises were illegal. “Who is it?”
“Big Charlie.”
Max paused for a moment, thinking back over the events of the past few months. Charlie had been top dog in the Atlanta underworld for years but he’d mostly dropped off the scene during the Warlike Manchu’s brief tenure in the city. In the aftermath of that whole affair, Max had been focused on the arrival of his son and had paid less attention to the underworld than he obviously should have. “Thanks, Pedro. Now get your tail out of my town.”
The Peregrine stood up again and thought about his next move. Paying a visit to Big Charlie seemed like the obvious thing to do. It wasn’t much of a stretch to assume that the man would know who was out to ruin his business, after all.
He started to head outside to his roadster when the sound of heavy footfalls made him pause. It wasn’t Pedro, who had scurried away as quickly as possible. This was someone new, someone carrying a good bit of weight on them.
“You were looking for me?” rumbled the deep voice of a man. The stranger stepped into view, emerging from the shadows near a back entrance to the warehouse. He was tall and broad shouldered, wearing dark, dirt-stained clothing. His face was skull-like and painful to behold.
“The Reaper?” Max asked, taking several steps towards the other man. “Didn’t expect you to find me first,” he admitted.
The Reaper stared at him for a long moment before speaking. “I keep a good ear to the ground. It lets me know when people are asking around about me.”
“You’ve killed a lot of people, my friend… and I’m guessing it has to do with some sort of vendetta against Big Charlie.”
“Retribution,” the Reaper replied. “He took several things from me, things that can never be repaid with anything other than blood.”
“Vengeance won’t get back whatever you lost,” the Peregrine said, hoping that his words could find hold with the Reaper. Max was reaching out with his telepathy, straining to call upon the powers he’d possessed since his youth. When his mind brushed that of the Reaper’s, he flinched at the sensation. It was nauseating, like stepping into the middle of a morgue, with the smells and sights of death assaulting him.
“Not a pretty place is it?” the Reaper asked. “My mind, that is.”
“What are you?” Max hissed, pointing both his guns at the Reaper. He gave thought to holstering one of them so he could draw his mystic dagger but held off on it for now — best to keep the dagger in reserve, he decided.
“I used to be like you. An average Joe trying to get by. I wanted to get myself a girl, settle down, and raise a few pups. The usual.” The Reaper shook his head sadly. “But Big Charlie wouldn’t let me. When I tried to get out, he killed me. Buried me alive.”
The Peregrine lowered his pistols, staring at the man before him. “You came back from the grave… for revenge?”
“For righteous fury.”
Max thought of his father again, remembering what he had said when he’d told Max that he wouldn’t be returning in the future. “Someone told me that the walls between the worlds of the living and dead were closing again. That travel from one side to the other was going to be more difficult. Mind telling me how you made it through to the world of the living again?”
The Reaper’s bony visage seemed to harden under the questioning. “The Black Flame. I called it and it came to me.”
Max narrowed his eyes. “The Black Flame…?”
“It’s an ancient entity that lives beyond the stars. When a man has enough strength of will he can summon the Flame. He can ask of it a boon. But there’s a price to be paid. I asked to be returned so that I could take my revenge on Big Charlie.”
“And what did the Black Flame get in return?”
“I’m here, spreading chaos and fear. That’s what feeds the Flame, fans it so it never goes out.”
“Once Big Charlie’s been taken down, what happens then?”
“My soul floats down into the abyss,” the Reaper stated without emotion. “I’m more than willing to pay for my sins, Mr. Peregrine… but Charlie needs to die.”
“You’re killing innocent people, as well.”
“No one’s innocent!” the Reaper bellowed. “No one but Sally.”
The Peregrine filed that name down in his mental notebook and pointed his pistols at the Reaper once more. “I’ll help you take down Charlie. But we’ll do it my way. Understand?”
The Reaper looked at the man’s pistols, eyes blazing. “Or what?”
“Or you’ll find out that I’m a little bit familiar with dispatching undead creatures like yourself.”
The being that had once been Hank Wilbon stewed it over for a moment before finally nodding. “In the end, Charlie has to die. By my hands. Understand?”
The Peregrine thought of Whisper’s words and knew that this was part of what she meant. Would he stand aside and let an evil man die for his crimes? He’d been inside the Reaper’s mind, had seen the horrible act take place. He knew the rage that Wilbon felt and knew beyond a doubt that Big Charlie was worthy of nothing less than execution. But he’s made a promise to both Benson and to himself that he’d no longer willingly take human lives.
Which path would he choose in the end?

CHAPTER XII
Land of Confusion

The trio departed the train just outside Loggieville and Kaslov noted that there was a distinct difference in the air the next morning. Flynn seemed to be more chipper than normal while Libby was not only giving Leonid the cold shoulder but she was being overly fussy about doting over Flynn.
With a wistful shake of his head, Kaslov tried to ignore the situation. This was exactly the sort of thing he tried to avoid, after all. Before Libby had stormed out last night, he had considered trying to explain that it wasn’t just that she would be a distraction to his work but that she would also be in constant danger — any number of Kaslov’s enemies could make her a target of their wrath and Leonid didn’t want her blood to be on his hands.
The three of them made the slow trek to the edge of the city, trudging through ankle deep snow. Libby was the most disturbed by the extreme cold but Flynn gallantly gave her his overcoat to warm herself with. Kaslov said nothing about this though he knew it was partly his fault that the poor girl was shivering so. She was dressed perfectly for the role he had asked her to play: that of the sexually available nymph. Her emerald dress was tight in all the right places with a high slit on her right leg and a plunging neckline in the front. It was a breathtaking arrangement but not one suited for the weather.
Flynn and Kaslov were in their disguises, with both men sporting full beards and low-brimmed hats. Under close examination, they might be recognized but Leonid didn’t expect many eyes to be upon them with Libby dressed as she was.
“Something’s not right,” Flynn murmured under his breath as they rounded a corner and faced a small wooden sign welcoming them to Loggieville.
“What do you mean?” Kaslov asked, his eyes scanning the area. He could make out a few people moving through the streets on their daily business but saw no sign of any gunmen.
“Look at it! They’re gone!”
Leonid picked up his pace, entering the city’s environs with purpose. He caught the eye of a stout fellow with red hair and small wire rim glasses. “Excuse me, sir?”
The man stopped in place, a newspaper folded under one arm and a steaming cup of java in his hand. “Eh? What can I do for you?” The man’s eyes widened slightly as he caught sight of Libby, who pulled her coat around herself self-consciously.
“The men who were in this town recently — armed with guns and wearing military-style clothing — what became of them?”
“I don’t have the foggiest what you’re talking about,” the man replied. He stared hard at Leonid for a moment before his face broken into a grin. “Hey! Aren’t you that Russian fella who’s a super genius?”
“I am,” Kaslov replied, looking for any trace of deception in the man’s face. He found none and was forced to come to the conclusion that this fellow honestly knew nothing about Rasputin’s forces.
Flynn, however, was not so easily dissuaded. He gripped the man by the arm and brought his face close enough that the clouds issuing forth from his breath touched the other man’s cheek. “You’re Thomas, right? I met you when I was here before. I saw you the night the men came for the comet. Don’t you remember?”
“I’ve never seen you before in my life,” the man replied, pulling his arm away. “And I certainly think I’d remember men like you’re describing.”
“What about the comet?” Kaslov asked. “Do you remember that?”
With a shake of his head, the man said, “I do not… now if you’ll excuse me, I must make it to the office. Good day, sirs, madam.”
Libby waited until the man was out of earshot before she whispered, “Leo… what’s going on?”
Without answering, Kaslov turned to Flynn. “Can you take us to where the comet landed?”
“Sure! It won’t be hard at all to find that place. The crater was huge.”
* * *
The trio found the crash site with little difficulty, for it had burned a huge path through the local forest en route to its final resting place. There they found a half dozen children playing in and around the crater. Kaslov knelt outside the area and examined the ground, seeing a large number of glass pieces — evidently the landing had been hot enough that it had fused some of the grains of sand.
Libby approached the children, who stopped in their play to watch her. “Hello,” Libby said cheerfully and she was rewarded with a warm smile from the lone girl amongst the kids. “Do any of you know anything about what happened here?”
The girl shrugged her shoulders, pigtails dancing. “No, ma’am. We just found it like this. It’s fun, though!”
Flynn stared at the little girl in mounting horror. He turned to Kaslov. “What the hell’s going on here?”
“Something that makes me think we’re in serious danger,” the Russian replied. “I didn’t tell you everything that our talkative gunman from the train said. He claimed that the man behind these things was a being from my past, one I thought long dead. My father spoke of him often enough to let me know that he was supposedly possessed of unusual abilities — not the least of which was the ability to ensnare the minds of those around him.”
“Care to share his name now?” Flynn asked, angry that he had been kept in the dark.
“He claims he’s Rasputin.”
“The former advisor to the Tsar?”
“One and the same.” Leonid glanced at one of the older boys. “Who is the most powerful man in this town, lad?”
“That’d be the mayor, sir,” the boy replied, staring at Kazlov like he was close to recognizing him. “His name’s Henry O’Shea.”
“Could you take us to him?”
The boy agreed and led them back into town. They found Loggieville to be a peaceful place, quiet and clean. There seemed to be no sign that they had been enslaved only a day or so beforehand. When they reached the mayor’s office, the boy excused himself after taking a small set of coins from Flynn in recognition of his service.
Kaslov was about to knock on the door when it opened unexpectedly, revealing the bearded visage of Henry O’Shea.
“Hello!” the mayor exclaimed, taking them all in with his eyes. “Looking for me, are you?”
“Yes. My friends and I have some questions for you.” Leonid reached up and peeled away his false beard, revealing the face known the world over. “My name is Leonid Kaslov.”
A queer thing happened to the mayor’s face upon hearing that name. A twitch under his right eye made him look half mad. “Mr. Kaslov. This is quite an honor, indeed. Come in, come in!”
The Russian nodded and entered the office, unaware of the dangerous trap waiting to be sprung.

CHAPTER XIII
The Serpent Strikes

Leonid heard the door shut and lock behind him, followed by the confused exclamations of his companions, who were now trapped outside. The Russian turned to face the mayor, whose face was contorted into a mask of pure hatred. His eyes seemed glassy and unfocused, the eyebrows all knotted up. “Mr. O’Shea,” the Russian began, “I don’t think you’re in your right mind.”
“You are his son, aren’t you?” the mayor asked, his voice taking on a strange quality. He sounded almost like another man entirely, as if O’Shea’s voice box was merely a conduit for someone else to speak through. “I can see it in your bearing, in your eyes.”
“Who are you?” Kaslov asked, moving closer to the mayor. “And what have you done with Mr. O’Shea?”
“The little toad is quite safe inside here,” the thing in the mayor’s body reported, tapping the side of O’Shea’s head with a finger. “But he’s sleeping for now… while I put his body to better use.”
Kaslov studied the set of the man’s features and the cadence of his words. He recognized the mannerisms from some dim scrap of his past. “Rasputin,” he hissed, clenching a fist. “What are you up to? How did you survive?”
“The latter question is easy to answer: I didn’t. I sold my soul long ago in exchange for great power… power that allowed me to regenerate. Haven’t you ever wondered how any mind could survive all I did that night, for as long as I did? Poison, beatings, gunshot wounds? The answer lies in the fact that they repeatedly killed me and I repeatedly returned. Your father saw this but refused to believe it. His precious science wouldn’t allow such a fact.”
Leonid allowed the man to move around him, to the other side of the mayor’s desk.
Rasputin continued his taunting. “I killed your father,” he laughed. “Just as I hunted down and killed all the men responsible for ruining my plans. Do you know that he begged for mercy at the end? Like a little girl he cried and cried!”
Leonid refused to be baited by the man’s lies. Instead, he waited for just the right moment and spun into action. He sprang up onto the desk, gambling that Rasputin would be unable to move the mayor’s rotund body with anything approaching speed. The Russian kicked the mayor in the chin, knocking the man’s head back with a sickening snap. Then Kaslov was back on the floor, wrapping the other man up in a half nelson wrestling move. “Listen to me,” he whispered into O’Shea’s ear. “You are in control of your own body. Rasputin is an interloper and is unwanted. Fight him! Take back what is rightfully yours!”
The litany was repeated again and again while O’Shea fought helplessly to free himself, all the while cursing his captor in fluent Russian. After long moments, Rasputin tired of the game and abandoned the mayor, who sagged limply in the arms of Kaslov.
“Mr. O’Shea?”
“I… am in my right mind again,” the mayor whispered sheepishly. When the Russian allowed him his freedom again, he staggered away, hands held to his head. He jumped in fright as the window to his office suddenly exploded inwards, quickly followed by the form of Flynn, who climbed in through the portal.
“Leo?” Flynn asked, surveying the disordered office and the somewhat disheveled mayor. “What the heck happened? It sounded like a fight!”
“Things are under control,” Kaslov replied, still watching O’Shea. “Mr. Mayor, do you remember anything from the time when Rasputin was controlling you?”
The mayor hesitated, as if digesting the lingering memories was extremely distasteful. “Yes… Yes, I do! I know that he fled with the Black Flame this morning. You only missed him by hours. He’s heading down to the southeastern United States — Atlanta, I think.”
“What is the Black Flame?”
“An alien being… a demon, a creature from outer space? I don’t know! But it’s very powerful and Rasputin wants it to give him power to do something awful.”
“Do you know what he would want in Atlanta?” Kaslov inquired, casting a quick glance towards Flynn who was helping Libby into the room.
“The Flame… part of its power is currently being used by another. Rasputin needs to claim that portion to supplement his own abilities. Once he’s got the full power that the Flame possesses, he’ll be able to enact some kind of spell that he found in…” O’Shea hesitated and then reeled off a lengthy spiel in Latin: “Liber officiorum spirituum, seu Liber dictus Empto. Salomonis, de principibus et regibus daemoniorum.”
Libby made a face, wrinkling her nose. “What did he just say?”
Kaslov translated for her, his keen intellect working. “It means ‘Book of the offices of spirits, or the book of saying of Empto. Solomon concerning the princes and kings of demons.’ It was source manuscript used by Johann Weyer in the preparation of his classic occult work De Praestigiis Daemonum, written in 1587. It contains a list of 68 demons and details on how and when it’s appropriate to summon them. Most of the occultists I’ve met consider it a waste of time because the vast amounts of eldritch energy required to enact even the smallest of the spells is considered too costly. Evidently, Rasputin considers the Flame to be adequate to supply his energy needs.”
“You really think it’s him?” Flynn asked. “I thought you said he was 100 % certifiably dead.”
“He’s survived. And he’s possessed of dangerous powers that threaten the world.” Kaslov nodded curtly to O’Shea and moved towards the door.
“Where are you going?” Libby asked, momentarily forgetting her anger about being rejected.
“Atlanta,” the Russian responded with fire in his eyes. “Rasputin must be stopped — at any cost!”

CHAPTER XIV
Truths Revealed

McKenzie sipped his iced tea and leaned back in his chair, propping his feet up on the railing of Max’s front porch. He had a small manila envelope in his lap and had unbuttoned his outer shirt to reveal the sweat-stained white tank top he wore underneath. He was a handsome man who looked far younger than he really was. Curly blond hair and humorous blue eyes made him a heartthrob to many of the ladies in Atlanta, but Max had never known him to take an interest in any of them. Like Max, he’d been forged in the fires of tragedy. His father had been killed by vengeful gangsters, who’d sought to pay back the lawman for his many raids against their kind. McKenzie had sworn to follow in his father’s footsteps, eventually becoming chief of police for the empire city of the south.
“This is damned good tea,” McKenzie said, letting out a long exhalation of air.
Max sat in a rocking chair nearby, Evelyn nursing the baby in a secluded corner of the porch. The Peregrine had returned from his meeting with the Reaper the night before filled with more questions than answers. It was a typically warm day in Atlanta, where even in the midst of winter the Northern born Max Davies was uncomfortable. “You found some information on the people I asked about?” Max inquired, knowing that McKenzie would be content to wax poetic about Nettie’s fine tea for an hour or more if left to his own devices.
“Well, Big Charlie’s well known in the area. The guy’s been accused of pretty much everything you can imagine but nobody — including me — has been able to make any charges stick. The only dip in his stock lately has been the brief period when the Warlike Manchu came to Atlanta. The Oriental was able to oust Charlie from his perch but once you drove that guy out of town, Charlie Morelli reclaimed his old holdings.”
Max felt Evelyn’s eyes upon him and he glanced her way, forcing a smile on his face. She was well aware that there was unfinished business with the man who had once been Max’s Sensei. The Manchu’s plans to revive an ancient evil known as the Abomination had been foiled but the villainous mastermind had escaped into the night and would surely return again — and Max was quite certain that he would not return alone. The Warlike Manchu was seeking out a new pupil, one who would embrace his dark path in a way that max never would have.
As Evelyn returned her attentions to her son, Max looked back to McKenzie. “What about the man who’s became the Reaper? The name I got from his mind was Hank something… and he mentioned a woman. Sally.”
“That’d be Sally Newsome, I’d bet. Well, formerly Newsome, now Morelli.”
“She’s married to Big Charlie?”
“Sure is. She started off as the star act in one of his nightclubs. My sources,” McKenzie tapped the folder in his lap, “say that she used to be involved with one of Charlie’s gunmen — a man by the name of Hank Wilbon.”
“Ah. It begins to fit together,” Max whispered. In his mind’s eye, the images from the Reaper’s mind flickered past like an old movie: the gunshots, the falling dirt, the fear and pain of death. “Charlie had his eye on the same woman and double-crossed Hank somehow. Bumped him off and then moved in to take Sally. That about right?”
“Pretty much. Wilbon’s disappearance back in ’36 didn’t really arouse much suspicion. He’d been a career criminal, after all. But not too long after, Charlie put the moves on Sally and they’ve been married every since.”
Evelyn stepped over to join the men, William lying over one shoulder as she patted his back gently. The baby was cooing softly until he emitted a loud burp. Max’s wife was looking particularly lovely today and McKenzie thought for the thousandth time that Max was a lucky, lucky man. “Are you sure you can trust this… Reaper?” Evelyn asked her husband. “From what I’ve heard, he’s been brutally murdering anyone that crosses his path.”
“The best way to keep him from doing that in the future is to keep him close by,” Max explained. “Besides, I was inside his head… I saw what happened to him. It’s hard not to have sympathy for his cause when I’ve witnessed his murder.”
“My turn to ask a few questions,” McKenzie interrupted. He downed the last of his tea and stared up into the sky. “You mentioned the Black Flame to me on the phone. What have you been able to find out about it? Because I sure as heck haven’t turned up a clue…”
“I checked with my friend Leopold Grace—”
“From that Adventurer’s Club of yours?”
“Yes. The Nova Alliance. He told me that the Black Flame is an elder entity who exists beyond the veil of the stars—”
Evelyn sniffed in amusement. “Leopold is so poetic.”
Ignoring her, Max continued. “They say that the Flame is attracted to powerful dark emotions: vengeance, hatred, lust. Sometimes, when the owner of those emotions possesses enough willpower to summon the Flame — knowingly or not — the Flame will send out a portion of its essence and bond with them. It grants the person extreme abilities but at a terrible cost: the eternal damnation of their soul, which in turn then powers the Flame.”
“And you think that someone empowered by that is trustworthy?” Evelyn asked in amazement.
Max stood up, facing his wife. For a moment, he let his mind extend outwards, letting it touch hers. Through the bond they shared he whispered I know you’re frightened for me but I think I can save him. The Reaper’s not gone over to the other side, not completely. If I help him, we can take down Charlie and I might be able to redeem his soul.
Evelyn shook her head, knowing it was useless to argue. “One of these days,” she said aloud. “You’re going to make a widow of me.”
“No,” he replied with certainty. “That will never happen.”

CHAPTER XV
The Devils Unite!

Rasputin stood in the center of Big Charlie’s office, casting an imperious glance at the furnishings around him. Having spent time in the most elegant of royal courts, Rasputin could not help but be disgusted by the facade of wealth that he saw.
The Mad Monk stood out in stark contrast to the men surrounding him. Shrouded in black robes, his long beard unkempt, the Russian looked like he’d just crawled forth from the grave… while Charlie and his boys wore crisp suits and held smoking cigarettes in their hands.
“So what you’re telling me,” Charlie began, “Is that this Reaper my boys have been chasing after — and failing to get,” he added, casting an accusing stare at Tony. “Is a ghost? A real live ghost?”
“A ghost, by definition, is not alive,” Rasputin pointed out, sneering as he spoke. Yellowed teeth flashed into view. “But I am telling you the truth. This man who torments your criminal enterprises is a dead spirit given new locomotion by a spectral force known as the Black Flame. I have need of it. Thus, our aims are similar.”
Charlie took a long drag on his smoke and gestured for one of his boys to pour him a glass of whiskey. The fat man sipped the alcohol and hesitated before speaking again. “All this talk of ghosts and spectral forces… it’s not the kind of thing I enjoy. I’m an old-fashioned kind of guy. Prostitution, drugs, killing people — those are things I understand. Things that have to be done so that my family and myself can be comfortable. I don’t like it when people don’t stay dead. This… Reaper… he needs to stay dead. You can do that?”
“Most assuredly. And a partnership on this matter might have long-term implications,” Rasputin said. “I command an army of several hundred men.”
Charlie perked up at that and he leaned forward with a glint in his eyes. “What about the Peregrine? He’s been causing trouble for years now. Can you off him, too?”
Rasputin seemed to stare past Big Charlie, looking into the darkness that lurked beyond today and into tomorrow. “I’m certain that my path will cross that of the Peregrine. And when it does, there is only one outcome that is possible — his demise.”
Charlie grinned, liking the man’s confidence. He rose from his chair, which creaked in audible relief, and moved around the desk. “My boys have been looking all over the city for this Reaper but he pops up wherever they aren’t. I’ve been trying to come up with some way to lure him into a trap and I think I’ve hit on it.”
The Russian studied the fat man. “Go on.”
“If this Reaper’s who I think he is, he’s mad at me not just ’cause I had him killed… but because I took his girl. My wife used to be involved with him.” Charlie chuckled at the memory of Hank’s face as he was thrown into the grave. “I put out the word on the street that she’s going to be at the old Hulsey Warehouse. It’s abandoned now and will be the perfect place for us to stage our little ambush. You can take him out and everybody’s going to be happy.”
Rasputin paused, digesting the thoughts. “You mean to use your woman as bait.”
“It’s the least she can do for me after all the bills she runs up.”
“And if she refuses?”
Charlie snapped his fingers, summoning Mikey into he room. The gunman held a struggling Sally in his arms. “I’m not askin’,” Charlie said.
Sally’s eyes opened wide at the sight of Rasputin and she whirled towards her husband. “What’s going on, Charlie? Tell me, please!”
“Baby doll,” the fat man said, walking towards her. “It’s time to settle old debts. Your boyfriend’s back in town and he wants to see you.”
“Boyfriend?” she stammered, confused.
“Hank,” Charlie answered with a laugh. “Old Hank didn’t know enough to stay dead. So’s it’s time to put him back six feet under.”
“You told me he ran off…”
Charlie shrugged. “I told you lots of things, cutie. Take her to the car, boys.”
As Sally was led kicking and screaming from the room, Rasputin folded his arms in front of his chest and nodded. Soon. Soon I shall have all the power I will ever crave.

CHAPTER XVI
Clash of the Titans

Flynn let out a long whistle as he slunk alongside the Atlanta-based plantation house, the full moon hanging high overhead. “This place is a beaut… you really think Rasputin could be holed up here?”
Leonid Kaslov motioned for his partner to be silent. Libby was bringing up the rear of their little party as they descended upon the area that they believed might house their enemy. A small silver box that fit in the palm of Kaslov’s hand continued to chirp softly, growing more intense as they neared a storm cellar. “The only thing I know for certain is that there is energy here that matches that of the Black Flame radiation left behind in Loggieville. It’s faint and I’m picking up multiple traces throughout the city… but it is here nonetheless.”
“Are we going to break in?” Libby asked. She had changed into something more sensible during the long ride south, dispatching her eye-catching garments for slacks, a white button up shirt and a belt lined with pouches. Flynn couldn’t help but notice that she’d unconsciously mimicked Kaslov’s manner of dress rather than his own, which consisted of denim jeans and an open necked shirt. “What if we’re wrong about all of this?” Libby continued. “I’d hate to upset whoever lived here.”
“I don’t plan for us to do any damage,” Kaslov responded, kneeling next to the storm cellar door. He could hear movement from within and deftly removed a small lock picking kit, setting to work on the lock that barred their entrance. “Someone here has had dealings — recently — with the Black Flame. If it’s an innocent, then I’ll offer a fair sum for their troubles. But if Rasputin is within, we can’t take that chance in alerting him.”
Flynn withdrew a small pistol and checked to make sure it was ready to be fired. He saw alarm flash in Libby’s pretty eyes and he leaned closer to her. “Just stay behind me, okay? I won’t let anything happen to you.”
Libby smiled gratefully but her eyes flickered back to Leonid as the lock snapped open. Flynn knew he was nothing more than a tool to her at present, something to hopefully inspire jealousy in Kaslov. But he liked her — as a person and especially as a woman who was easy on the eyes — so he wanted to make her feel safe.
As Kaslov opened the door, he heard the voices from down below cease. He could make out no light whatsoever, which was odd… for there had been one on when they had approached, its rays peeking out from under the door. He has about to warn his companions that their attempts at stealth had failed when a shadowy form lunged from the darkness, striking him full in the chest.
The Russian went down hard but recovered quickly. In the moonlight it was hard to make out fine details but Kaslov caught a glimpse of an odd mask on his attacker’s face: a small domino-style thing with a bird-like beak over the nose. The man wore a long overcoat and a suit beneath. In his left hand he held a pistol that looked like none Kaslov had ever seen before while in his right was brandished a glowing dagger.
Flynn and Libby were too shocked to have made any response but they soon found themselves under attacks of their own. A woman, slightly older than Libby but in far better athletic shape, was up and out of the basement in a blur, driving the heel of a foot up under Libby’s chin and knocking her to the ground.
Flynn, meanwhile, saw an officer of the law climbing out of the storm cellar, a pistol pointed directly in Flynn’s direction.
“Stay where you are,” the lawman warned. “And drop the gun.”
Flynn glanced over to see that Kaslov was ducking a swipe of the masked man’s knife and shook his head. “Sorry, my friend. I can’t do that.”
“I’ve got you covered,” the police officer reminded him.
Flynn chuckled in response. “You did have me covered, you mean.” Before his opponent could respond, Flynn pointed his own gun and fired. The shot was incredibly accurate, knocking the policeman’s gun from his hand. Then Flynn was upon him, using the butt of his pistol as a bludgeoning weapon.
Libby squawked out in alarm as the woman drove a fist into the earth just left of Libby’s head. “Wait!” she said. “I can explain everything!”
“Like how you and your boyfriends tried to break into my house — armed with guns?”
“A gun! Singular!” Libby corrected. “We’re tracking a man named Rasputin — he’s evil!”
The woman hesitated, staring into her eyes. After a long moment, she asked “And what makes you think I’m not evil, too?”
“You’ve got a burp cloth tucked into the collar of your shirt,” Libby answered, gesturing to the garment. “I’m taking a chance that means you’re not a villain hell-bent on world domination.”
Libby felt relief wash over her as the woman offered her a hand up. “My name’s Evelyn,” she said. “And you—?”
“Libby.”
Evelyn looked over at her husband and sighed. “I told him we should wait before attacking.”
“I told Leonid we shouldn’t go breaking and entering,” Libby whispered in annoyance.
The two women exchanged a look. “Men,” they said in unison.
While the females of the group were coming to an accord, the Peregrine was finding himself engaged in battle with a man who was almost his equal in fighting skill and his superior in pure strength. Kaslov drove a foot into Max’s stomach, following that up with a massive blow to the side of the Peregrine’s head. Max fell into an acrobatic roll, springing up on the other side of the Russian. He threw the dagger at his foe, embedding the blade deep in Kaslov’s right shoulder. He then reached out with his mental powers, clouding the big man’s vision for a moment so that he could knock his feet out from under him.
Kaslov went down again but his keen hearing placed his foe’s position enough for him to swipe out with his hands and grab hold of the Peregrine’s ankles. He yanked the masked man to the ground and threw himself upon him.
They were locked in fierce battle when a staccato of gunshots filled the air. Max looked up, grateful that he’d sent both Josh and Nettie off into town for the night. Whatever was going down was too dangerous for them to be around.
The Reaper stood nearby, his massive form quivering with rage. The horrific nature of his face made Libby cry out in alarm. “What are you doing?” he asked, staring at the scene in fury.
Evelyn moved towards her husband and managed to separate the two men. “We were just getting introduced,” she said to the Reaper. More experienced than Libby in dealing with the unusual, she hid her disgust well.
The Peregrine realized what she was saying and the look in her eyes. He’d made a mistake. Turning to Kaslov, he nodded in greeting. “I’m known as the Peregrine.”
Kaslov’s eyes widened. “Я огорченн,” he muttered. In English, he translated “I’m sorry. I was in such a rush that I didn’t even have time to check the ownership of this home. I know of you. We’re both members of the Nova Alliance Adventurer’s Club.”
The Peregrine let out a groan of acknowledgement. “And in the dark, I didn’t recognize you. Leonid Kaslov! You’re one of the most brilliant men on Earth!”
“If the mutual admiration society is over,” Evelyn muttered. “I think it’s time we turned out attention to the Reaper.”
Kaslov noticed that his sensor was chirping more insistently with the Reaper around. “The Black Flame,” he said. “You’re empowered by it?”
The Reaper nodded. “It brought me back from the dead.”
“Then I think I know why my own enemy has led me here. A man named Rasputin…” he nodded at the Peregrine’s look of interest. “The famous one, yes. He still lives. Rasputin has part of the Flame in his possession. He wants the rest of it, which means that he may come looking for you. We’re here to stop him.”
The Reaper shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t care anything about this Rasputin. All I care about is killing Big Charlie… and he’s done something new to warrant his murder.”
The Peregrine moved past Kaslov, stepping closer to the undead vigilante. “What’s happened?”
“Sally’s in danger. He’s going to kill her.”
“It’s a trap. Must be,” McKenzie muttered, rubbing his chin where Flynn had smacked him.
“I agree,” Max said. “We all need to—”
“I’m going alone,” the Reaper stated. “I was going to let you help but… all this shows me that you can’t be trusted to be quiet.”
“No! It’s too dangerous—” The Peregrine’s words trailed off as the Reaper began to disappear into a cloud of mist. When the undead figure was gone, Max cursed under his breath.
“We can use this to track the Reaper and Rasputin.” Kaslov showed off his sensor device. “Assuming you don’t mind us teaming up with you on this.”
The Peregrine smiled. “I’d be honored, Mr. Kaslov.”
“Please — call me Leo.”

CHAPTER XVII
The Reaper’s Final Battle

Oakland Cemetery was the oldest repository for the dead in the city of Atlanta. City fathers had originally purchased six acres, thinking it sufficient for a town that in 1850 was just over 2,500 in population. Designed as a Victorian garden cemetery, it was meant to be an aesthetically pleasing place for one to bury their loved ones. The Civil War had brought increasing numbers of the dead, however, and the grounds were continually expanded until they reached their present size in 1867. In 1872, the cemetery — which had previously been known as Atlanta Graveyard — changed its name to Oakland. By 1884, the last plots were sold and the cemetery reached capacity as the twentieth century unfolded. As Atlanta rose from the ashes of the war, Oakland became hemmed in on all sides by residential homes. The final resting place of so many became an afterthought, its graves becoming untended and overgrown.
It was the perfect place for the Reaper to die, Rasputin mused. The Russian stood atop the highest peak in the graveyard, his thick beard blowing wildly in the stiff wind that blew, sending leaves and sticks swirling about his feet. The area upon which he stood was called Bell Tower Ridge and it was the tallest naturally occurring spot in all of Atlanta, rising some 1070 feet above sea level. Numerous mausoleums dotted the Ridge and Rasputin could feel the motions of the dead all around him. Ghostly shapes that were beyond the ability of normal men and women to see moved in wispy, time-lost motions. Here it was that Confederate Commander John B. Hood had stood as he watched the Battle of Atlanta raging to the east. Here it was that an empire had been lost and another saved.
“Please,” Sally whispered, looking up at the Mad Monk from her spot on the ground. She was tied to a heavy metal stake that had been driven down into the moist red earth, her fine dressed ripped from the fight she had put up. Her left shoulder and the upper swell of her breast were bare and Rasputin allowed himself the briefest of passions as he examined her. “I won’t tell anyone,” she whispered, eyes wet with tears. “Just let me go. Please.”
“You should be honored,” the Mad Monk declared, kneeling beside her. He squeezed her chin, tilting her head up until she stared into his yellowed eyes. “Tonight I receive the last part of the Flame. Tonight I change from a man with great power… to a man with insurmountable power.”
“But why?” she asked him, frightened but curious. “You could have anything you wanted already. Why threaten me? Why threaten… Hank?” She had to fight to get that name out, still struggling to believe he could be back once more.
“Because it is my destiny. I was not born onto this Earth to wander it as a hermit and a servant to others. I was meant for greatness!”
Sally winced as he hardened his grip on her face. He abruptly let her chin fall away and stood up, turning to face the Black Flame, which flickered madly near the entrance to one of the mausoleums.
“Where is he?” Rasputin demanded of the Flame. “Where is this Reaper?”
He is within the cemetery, the Flame replied. He comes for you.
Rasputin felt a shift in the air and heard Sally’s gasp of horror and surprise. Without turning around, he said “Mr. Wilbon. Welcome to the end of your miserable existence.”
The Reaper, guns held at the ready, emerged from the shadows. His terrifying visage turned briefly towards Sally and then was quickly averted. Hank did not wish her to remember him this way. “Step away from the girl,” the Reaper rumbled. “Or I swear that you will die.”
“Like you, I have experienced death first hand. It holds no horrors for me.” Rasputin whirled about, unleashing a torrent of flame from his gnarled hands.
The Reaper jumped to the side, barely escaping the attack by falling behind a tombstone. He recognized the Black Flame and could sense that Rasputin shared its power. But the Russian seemed to possess it in greater amounts than Hank, or at least was better adept at using it. Hank could hear Sally’s screams and they tore away at was left of his soul. When the Flame had come to him, bringing him back from the void of the grave, it had been Sally, beautiful Sally, that had filled his heart and mind. But now he was a monster and she was married to the scum of the earth.
Life, he decided, was an endless succession of pain and misery.
With a roar of angry defiance, the Reaper stood up from the safety of the tombstone and opened fire. Again and again his mystically empowered bullets tore through the Russian’s clothing and flesh, spewing blood and meat backwards from the man’s body. Rasputin staggered about like a marionette whose strings had suddenly been cut and then he flopped over onto his back.
The Reaper hesitated, looking towards Sally. In a low voice, he whispered “Do you see what kind of man you married? He set you up so you’d die tonight. How could you do it?”
Sally couldn’t repress a shiver as the Reaper knelt next to her and began undoing her bonds. His face was so unlike the one she remembered. Hank had always been a tough guy but he’d had real soft eyes, the kind that could make a girl melt every time she looked into them. “After you ran off — or after he said you did — I was real lonely. And Charlie was there for me. I didn’t love him, still don’t. But he took good care of me, Hank. Until now.”
“I would have treated you better.”
“I know you would have.” When she was free, Sally looked up into that terrible visage and smiled weakly. “We can still be together, Hank. I don’t care what you look like. Really.”
The Reaper stirred, unable to believe her words. He’d long ago given up on any hope of finding love again, having accepted the fact that he was to be a killer — and then he would no doubt die again himself, his soul cast into the burning fury of the Flame. “You mean that?” he asked, wanting to be certain.
“Of course I am, baby. I’ve loved you with all my heart and always will!”
Hank Wilbon paused before pulling her into his arms. Sally felt like she’d come home after a long time spent away. And then she sensed movement behind her lover and her eyes opened to see a sight straight out of a grade-b horror movie. Rasputin, his body riddled with holes, was advancing upon the Reaper, his hands glowing with blue-black fire.
“Hank!” Sally screamed, but it was too late.
Rasputin gripped the Reaper by his head, flooding the undead vigilante with energy. At first, Sally thought that Hank was being burned by the same flame but then she realized that something worse was occurring: the flames were drawing energy out of Hank, withering his form even more. That energy then danced back up Rasputin’s arms, returning to its true master.
Hank’s mouth opened once, then twice, before he managed to croak out “Sally… I looooooove you…”
And then Rasputin crushed the shriveled skull in upon itself and Sally screamed long and loud.
The Mad Monk tossed the body of his enemy to the side and turned to face the Flame. “Come to me!” he commanded. The Black Flame seemed to flicker in resistance but finally gave in to the power of the man who compelled it. The Flame jumped through the air in a straight line, pouring down the Mad Monk’s throat and filling him with unimaginable power.
“Behold!” Rasputin shouted, his voice echoing through the cemetery. “A new god is born!”

CHAPTER XVIII
Whisperings of the Future

Whisper slowly flipped over the tarot cards before her, taking a reading for her own future. It was filled with danger and strange temptations but in the end there would be an opportunity for redemption that she simply couldn’t pass up. In her past were lies, cheats and even a murder or two. Things that a girl simply couldn’t wash away without help.
“He’s almost here,” a male voice said from over her left shoulder and Whisper nodded slowly. The ghostly presence of Warren Davies had arrived several hours ago, eager to be connected once more with his son. Once upon a time, he had been able to manipulate his flesh and blood through painful visions of future crimes. When the doorways between the worlds of the living and the dead began to close, their relationship had been cut off.
The door to Whisper’s home opened without preamble and the Peregrine strode inside, his long coat whipping about his ankles. “I don’t have much time,” he began, not even noticing the hazy and somewhat indistinct figure who stood behind the seated Whisper. “Make it quick.”
“I’m glad you decided to stop in,” the medium said with a soft smile. “I know that you’re busy but I think this will be worth the extra trip.”
“Men and women might be dying,” the Peregrine answered. “I don’t have time for small talk.”
“Hello, son.” Warren Davies emerged from the shadows, his face still looking the same as it had all those years ago, when he’d been gunned down in front of his little boy’s eyes.
The Peregrine hesitated, surprised to see his father once more. “What’s been going on? I thought you weren’t going to be able to visit me anymore.”
“The pathways are still open but they’re much more difficult to navigate than before. It took a tremendous force of will for me to reach you before but with Whisper’s help I’m able to materialize more fully.”
“You… you’re a grandfather.” Max felt awkward saying it but the words tumbled out before he could stop them.
“I know,” Warren answered with a sad grin. “He’s a real showstopper.”
Whisper cleared her throat, urging Warren not to forget the true business at hand.
The Peregrine caught the implied exchange and re-adopted the stoic demeanor he often used while in “uniform.”
“Son,” Warren began. “There’s something you need to know. The future is always a hazy thing at best but I’ve seen something just over the horizon. An old enemy coming back, but not alone this time. He has someone with him. Someone who’s going to do great harm to you and yours.”
“Can’t you be more specific?”
“I’m sorry… but no.”
“Has to be the Warlike Manchu. I’ve been wondering when he’d stick his head back into my business.”
Warren said nothing, though something in his expression made Max somehow feel that there was more to be said. “I’ll be back when I can,” he whispered, beginning to fade from view.
“Wait!” the Peregrine said, reaching out to grasp at his father’s arm. His fingers swept through empty air and Max had to restrain himself from crying out in frustration. “I miss you,” he finally said, lowering his head and sighing.
He became aware that Whisper was watching him and he turned towards her, trying to keep the emotion from his voice. “Do you have anything useful to tell me about the Black Flame or what we’re about to face?”
“Rasputin has gained the full power of the Black Flame,” the attractive woman said.
“Does that mean the Reaper’s dead?”
“His soul has been added to the fires of the Black Flame.”
“Damn,” Max whispered. He raised his left arm, pushing aside the black glove that he wore. The watch he wore was specially made from a material that was extremely resistant to heat and damage, much needed attributes for all of the Peregrine’s equipment. “It’s getting late. Thanks for the information, Whisper. I’d better get to the cemetery with the others to make sure Rasputin doesn’t get away.”
“He’s releasing the 68 demons,” she added. “All the ones he’s studied in the past are going to be coming through the rift. What your father sensed in the future is related to the events of this very night.”
“What do you mean?”
“The old enemy of yours… I think you’d best be prepared for their return.”
The Peregrine’s mind filled with the faces of a hundred old foes, all of whom were deserving of death for a multitude of crimes. “It’s kind of hard to prepare for them when I don’t know who they are. Can’t you give me anything more to go on?”
Whisper smiled teasingly. “Do you really expect me to give you a straight answer?”
“Not really.”
“I won’t disappoint you.”
Without another word, the Peregrine turned on his heels and stepped out into the night.

CHAPTER XIX
To Battle the Mad Monk

Libby chewed on her fingernails as the roadster pulled to a stop just outside the cemetery. The two groups of adventurers had paused briefly enough for the Peregrine to speak with Whisper and then made haste to the area of town where Kaslov’s machine had led them. In truth, the sensor had not been needed, as the lightshow going on overhead had been a beacon for the men and women pledged to stopping Rasputin. The Peregrine’s allies — his wife Evelyn and the town’s police chief, William McKenzie, were in a car that moved so silently that Libby could scarcely believe it. Leonid, meanwhile, was driving a rented vehicle that purred like a kitten.
“You sure you want to be in on this?” Flynn asked from her side. The girl was wedged in the front seat between her two male companions. “Nobody’ll think less of you for staying outside with the car.”
Libby smiled gratefully but shook her head, sending her blonde curls into a tizzy. “I’m seeing this one through, thank you.”
“Suit yourself, but stick close to me, okay?” Flynn stepped out of the passenger side of the car and held the door for the lovely young woman. She waved him away, turning towards Kaslov. With a sigh, Flynn shut the door and moved to join McKenzie.
“Leo… can we talk for a moment?”
The stoic Russian nodded briskly. “Of course.” He kept his eyes locked on the skies above, where jets of flame occasionally shot high into the air and wraith-like wisps of smoke could be seen, darting about madly. “What is it?”
“I’m sorry for the immature way I acted on the trip to Canada. I suppose I’ve been carrying a schoolgirl crush for you for some time now and when you rebuffed me… I shouldn’t have been so silly, that’s all.”
Kaslov turned to face her, his eyes burning into hers. “It’s me who should be apologizing, Libby. You’re an amazingly beautiful woman and there’s a part of me that would like nothing better than to pull you into my arms and make love to you.”
Libby’s eyes widened quickly and she felt a flush rise to her cheeks. “Leo! I’ve never heard you speak like that before!”
“I try to keep those kinds of emotions at bay. But I want you to know that I… just can’t give in to those feelings. Perhaps I will be able to someday. Perhaps I’ll be able to set aside my chosen mission, just a little. But for now… I can’t. And so if you want to be with someone like Flynn, I certainly won’t try to stop you.”
Libby laughed softly, tears beginning to form in her eyes. “I was only trying to make you jealous.”
Kaslov seemed to relax somewhat. “Oh. Well. I suppose you succeeded in that. I—”
A knock at the driver’s side window broke off their conversation. The Peregrine was standing there, looking somber in his mask and heavy coat. Kaslov stepped out as Libby dabbed at her eyes and did the same.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Max said, casting a quick glance at Kaslov’s female companion. He could sense a good bit of emotional tension between all three of his new friends but had elected not to pry. “But if Whisper’s right, every second we wait just makes it worse.”
The Russian began moving towards the heavy wrought-iron gates. Beyond them, he could hear a peculiar wailing that reminded him of a particularly perilous adventure involving a banshee in Scotland. “Do you truly feel comfortable having your wife go into battle with us?”
The Peregrine looked over at him, surprised by the sudden question. “She can take care of herself.”
“Libby told me that Evelyn’s been left behind before, out of concern for her safety.”
Max sighed as they pulled open the gates and prepared to enter the cemetery. He glanced back to make sure that Evelyn couldn’t overhear him. “I’m terrified of something happening to her, if you have to know.”
“Then why do you allow her to come with you? Why do you allow someone to get close to you when you know that the life you lead will only lead to her being placed in danger?”
The Peregrine considered his answer as the group moved deeper into the fog covered graveyard. The weight of history clung to the place like a tangible shroud. “I used to push people away from me. But I finally came to realize that my war is not one that I can win on my own. I need friends. I need support. I’m not made weaker by having her in my life. I’m made stronger.”
Kaslov made no reply but the man’s words sank into his brain like a warm knife through butter. Was he wrong to think he couldn’t balance both his mission and his romantic life? Perhaps there would be time after this affair to consider such things. He could only hope that Libby would be patient with him.
“There,” McKenzie said, rushing up to stand next to the two men in the front of their party. The police chief was pointing up the hill, where the shape of the Mad Monk could be seen. His silhouette was framed against the backdrop of the moon, several inhuman shapes dancing about his heels.
“Did you call for back-up?” Max asked.
“Yes. I told them to come and wait outside the gates — and to not let anyone or anything out of the cemetery unless they knew the password.”
“Good. These demons might be shape shifters and I don’t want them escaping.”
“I don’t plan on sending any of my men in unless I call them on the radio,” McKenzie reminded him. “They’re not equipped to fight demons and I’d rather not have them knowing that I’m moonlighting as a vigilante.”
“Understood,” Max replied. “And don’t worry — if things go according to plan, we’ll do the heavy lifting and your boys are just there for clean up.”
The group came to a stop just below the peak, where Rasputin was now fully visible. The Russian mystic knelt down, looking down at the approaching heroes. A snake-like demon with the head of a dog coiled about his left shoulder. Rasputin stared hard at Leonid, recognizing in him some of the same traits that he’d once noticed in the man’s father. “Welcome, young Kaslov. I hope that you are prepared to die like your father did: writhing in the dirt, like a coward.”
The Peregrine glanced over at Kaslov, wondering at the shared history between the two men. “The plan is still good?” he asked.
“Yes,” the Russian superman replied tersely.
The group spread out at a signal from the Peregrine. Max was aiming to move around the Mad Monk in hopes of finding the remains of the Black Flame. As a telepath and sensitive, he alone had the best chance at summoning the Flame back from Rasputin. Kaslov, meanwhile, was charged with the unenviable task of combating Rasputin directly. The rest of the group — Libby, Evelyn, McKenzie and Flynn — were to try their best to combat and contain the 68 demons. To aid them in this, Max and Kaslov had modified a number of weapons so that they might do more damage to the occult beasts, including coating various implements in silver and dousing others in holy water.
Flynn was the first to engage the enemy as a four-armed monstrosity that looked like a cross between an Asian luck dragon and a wooly mammoth came bounding out of the fog, roaring in fury. Kaslov’s friend opened fire, spewing holy water covered bullets at the beast. The bullets sliced through the demon, sending up smoke from each of the wounds. As the creature hissed in pain, McKenzie helped finish off the demon by delivering a well-placed shot to the side of the thing’s head.
The battle was thus joined as the demons that flew through the air and those that scrambled about on the ground became aware of a war for their survival. The demons flew towards their foes, a ghostly entity coming up from the ground and wrapping its talons around Evelyn’s waist. The Peregrine’s wife let out a cry of surprise and then slashed backwards with the dagger she brandished. The silver blade cut deep into the demon’s spectral flesh and sent it flying away in pain.
The Peregrine cast one glance back at the love of his life and then turned away, focusing on the task at hand. Kaslov was moving to engage Rasputin, leaving Max to try and end the battle on another front. There was no sign of the flickering blue-black mass that Kaslov had described, which could only mean that the entire entity was now residing within Rasputin’s frame.
Cursing, the Peregrine began looking about for any sign of where the Flame had resided just before entering the Russian. He saw an oddly burned patch of dirt and grass and knelt to touch it with his hand. The signet ring he wore began to glow fiercely, a sure sign that the dark powers of the Flame had been in this spot recently. Max ran his fingers through the blackened soil, reaching out with the mental powers he possessed. He felt the lingering mental essence of the Flame, an incredibly ancient entity with powerful desires and loneliness. It craved contact with the beings who summoned it, drawn to them by the force of their emotions and needs. Come back to this spot, the Peregrine projected into the ether. Remaining bound to Rasputin won’t satisfy the things you really want. You’ll be a slave, a toy for him to manipulate at his whims. Come back! Be free!
Rasputin felt a sudden shift in the power within him but was unable to focus on what was causing it. The massive Russian Leonid Kaslov had stepped in front of him, sparks of rage burning within his eyes. “Come to revenge yourself upon your father’s killer?” the Mad Monk taunted.
“My father was a great man. He saw you for the threat that you were and tried to stop you. It’s to the detriment of the world that you refused to stay dead.” Kaslov sprang into action, delivering a karate style chop to Rasputin’s neck. The sudden attack sent the Monk staggering back, clutching at his injured throat.
With a hiss of violent anger, Rasputin tossed aside the demon that had been tightly wrapped about his shoulder. He then brought up both hands and unleashed blue-tinted lightning from the tips of his fingers. The electricity blazed into Kaslov, causing the famous adventurer to cry out in alarm. Both Libby and Flynn looked up from their own ferocious battles in surprise. Neither of them had ever heard the mighty Russian in such distress.
Kaslov refused to surrender, however. He began taking several slow, agonizing steps towards Rasputin. Each movement caused more of his skin to blacken and burn. “You are… not… going to win!” he said, his words coming out in great gasps of pain.
“I am a god!” Rasputin retorted, his eyes widening as the man continued to advance. “I have conquered death! I shall not be denied!”
Kaslov cried out, throwing himself forward. He tackled Rasputin and knocked the man to the ground, steam rising off his body. They rolled about, arms locked tightly about each other. Kaslov was far stronger than most men but his strength was met by the Mad Monk’s own Flame enhanced abilities.
While a battle to the death was taking place, Sally bolted from her hiding place and made a mad dash towards the edge of the cemetery. She could see flashing police lights up ahead but her progress was halted when a man grabbed her roughly by the elbow. She whirled about to see Big Charlie and his men.
“Hello there, doll. Glad to see we didn’t miss all the fun.”
Sally looked back towards the cop cars. “You’re going down, Charlie. There’s no way out.”
“No law against being in a cemetery,” Charlie answered with a cold smile. “Did you see your old beau again, honey?”
“You bastard!” she cried, attempting to slap his face as she did so. Charlie caught her hand and squeezed, causing her to whimper.
“We had a good run, you and me. But it’s over. Understand?”
“You got that right,” someone said from his left.
Charlie turned to see both his men taken down by a slender woman with a penchant for sweeping leg kicks. Her first nearly took Mikey’s chin off and her second sent the other man to his knees. She then drove a foot hard into Charlie’s nether region, making him drop Sally and land hard on his back.
“You okay?” the woman asked with concern.
Sally blinked in surprise. “You’re that actress. Evelyn Gould.”
Evelyn beamed at the recognition. “You know me?”
“Sure do. I loved you in Ki-Gor and the Ivory Goddess.”
Evelyn took Sally by the hand. “C’mon. You can tell me all about your favorite parts — once we’ve gotten your bruises and cuts looked at.”
* * *
The Peregrine could smell the burning of human flesh. He looked over to see Kaslov and Rasputin now tied together in a pyre of Black Flame. The alien power washed over both of them, dancing up in tiny sparks of fiery death. You are older than man! He continued to project, hoping his words could reach the intelligence of the Flame. Can you truly exist as a servant to a mortal? Be free! Be free!
Rasputin suddenly howled in confusion. The Flame had begun to pull itself free of him, yanking itself from his very soul. He tried to hold it back in but could not summon the necessary willpower, distracted as he was by Kaslov’s assault.
The powerful Russian slammed his forehead into Rasputin’s nose, shattering it. The pain made the Mad Monk lose all control over the Flame and with it the spell that was freeing the 68 demons. Many of them were suddenly whisked away, back into the realms from which they had emerged. Others merely found their powers reduced significantly, allowing their earthly forms to fall prey to the weapons of their enemies.
The Black Flame rose up into the air above Kaslov and Rasputin, hovering there for a long moment as the Peregrine stared up into its dancing fire. Max found it impossible to look away for in the center of the thing’s being lay that which had driven Max for so very long: vengeance.
The Flame shot forth, wrapping itself around the Peregrine like a long-lost lover. It whispered to him of the things that could be accomplished between them. It promised him the power to rid the world of all evil, to protect the lives of the innocent. And all it asked was that he offer up his soul to do it.
Max found himself hesitating. He’d already danced with the devil on many occasions and had learned to use the tools of the occult in ways that benefited man kind. Could he do the same with this? He knew why the Flame was making this offer: it knew that Max could wield it effectively but would not make a slave of it like Rasputin. They would be a partnership.
And then Whisper’s soft, seductive voice came through his mind:
“Soon you’re going to have to choose what kind of person you really are: the kind who believes the ends justify the means or the kind who believes in the sanctity of life.”
The Peregrine knew that this was the moment of truth. With the Flame, he might be able to save the lives of Evelyn, his son and all his friends. He could make sure they would be safe. Forever.
But at what cost?
“No,” he whispered. “I can’t do this.”
The Black Flame started to pull away but the Peregrine struck first. He drew his mystic dagger, the weapon glowing with a fierce golden halo, and plunged into the depths of the fire. The Flame unleashed a scream that could never have come from a human throat. It vanished in a glow that illuminated the cemetery like the midday sun.
Rasputin saw the end of his dream of glory, pulling away from Kaslov, blood running down his face. “No,” he said, unable to believe that it had all slipped from his grasp. “It can’t be happening this way.”
Kaslov stood as well, looking down at his hands and arms. The burns were gone, healed in some unfathomable way. Had he truly been burning at all? Was the secret of the Flame that it was all illusion, fakery so real that it could kill the believing?
A conundrum for another day, Kaslov decided.
He tapped Rasputin on the shoulder. The Mad Monk turned to face him, an odd look on his face. “It’s over,” Kaslov began but he let his words trail off as the skin of the older man’s face began to crack and wither.
Rasputin looked stricken with terror. “No. I can’t exist anymore… the Flame did something to me!”
“Maybe it didn’t appreciate the way you were using it,” Kaslov replied. “Or perhaps it’s eager to get your soul back to its realm.”
Rasputin reached out for Kaslov just as his entire body began to break down. His lower jaw detached, falling to smash at the Russian’s feet. Then the rest of the Mad Monk’s body followed suit, until there was nothing left of the madman save for ash and bone.

CHAPTER XX
A Beautiful World

The next few days were odd ones in Atlanta. Reports of unusual occurrences were rampant and the local papers found themselves unable to verify the majority of them. What everyone could agree on, however, was that a truly dazzling light show had taken place above the cemetery.
Big Charlie was taken into custody and, with testimony from both his wife and several of his men who turned state’s evidence, he was seemingly headed towards a long stint in the state pen.
Around the Davies Plantation, things were a bit crowded as Kaslov and his friends agreed to stay for a time. Libby and Evelyn found themselves becoming fast friends while Flynn and McKenzie discovered a mutual need to one-up the other in all things.
Max and Leonid, meanwhile, spent much time in the Peregrine’s lab. But it was on the last day of the Russian’s stay that they took to roaming the property, eager for the chance to speak in private.
“You should consider it,” Max said. He and Leonid were both covered in scrapes and bruises but looked remarkably good for their terrible ordeals. “She seems crazy about you.”
Kaslov nodded. “I’m going to give it some time. I don’t do anything recklessly if I can help it. But seeing that you’ve been able to make things work gives me hope.”
“Well, I doubt your father would want you to be alone.”
Kaslov said nothing, remembering his father’s love for science.
When they reached the edge of the property, they could see down to the house itself. Everyone was saying goodbye, having loaded up Kaslov’s rental car. “Are you going to start attending the Nova Alliance meetings again?” Leonid asked.
“It’s a bit far for me to travel regularly,” Max answered. “But working with you has made me realize there are a lot of good men and women in that adventurer’s club. We should all call on each other more often.”
Kaslov nodded, looking past his friend’s shoulder. He began walking briskly over to a nearby tree, Max trailing behind. “Good lord,” the Russian whispered.
Max stepped up in confusion, his eyes narrowing. There on the ground lay over a dozen crows, each of them crushed to death. Their feathers and little droplets of blood lined the ground.
“What can that mean?” Kaslov wondered aloud.
Max forced a smile on his face and shrugged. “I’ll look into it. You need to leave if you’re going to make your train.”
Kaslov turned to face him, his expression grim. “Call me if you need any kind of help.”
“I will.” They shook hands and then embraced as good friends are wont to do. Max watched as Leonid approached the car and said goodbye to McKenzie and Evelyn, who held little Will in her arms. Max then looked back to the dead peregrines, all cast aside in the dirt.
An old enemy was returning.
A war would be renewed.
But that was another day and another concern. For now, Max was going to enjoy the sunlight. He was going to hold his wife and his baby boy and he would take the time to appreciate the fact that his war was not to be a lonely one.
THE END
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An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Birth of the Demon

Winter, 1908—Grafenwöhr, Germany
Hans Merkel knelt on the ground, marveling at how red the blood looked when splattered across the white covering of snow. The young man was barely past his eighth birthday but he had the eyes of a much older person. His mother had frequently found herself frightened by the coldness that her little boy displayed, as he always seemed to be watching the world with secret amusement. He’d never played or run with other boys, preferring instead to go off for long periods by himself.
The discovery of several bloodied animal corpses had brought about a long line of questioning from his father and several nights of harshly whispered conversations between his parents in their bedroom. Hans had eavesdropped on as many of those talks as possible, ear pressed against their door, but the full details were still lost to him. He knew that his father had come to some decision about what must be done and that his mother, though not fully backing his plan, did not dissuade him.
Hans and his father, a wealthy landowner named Lars, had set out on a morning hike through the snowy mountains near their home. They had not talked much though his father had made vague inquiries about whether or not Hans knew anything about the animal mutilations.
“You think I killed them,” Hans had said, keeping his eyes cast downwards. He watched his feet as they rose and fell through the snow, enjoying the sight.
His father had stopped him with a hand placed on his shoulder, turning him about to face him. “Tell me the truth, now.” Hans had stared into his father’s troubled eyes and recognized the fatal weakness that seemed to rule most men and women in the world. Only a few, like Hans, were strong enough to overcome it and embrace the world for what it truly was.
“I killed them,” Hans had answered, his voice still carrying the haunting inflection of youth. That he was able to look so placid while admitting to such heinous crimes seemed to unsettle the boy’s father even more. “What does it matter?”
“Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because I wanted to see them suffer. I wanted to know what it felt like to do it.”
“It was wrong!”
“I don’t think so.” Hans had started to turn away but his father had held him firmly.
“Your mother and I are both worried about you. There’s something evil inside you. Something unnatural.”
Hans had laughed but there had been nothing warm in the sound, which seemed to echo wildly in the snow-covered hills. “You’re a limp old man. Mother takes other men to her bed when you’re away at work.”
Hans had been struck hard across the mouth then, his father shaking with rage.
“You are of the devil,” his father had whispered. “May God forgive me for what I must now do.” The man had reached into his heavy coat and retrieved a small pistol. Hans had stared at it with interest, curious to see if his father could actually work up the nerve to try and kill him.
Hans had stood his ground as his father raised the gun and put the barrel straight to his son’s forehead. When it became obvious that his father actually intended to go through with the act, Hans had moved with astonishing quickness, knocking his father’s hand away and biting his wrist until blood was drawn and the gun fell to the snow.
As his father had staggered back in shock, Hans had picked up the gun and fired. Three shots rang out, sending birds out from the trees and killing the man who’d helped bring the boy into the world.
Hans had watched the man bleed out, thinking of the story that would need to be told. He pictured it quite clearly, now—“Three men rushed at us from the woods. They looked and smelled awful. They wanted money from us and father was going to give it to them but then they saw me and… my father wouldn’t let them touch me. He fought them off but one of the men had panicked and shot the protective parent before fleeing back into the countryside.
If he played it correctly, this day could buy him years worth of free passes for his behavior. After all, watching your own father gunned down before your eyes by criminals of the worst sort could unsettle anyone…
Hans slowly rose to his feet, closing his eyes tightly until he had forced crocodile tears from his eyes to run down his cheeks. He then ripped his shirt and smeared some of his father’s blood on his torso.
As he was doing this last thing, his father’s head jerked back suddenly and he stared at his son with undisguised hate.
Hans did not look away. He waited until his father’s eyes glazed over and death came upon him. Then he kicked the man’s face once with all his might and turned to walk back towards his home.

CHAPTER II
The Scorpion Lord

January 22, 1940
12:30 AM
Paris, France
Max Davies, aka the Peregrine, had not been back to Paris since the summer of ’27. The memory of the city’s beauty had only grown in his recollections but at present he was hard pressed to find anything about Paris that he liked. The streets were too narrow and strangely laid out and even at this late hour — half past midnight — there were far too many people out and about. He was forced to weave in and out of the crowds, many of whom gawked at the trench coated man with the bird-like beak mask. In the Peregrine’s right hand he clutched the Knife of Elohim, a glowing dagger of mystical origins. On his back was strapped a cloth package containing one of the infamous Books of Agony, each of which was capable of unleashing horrific evil upon the world.
The sound of a man’s voice, shouting in French, reached his ears and spurred Max on to greater exertion. A sudden gust of wind accompanied the noise of helicopter rotors above and the Peregrine looked up to see an experimental one-man ’copter flying into view. The pilot was wearing all black with a full face mask, emblazoned with the symbol of a crimson scorpion on it.
The Peregrine skidded to a stop next to a large fountain, ignoring the men and women who were gawking at the odd scene. He sheathed the Knife of Elohim and drew two pistols, each specially modified to hold dozens of tiny but highly explosive shells. He stood his ground as the helicopter swung around and began to bore down upon him, opening fire with mounted machine guns. The bullets ripped into the pavement at the Peregrine’s feet but he refused to move, calling upon the mental powers he possessed to subtly throw off the gunman’s aim. When the moment was right, the Peregrine opened fire himself, his bullets striking home, tearing a long gash down the side of the helicopter’s fuel tank. In seconds, the copter began to spin out of control, finally exploding in a fiery ball of heat and light.
The Peregrine was forced to turn away from the scene, his eyes burning from the sight. When he turned back around, the wreckage from the helicopter was raining down upon the city. The crowd of onlookers was in frenzy, many of the women screaming, the men ushering their partners to supposed safety. Through the throng, the Peregrine saw the man who had been pursuing him on foot: Pierre Delon, known in the occult world as the Scorpion Lord. Delon wore a long cloak, black with red trim, and heavy military style boots. A hooded mask completed the gaudy outfit, ebony black with the same crimson scorpion as the pilot had worn.
“Give me the book,” the Scorpion Lord demanded. “Or I swear that your death will be long and painful.”
“Today’s not my day to die,” the Peregrine replied, truly believing those words. He’d been told by an elder being — a servant of the dark chaotic Azathoth, who danced madly at the center of the cosmos — that he would live to be quite old and that he would outlive all those he cared about. Max hated to think of the day that would surely come, when he was an old, old man with no one left… but that knowledge did make him a bit more daring than he otherwise would be.
The Scorpion Lord, however, only thought that his opponent was mad. He reached into his robes and withdrew a red-tinted gun of an unusual design. Dubbed ‘the stinger’ the weapon was capable of transmitting an invisible wave of energy that could send the muscles of those struck by it into painful contractions. “One last chance, American. Hand it over.”
The Peregrine smiled coldly. “Make me.”
The Scorpion Lord began to squeeze the weapon’s trigger but before he ever completed the act the Peregrine was firing away. It only took two shots — for both of them struck the leader of the Scorpion cult in the midsection, knocking him onto his back. Though the Peregrine would not hesitate to kill to save his own life or that of others, he preferred to leave his opponents living… though with a permanent reminder of their sins.
The Peregrine approached his fallen foe, kneeling to pull the mask from the Scorpion Lord’s face. Without hesitation, the Peregrine then pushed the red signet ring he wore on his finger against the villain’s forehead. The sizzling of burning flesh flooded the air and the Scorpion Lord began to howl in pain as the occult-powered stone burned the image of a Peregrine in flight into his skin. “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark,” Max whispered, reciting what had become his mantra in recent times. When the deed was done, the Peregrine was on his feet again, disappearing into the darkness of the Parisian night. He had finished his business here in Europe and the world was once more safe from a threat that few even knew existed. It was sometimes a lonely war that the Peregrine waged, always skulking about in the shadows of the world. But it was worth it — because of his actions tonight, his wife and child would live to see another day.
And at this point, that was worth far more than any accolades that he might have deserved.
Satisfied with his victory, the Peregrine sought out the modified plane he’d left at a local airport and quickly set his sights on America. Once in the air, he activated the autopilot and relaxed, pulling off his coat and shirt to reveal numerous scars and bruises covering his torso. It was getting harder and harder to shake off the effects of battle at his age. Max was now forty years old, but he didn’t let that deter him from doing what was right. The world needed protecting from the darker things in existence and he had been chosen to do it.
Despite his age, he remained a remarkably fit and attractive man. He had something in his nature that made men want to be his friends and women desire his attentions. He had an olive complexion and wavy dark hair, which complemented his dark green eyes.
Max leaned back in the pilot’s chair, rubbing his temples. Just two months before, he’d joined forces with the Russian superman Leonid Kaslov to prevent Rasputin’s mad plan to unleash the Black Flame on the world. Disaster had been averted on that occasion but a succession of events in the following weeks had left Max on edge.
Max’s father, a ghostly spirit who had frequently guided him over the years, had warned of an old enemy returning with an ally. Shortly thereafter, a number of birds — peregrines, one and all — had been murdered and left on Max’s plantation property just outside Atlanta. Since then, there had been other oddities, including unidentified footprints around the house and the peculiar feeling that Max and his family were being watched.
The most obvious source of the danger was the Warlike Manchu, the Asian mastermind who had once tutored Max in the martial arts and who had later staged a near takeover of the Atlanta underworld. But there was no shortage of men and women who would want the Peregrine dead, meaning that it could be almost anyone.
Shaking his head to clear it of the somber thoughts that had begun to envelop him, the Peregrine closed his eyes and settled into a deep, if somewhat restless, slumber.

CHAPTER III
Enemies United

January 22, 1940
12:50 AM
Atlanta, Georgia
“Tell me what you see,” Hans insisted, clenching his fingers into a fist. In the palm of his hand he held a black stone with a single blood-red splash of color in its center. The stone was a Ghost Rock, a mystical talisman that allowed its owner to control the spirits of the dead.
Lars Merkel stared at the monster who was his son with undisguised hatred. The ghostly spirit of a man long dead, Lars had been summoned from his peaceful existence in the afterlife by his son shortly after the boy had reached adulthood. Since then, he had been forced to work as a sort of undead lapdog, going to and fro as an invisible spy for his son. There was precious little trace of the little boy that Hans had once been. The years had not been kind to him, transforming him into something cold as ice and twice and hard. He had a magnificently sculpted body and a handsome face, though it was marred by the ugliness of his spirit. “It is difficult to see him,” Lars replied, keeping his voice neutral. “There are mists that surround him. He is watched over by another spirit who seeks to thwart me.”
“His father,” Hans murmured. “But you said you hadn’t been detected.”
Lars took a moment before answering. They were in a darkened hotel room just outside Atlanta, the entire top floor of which had been rented out by the Warlike Manchu. Hans himself was seated before a lit brazier, the scent of incense filling the room. Hans, now nearly forty years of age, wore loose fitting Oriental pants of an emerald hue and a golden sash around his waist. His torso and feet were both bare. “I believe that his father might sense me but he isn’t sure who or what I am. There are a number of spirits and demons who have hatred for Max Davies. He probably assumes I am related to one of those.”
“Try harder,” his son directed and Lars vanished from sight, glad to be free for the moment. Hans forced himself to calmness, trying to reign in the violent anger that he felt. As a child, he’d seemed emotionless and cold… but as he’d grown older, his temper had become evident. He now flew into murderous rages when his desires were not being met — a trait that had proven vexing to his mentor.
The Warlike Manchu glided like a wraith into the room, his yellow complexion and long moustache matching perfectly with the red and yellow robes he wore. The image of a rampant dragon flowed across the cloth, a bold statement about the man who wore it. “Did your father find out anything of note?” he asked, obviously expecting the answer to be in the negative. The Manchu believed that one’s greatest weapon should be one’s own mind, not some sort of mystic talisman.
“The Peregrine is still overseas,” Hans replied. His accent was almost impossible to pin down, leaving little trace of his German heritage. He was proud of the Fatherland, however, especially with the rising tide of Fascism sweeping through his people. He rarely spoke in gushing terms about the Fuhrer, knowing the Manchu’s disdain for the man but the facts were undeniable that the Aryan race would one day win out. Even someone as useful as the Warlike Manchu was nothing more than a tool to be used. “We should strike now. I could take his woman. Cripple his policeman friend.”
The Warlike Manchu reached up with slender fingers and stroked his elongated moustache. He was painfully thin with high cheekbones and cat-like eyes. “You are too eager.”
“We have waited for so long! I am ready!”
“Max Davies would defeat you.”
Hans swore in German. “What do you want from me? I have done everything you’ve asked! I’ve made myself into a living weapon for you! And still you refuse to let me destroy this man… why does he frighten you so?”
“I do not urge you to caution out of fear but out of respect for my former student. I thought him weak and incapable of standing against me… but when the day came, he emerged victorious. He is the closest thing to a son I have ever had.”
“I will be your son,” Hans answered. “Let me kill him and prove my superiority.”
“Before we strike at his family and close friends, we should remove those who would come to his aid.” The Warlike Manchu reached into the voluminous folds of his robes and withdrew a rolled magazine. He held it out to Hans, who unrolled it, staring at the man on the cover. The tall man depicted in the photograph was of Russian descent, with close-cropped silver-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He wore a well-tailored black suit, a white handkerchief perched dashingly out of his breast pocket and a golden ring set with a pale red stone shone on the little finger of his right hand. His teeth were shocking white and very regular, helping give the impression of a man who came from impressive stock.
“I recognize him,” Hans whispered, his excitement coming to the fore. This was finally a challenge. “Leonid Kazlov. Son of the brilliant Russian inventor Nikola Kaslov. They say that Leonid is a physical and mental marvel.”
“He is all those things and more besides. When you visited the Davies’ farm and left your warning for the Peregrine, Kaslov was there with his allies, a young woman named Libby Raines and a gentleman named Benjamin Flynn.” When he said this, the Warlike Manchu stared hard into his pupil’s eyes. The bloodied trail of birds that had so unnerved Max had not been an authorized act on the part of Hans. The Warlike Manchu had been furious upon discovering that Hans had come so close to tipping their hand.
“I remember now. He was very far away, so I didn’t know who he was at the time.”
“My sources say that he is currently en route to the Himalayas, attempting to reach a monastic order located on the side of Mount Everest.”
Hans frowned a bit, not enjoying the prospect of such dangerous travel. It wasn’t yet twenty years since the British climbers George Mallory and Andrew Irvine had been lost while attempting to scale the massive mountain. It remained one of mankind’s most challenging — and dangerous — obstacles. “Do you want me to strike the Russian, then?”
“Yes. But not as Hans Merkel. The time has come for you to adopt a new guise. Just as Max Davies undergoes a shift in personality and mental acumen when he abandons his civilized pretense, you will gain from a change in identity, as well. Masks can sometimes be liberating for the soul.”
“You don’t wear a mask.”
“I am sufficiently advanced as to not need it. You, however, are not at that point.” The Warlike Manchu snapped his fingers, summoning an attractive young woman with jet black hair and a slim figure. She came forward holding a box of clothing, setting it on the floor in front of Hans. With a bow, she hurried away once more.
Hans knelt and ran his hands through the folds of fabric, lifting up the small mask that his master had chosen for him. It was carved ivory, shaped like the upper half of a human skull. The uniform that accompanied it was entirely black and looked to be very form fitting. Hans could picture the way it would look upon him — he would be a wraith-like figure, one whose face warned of imminent death. He liked it. “And my name?” he asked, wondering what delicious game he was about to embark upon.
“You are now the Shinigami.”
“What does that mean?”
“It is a Japanese term, representing the personification of death.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t pick something from your Chinese heritage.” Hans put the mask over his face, staring out from the eye slits with a smile on his lips.
“The Japanese are a less worthy people than my own but they have some merits. Do you approve of your new identity?”
“Yes. Very much so.”

CHAPTER IV
Mountains of Death

January 25, 1940
2:25 PM
Mount Everest, Himalayas
Leonid Kaslov was some 22,300 feet up, trudging through the deep snows of Everest. The winds were blowing so hard that he heard Flynn nearly topple over behind him and the Russian slowed his movements to make sure the American didn’t lose sight of him. Both men wore steel crampons, which allowed their feet to hold purchase in the slippery ice, and one-piece goose-down suits, camouflaged in shades of white and black. Polar-fleece baklavas and snow goggles protected their faces but Flynn struggled under the weight of his backpack, ropes and other climbing apparatus.
Flynn was shorter than Kaslov, standing just over six feet tall, and was of a more slender build. He was one of Kaslov’s most trusted associates, having earned two well-deserved reputations over the years: he was brave in the face of any death-defying situation and he was capable of wooing the heart of nearly any woman alive. His handsome features were marred only by a small white scar on his right cheek.
The two men had continued their friendship even in light of the recently developing romantic rivalry they shared. Kaslov’s secretary, Libby Raines, had given in to Flynn’s charms after being rejected by the always stoic Kaslov. The brief affair had served as a wake-up call for Leonid and he’d recently begun reaching out to the girl, cautious as he was still hesitant to put anyone into danger for being too close to him, but also cognizant of the fact that he risked losing her by standing aside and doing nothing.
“How much further?” Flynn shouted over the wind. His voice reached Leonid’s keen ears and the Russian came to a stop until his companion came up beside him.
“It’s just around the bend. How are you holding up?”
“I’m exhausted and I’ve lost all feeling in my buttocks.”
Kaslov grunted, appreciating the fact that Flynn was able to maintain his good humor. “I’m certain that one of your lady friends will volunteer to help in your recovery from the frostbite.”
Flynn stared at him. “My god, Leo, I believe you just made a joke. Are you okay?”
Kaslov chose not to continue the banter, instead resuming the slow march towards the temple. As he’d explained to Flynn on the way over, he was seeking confirmation of a story told him by an acquaintance named Felix Cole. Known as The Bookbinder for his skill in transforming tattered remnants of ancient papers into modern things of beauty, Cole had visited this same area back in ’35, searching for something called the Book of Eibon. Cole claimed to have found it, along with its deadly guardians — a race of half-men, half-beasts who had inspired the myths of the Yeti. One of the things had raped and impregnated Cole’s daughter but both mother and child disappeared just before the half-breed’s birth was to have taken place. Cole had continued his work, though his eccentricities had increased dramatically.
The temple came in to view, an unusual structure with carvings of odd sigils along its walls. A statue just outside depicted a figure that was much taller than any human could be. On either side of the arched doorway were huge barrel-like lamps that were illuminated by a dozen or more burning candle wicks. They were filled with yak butter and Flynn flared his nostrils at the unique odor that came from them.
The two men approached the temple cautiously, well aware of the danger. The Yeti were known as intelligent but savage, with mercurial mood swings. Kaslov was thrilled at the prospect of encountering a race of beings so cut off from the rest of the world. What wonders might they be able to share? What startling answers to the many questions that plagued humanity?
Inside the temple, more barrel lamps blazed furiously and large prayer wheels dominated the walls, while a cinnamon-scented candle burned in front of a blood stained altar in the center of the main room. A set of stairs inset to the wall led upwards to the second floor.
“Be still,” Kaslov warned, removing his goggles.
“What’s wrong?” Flynn hissed, detecting no movement or life within the building.
“There’s the smell of death here.”
Flynn strained to make out anything over the strong odor of the yak butter and the cinnamon candle. A shift in the wind suddenly brought it to him: the metallic smell of blood.
Kaslov was looking upwards, into the rafters filled with hanging lamps. There was a creaking of planks from above and Kaslov hurried up the stairs, motioning for Flynn to follow. The American withdrew his pistol and made haste, excitement pumping blood into his frigid fingers and toes.
The second floor was much like the first but with a number of rooms that radiated out from a central hallway like spokes on a wheel. These were where the Yeti obviously lived and slept but Flynn had doubts that there were many still living, as blood and gore lined the walls. To his left, the words “The Peregrine dies soon” had been scrawled in a dried red that Flynn recognized all too well.
Kaslov studied the words without speaking. Unlike Flynn, he held no weapons in his hands but that hardly meant he was helpless. A master in numerous fighting styles and as strong as a score of men, the Russian was far deadlier than any implement of war.
More sounds of movement reached them, leading Kaslov to a doorway at the end of the wall. He swept aside a heavy curtain and paused in disgust. A dozen or more Yeti were dead in the room, their bodies piled like cords of firewood. The severed heads of the Yeti had been aligned along one wall.
“What the hell…?” Flynn whispered.
“You wouldn’t believe the trouble I had to go through to arrive here ahead of you,” a man said. He rose from the pile of limbs, dressed in blood-stained black. A mask shaped like the upper half of a human skull hid his features, though not the leering grin that was plastered on the lower part of his face.
“Who are you?” Kaslov asked, displaying absolutely no fear. Flynn admired the way the Russian was able to maintain his composure no matter what.
“Call me Shinigami.”
“The Japanese manifestation of death. Very strange. Your accent is faint but I’d have guessed that you were of Germanic descent.”
Shinigami tilted his head to the side, surprised that Kaslov had placed his origins so quickly. “You are good, Mr. Kaslov. I commend you. Such a shame you now have to die.”
The Russian threw himself at his American ally, knocking Flynn to the floor just as Shinigami pulled forth two silver blades and flung them through the air. They whipped past the very spot where Flynn had been standing, embedding themselves in the wall behind.
Kaslov ran forward, just missing with his own blow as Shinigami ducked beneath the flailing fist and struck out with a karate chop to the big man’s knee. Kaslov stumbled but remained standing as the German rolled free of him.
Shinigami stood straight and launched a dizzying assault, kicking and punching with all the speed he could muster. Kaslov found himself unable to block all the blows and several landed heavily against his body. The Russian had seen only one other man move so quickly and gracefully… and given the message scrawled outside, it was far too much of a coincidence to consider.
“You were trained by the same man who trained the Peregrine,” Kaslov said, catching hold of Shinigami’s arm and nearly breaking it in a swift motion.
Shinigami laughed coldly, ignoring the pain in his arm. “Quite clever, comrade.”
Kaslov kicked Shinigami in the chest and was pleased to see the man go down. Flynn was back up on his feet now and had directed the barrel of his gun towards their enemy’s head.
“I’d stay right where you are, if you know what’s good for you,” the American warned.
Shinigami shook his head. “That wouldn’t be very prudent.” He gestured towards the ceiling and Kaslov followed the motion, his eyes opening wide. There was a terrifying amount of plastique arranged there…
“Flynn! Get out of here! Now!” Kaslov yelled. As he did so, Shinigami rolled over and got to his feet. He took off towards a shuttered window. Folding his arms over his head, the German threw himself through the wood, which splintered about him. Kaslov moved over to watch as the man landed in a heap in the snow.
Flynn was already halfway down the stairs, having learned long ago that it was best to listen to the Russian where matters of survival were concerned. He heard Kaslov’s heavy footsteps behind him and then the strong hands of his friend lifted him up bodily from the ground and threw him headfirst through the still opened doorway to the temple. He landed hard, turning back to see Kaslov leaping from the building just as it exploded, showering them both in stone and wood.
Flynn lay on his back for a long moment, protecting his head with upraised arms. His entire body felt hot but he didn’t think he’d been burned…
“We need to get back to civilization,” Kaslov was saying though Flynn had trouble hearing him over the ringing in his ears.
Looking about, Flynn saw that the mysterious Shinigami was nowhere to be seen. “You think he’s going to come after us again?”
“We’re not his real targets. We never were.” Kaslov helped his friend to his feet, looking towards the burning wreckage of the Yeti temple. “He slaughtered those creatures for sport while waiting for us. And he would have done the same to you and I… just to provide a warning to his real target.” The Russian turned his piercing blue eyes upon Flynn. “We must warn the Peregrine.”

CHAPTER V
Messages in Blood

January 27, 1940
5:35 PM
Atlanta, Georgia
Max Davies stared into the eyes of his son, marveling at the bright young intelligence that his son possessed. Though less than a year old, young William was already an inquisitive little thing with a penchant for climbing into trouble at every possible opportunity. At the moment he was covered from head to toe in confectionary sugar and flour.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Davies, but the boy’s as fast as a snake!”
“It’s okay, Nettie,” Max said, reassuring the frail little black woman who served as his maid. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. He’s ruined tonight’s dessert.”
Nettie chuckled as she set to cleaning up the mess in the kitchen. She’d been busy preparing the family’s evening meal when little William had crawled his way into the room and managed to stand on tiptoes next to the table. He’d snagged hold of the lip of the tablecloth and given a mighty yank, covering himself in sweetness. “Things happen, things happen,” the old woman muttered to herself good-naturedly.
Max handed the infant off to Nettie after she’d set the kitchen back in order and watched as his son disappeared around the corner to get washed up. He was cleaning off his own hands when the back door opened and his wife stepped in. Evelyn looked beautiful, curvaceous and fair-skinned, her auburn hair hanging in ringlets around her shoulders. Any change to her overall appearance since giving birth to William had been for the better and she’d been pleased to find that there were just as many stage and movie roles coming her way as before.
Sadly, the quality of said roles had not improved dramatically.
“Max, you wouldn’t believe what Sal just told me.”
Max smiled, picturing the portly man who served as Evelyn’s agent. He was a good fellow but his many oft-mentioned contacts in Hollywood proved, more often than not, to be a lot less solid than he’d always claimed. “Tell me,” he responded, kissing his wife on the cheek.
“He just showed me a new script that he thinks I’d be perfect for.” Evelyn held up a stapled-together manuscript with the title The Peregrine Takes Flight. “He says it’s based on a series of pulp novels that are being published about Atlanta’s vigilante supreme. Can you believe it?”
Max took the script and flipped through the pages, chuckling. “What do you know?”
“That’s your only response?” she prodded.
“What else do you want me to say? I can’t very well sue them for capitalizing on my name. Secret identity and all, you know.”
“People are going to believe this drivel about you! It says you were raised by a strange cult of raven worshippers in South America who sent you back to the States to battle the rising tide of Fascism.”
“Certainly not the worst origin I’ve ever heard…”
“Max!”
“Honey, what do you want me to do? I think our only option is to simply laugh it off.” Max suddenly thought of something. “What role did they offer you?”
“A femme fatale named the Minx.”
“Adorable.”
“Max!” Evelyn laughed, shaking her head. “Well, if you’re going to be like that, maybe I should take it.”
“You should. Besides, you’d be able to serve as a technical advisor on the project, telling them all the things they have wrong.”
“I can’t do that without revealing my relationship to the Peregrine,” she pointed out with a smile. “But you know that already.”
The ringing of the phone in the study ended their banter and Max gave his wife one more peck on the cheek before moving to answer the call. The voice on the other end of the line was familiar and comforting. “McKenzie!” Max said with a grin, picturing the handsome young police chief in his mind’s eye. McKenzie was one of the Peregrine’s stalwart allies and had become a fixture around the Davies home in recent years. “What can I do for you?”
“I’m over in the Techwood Homes area. There’s something here you need to see.”
Max’s good humor faded quickly when he heard the terse nature of his friend’s words. “I’m on my way,” he said, ending the conversation without further conversation. It was time for the Peregrine to take wing.
* * *
Techwood Homes was dedicated on November 29, 1935 by Franklin D. Roosevelt, though work on the area continued until some time in 1936. The first public housing project in the United States, its stated purpose was to eliminate the slums in which Atlanta’s poor had been living in, but there were already signs that the area was going to become just what it had been intended to fight. Violence, rampant alcoholism and prostitution were all alive and well in the Techwood Homes community, which meant that the Peregrine was often in the area. When not confronting the denizens of the supernatural, Max focused much of his attention on commonplace street crime and thus he’d become a hero to the more pure-hearted of Techwood’s residents. If there was any place in the city where the name of the Peregrine was held in higher regard, Max didn’t know of it.
The Peregrine’s modified roadster pulled in to a darkened alleyway near the New Blessed church of Atlanta, outside of which McKenzie’s patrol car was parked. The handsome young blond officer was standing on the front steps, looking haggard and worn. He smiled wanly as the Peregrine approached, looking mysterious in his long coat and bird-beaked mask.
“What’s wrong?” the Peregrine asked, looking around to see that there were no witnesses about. This struck him as strange since Techwood residents were notorious for being busybodies.
“There’s a message for you in the church.”
The Peregrine hesitated, wondering about the somewhat sickened expression on McKenzie’s face. The man had fought at his side against vampires and ninja… there was little in the world that had seemed to frighten him. But there was fear in his eyes now, clear as crystal.
Max and McKenzie entered the church and the smell of death hit the Peregrine immediately. He saw that a body had been draped across the altar that sat just before the choir section. As the Peregrine moved closer, he recognized the young black man who had been brutally murdered. His dark skin was stained red and his white shirt was ripped open, to reveal a deep knife wound in his chest. His neck was set at an odd angle, indicating that it was broken.
“Jefferson Cross,” the Peregrine whispered, rage beginning to burn in his heart. “He was an informant of mine. Good kid. Dreamed of being a lawyer but there’s too much good old boy left in this country to let that happen. He wanted to clean up his hometown. I wanted to help him.”
“I figured it was something like that,” McKenzie said. “This note was attached to the body when he was discovered.”
The Peregrine took a small slip of paper and read its contents with mounting gloom:
ALL YOUR FRIENDS AND FAMILY WILL DIE.

“Who could have done this?” McKenzie inquired, looking back towards the door into the church. The coroner had arrived with a couple of other officers. The men stared open-mouthed at the Peregrine, who was almost an urban legend to them. He usually appeared only to close allies… or wanted felons.
“I think I have a clue,” Max whispered in response. “Thanks for calling me.”
“If you need help… don’t hesitate to call.”
The Peregrine looked at him earnestly. “Contact everyone you can think of who might have assisted me since I came to Atlanta. Tell them to take care. No one’s safe.” The Peregrine sighed, not wanting to do what must come next. “Give me a few moments alone with the body.”
McKenzie nodded, moving to escort the others outside as well. When they were gone, the Peregrine reached out and touched the dead man’s arm. He called upon his mental abilities, trying to bring forth the oft-times painful but useful images of the future.
At first there was nothing but then… it came to him. He saw a man wearing a skull mask snapping Jefferson’s neck… and then he saw Leonid Kaslov standing face-to-face with the Warlike Manchu… Evelyn holding the baby tight against her breast, fear evident in her eyes… and the specter of death hanging over the city, as the Peregrine rushed to stop something awful from taking place.
Max yanked his hand away as if burned. He was panting, confusion making him stagger about wildly. As his heart rate began to slow, he heard a ghostly whisper in his father’s voice:
Kaslov is at your house.
The Peregrine whirled about, looking for some sign of his father, but there was none. He cast one last look at the dead man and swore under his breath. “I’m going to avenge you, Jefferson. I hope you’re in a better place.”
He marched from the church, ignoring questions he received from McKenzie. If Leonid was here in Atlanta that meant that the Peregrine wouldn’t have to face the Warlike Manchu and his new soldier alone. “I’m going to need all the help I can get,” Max muttered as he sat behind the wheel of his roadster.
Within moments, he was well on his way home, unaware that Shinigami watched his every move from the shadows of a nearby bordering house.

CHAPTER VI
Knowing the Enemy

January 27, 1940
7:05 PM
Atlanta, Georgia
Upon returning to the plantation home, Max slipped into the Peregrine’s Nest, located beneath the main house. Once he’d removed all traces of his nocturnal identity from his body, he ascended the stairs and entered the study, where his family and friends were gathered. Evelyn sat on the couch, baby William in her arms, talking animatedly to Libby Raines, who looked as curvaceously lovely as ever. Standing a few feet away were Flynn and Kaslov, whispering together in low tones.
Max noticed that Libby’s eyes remained fixed on Kaslov even as she talked to Evelyn, a sure sign that the torch she carried for her employer was still burning bright. The girl was a bit shapelier in the hips and breasts than Evelyn but both women shared an attractive heart-shaped appearance to their faces.
“Max. It’s good to see you.” Kaslov strode forward, looking handsome but reserved in a black suit and tie. He shook Max’s hand and detected the tell-tale signs of stress in the other man’s eyes. “I take it you know why I’m here.”
Max nodded, looking at his wife and child. “You need to get someplace safe. My identity’s compromised.”
Evelyn looked alarmed, pulling William tighter against her. “Are we in danger?”
“I think it’s the Warlike Manchu. One of my informants was killed tonight and there was a message there, warning me that my family and friends were next.”
“I have dire news, as well.” Kaslov clasped his hands together behind his back. “While in the Himalayas, Flynn and I were attacked by a German who bore a name with Japanese origins: Shinigami. He made it quite clear that he was attempting to kill us before we could offer you aid. Furthermore, I noticed that his fighting style matched yours in several key points.”
“The Manchu’s got a new student,” Max reasoned. “All the more reason to get Evelyn and William to safety, then. I had a vision of them both in danger.”
Kaslov placed a hand on the Peregrine’s shoulder. “I think it best if we alert the police chief and allow both him and Mr. Flynn to protect them. This would free you and me to locate the men behind it all and stop them.”
“That’s fine — but they can’t stay here. Even Josh and Nettie will need to be moved.”
“Max,” Evelyn said, moving from the couch to stand next to him. William looked sleepy and was resting his head against her shoulder. “We’ll be okay. Besides, if we go into hiding, it’s just going to make it harder to find these men. Staying where we are makes us targets… but you can use that.”
“I’m not going to treat you like bait!”
“They won’t strike here,” Kaslov interrupted. “Because we’re going to take the battle to them rather than waiting for them to take action. In the vision you mentioned, did you see anyone actually moving against Evelyn?”
“No… I just saw her with William, looking afraid.”
“Then let me watch over them,” Flynn said, looking confident. He flashed a cocky grin at Libby. “I’ll protect both ladies. You’ve got my word of honor.”
“And I’m certain you have defenses set up around the property, making them doubly safe. Am I correct?” Kaslov asked.
“Yes.” Max sighed, running a hand through his dark hair.
“Then let’s retire to the Peregrine’s Nest and begin our planning.”
Max leaned towards Evelyn and kissed her hard on the mouth. “I don’t want to lose you. Not yet.”
“You won’t, you silly man. Not if you stop moping and put a stop to the Manchu and his friend.”
* * *
Moments later, the Peregrine and Kaslov were downstairs. Max had donned his vigilante attire once more, finding that it soothed his nerves somewhat to be behind the mask.
“I’ve heard of the Warlike Manchu,” Kaslov was saying, removing his jacket and shuffling through a number of photographs and papers that Max had put out on a table. A low overhanging light illuminated the papers, revealing several pictures of a man who was lean and somewhat feline in appearance with high shoulders, a close-shaven skull and a long, drooping moustache. “But seeing him puts all the stories into a new perspective. He seems to radiate intelligence and evil in equal measures.”
“Keep in mind that he’s ten times more impressive in person,” the Peregrine pointed out.
“Tell me about him.” Kaslov studied his friend’s body language, sensing the energy that was about to explode.
“Read it yourself!” Max snapped. “I don’t want to waste time.”
“You’re familiar with him, Max. Your experiences will illuminate him in a way that printed text can never accomplish. Tell me about him.”
“He’s a master criminal, with extensively planned out crimes that usually entail some sort of arcane angle. He doesn’t use guns or explosives, though his agents won’t hesitate to do so. He sometimes uses poisonous animals for assassinations — spiders, snakes, anything he can get hold of.”
“He’s much older than he looks, his longevity increased due to the use of a secret elixir. At one time he was a member of the Imperial family but he backed the losing side in the Boxer Rebellion and ended up on the run.end here He used his skills as an assassin to build a new fortune for himself but then vanished from sight.”
“After I began wandering the globe, I began to hear rumors of a man who had retired from public life. I knew he’d had his fingers in all sorts of crime but I believed he was beyond all that… and I was desperate to learn from the best. So I sought him out, overcoming numerous obstacles in my path along the way. It was quite clear that he didn’t want to be found… but I eventually did it. He was impressed by my perseverance and took me as his pupil. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, he was grooming me to be his heir. He wanted a son, but his relations in women had left him with only a daughter named Koreani.”
“Eventually, I told him I was ready to leave and he gave me his offer: I could stay and join him in returning to the Western world, where he was planning to re-establish his criminal base… or I could face him in final combat, which he felt certain would lead to my death. The two of us ended up fighting and it was one of the worst experiences of my life. He broke three of my ribs, my left arm and my jaw. I nearly blinded him by gouging out one of his eyes and ran him through with a long sword. In the end, we were both lying on our backs, bleeding to death… and then I was somewhere else.”
Kaslov’s blue eyes flashed and he sat down in one of the spare chairs in the room. He idly stared at several weapons in production on the Peregrine’s work table. “You mean you blacked out and someone moved you?”
“I suppose. I was no longer in the Warlike Manchu’s temple, that’s all I…”
Kaslov looked up to see the Peregrine staring off into space. “Another vision?”
“A memory,” Max answered, his voice sounding distant and cold. “There was a woman there, so beautiful… she was his daughter. She came to us both, standing over her father. I heard her talking to him but I was fading in and out of consciousness and couldn’t make out the words. He said something hateful to her and she turned from him, tears in her eyes. And then she took me to someplace safe.”
“Interesting,” Kaslov murmured.
“I haven’t thought of her in years. I think she did something to me. I can feel it, tickling in the back of my mind.”
“A post-hypnotic suggestion?”
“Yes… but why didn’t it come to the fore during my battle last year with her father?”
“Perhaps something in the current situation has set it off, something that wasn’t present before.”
The Peregrine began to check his pistols, verifying that they were ready for use. “I hope that Flynn is as good as you think he is.”
“Why?”
“Because we need to leave the country for awhile and we can’t take Evelyn and the baby with us. Koreani left behind an address in my head, with instructions to go there if I needed to finally destroy her father, once and for all.”
“Where are we going?” Kaslov asked, standing up again, pleased to see that Max was energized once more.
“Copenhagen, Denmark.”

CHAPTER VII
Master and Servant

January 27, 1940
11:05 PM
Atlanta, Georgia
“Kaslov still lives.”
“Impossible! He and his partner Flynn were inside the temple when I blew it up. No one could have survived.” Hans said, feeling the color rise to his cheeks. He was still clad in his Shinigami uniform, though his skull mask was held tightly in his fingers, dangling at his side. The Warlike Manchu was sitting lotus-style on the floor before him, eating from a small bowl of rice. Two lovely female assistants knelt behind him, ready to jump up and serve him if needed.
“Then perhaps he is a ghost,” the Warlike Manchu responded coldly. “I have the Davies house under surveillance. Earlier this evening, Leonid Kaslov arrived in the company of Benjamin Flynn and Libby Raines. The Peregrine and Kaslov then left soon after, visiting the private hanger that Davies owns at the Atlanta Airport. They have now left the country.”
“Davies abandoned his wife and child? Or did they go with him?”
“They remain at the plantation house.”
Hans looked away, wondering what the Peregrine was up to. Since becoming the Manchu’s pupil, he’d wanted nothing more than the opportunity to finally engage Davies in battle… if the attacks against his friends hadn’t driven the Peregrine out into the open yet, what would? Was he really a coward at heart?
“He is up to something,” the Warlike Manchu said, setting his empty bowl of rice to the floor. The smell of incense was thick in the air. “Call upon your father… see if his spectral powers allow him insight.”
Hans closed his eyes, surprised that his master would encourage him to do such a thing. His distaste for the ghostly side of Shinigami’s powers had been well established… for him to directly ask Hans to call upon them meant only one thing: the Warlike Manchu was concerned about what the Peregrine was up to. For the most part, the Manchu had been content to allow his pupil to handle the lightning war against the Peregrine while he stood back in the shadows, making plans to seize control of the criminal underworld throughout the east coast… but now it appeared that he was ready to step forward into the fray.
For a moment, Hans felt nothing through the spectral void… but then he felt his father emerge from the ether. Lars Merkel stood before him, looking sour and resentful.
“Yes, my son?”
Hans smiled at the sarcastic tone in his father’s voice. He ignored the Warlike Manchu’s stare and directed his full attention to the ghost. “The Peregrine is in flight… where is he going?”
Lars was silent for a moment, staring past his son and into the void. When he spoke again, he seemed to have lost some of his anger and a hint of a smile touched his lips. “It’s hard to make out the specifics because the Peregrine’s father is still protecting him… but I know that Davies and Kaslov are looking for the one person who knows how to destroy the Warlike Manchu forever. They’re supposedly somewhere in Denmark.”
“What is that?” Hans pressed, eyes narrowing.
“Ask your master,” Lars replied, vanishing from sight. Hans muttered an expletive in German, scarcely believing that his father would leave without being told to do so.
“You have learned…?” The Manchu asked.
“My father claims that the Peregrine is seeking information from someone who is capable of destroying you. They are headed towards Denmark.”
The Warlike Manchu stood up so quickly that Hans took a step back in alarm. “You must leave at once. You are to go to Copenhagen and stop them. If you must engage the Peregrine, you are to do so. Do you understand?”
Hans blinked in surprise, wondering what was going on. “Of course. But with the Peregrine away, now would be the perfect time to strike at his wife and child.”
“I shall deal with that! Now go! Now!”
Hans turned and strode from the room, a smile growing on his face. Something had terrified the normally unflappable Warlike Manchu… When I’ve killed the Peregrine and his friend, I’m going to find out what it is that troubles you so, Master. I might just use it against you myself.

CHAPTER VIII
The Bonds of Friendship

January 28, 1940
12:20 AM
Atlanta, Georgia
“So he still hasn’t asked you out?” Evelyn pressed, sipping from a glass of wine and staring out into the starry Georgia night.
Libby blushed at the directness of the question. The two women were both in their nightgowns, their modesty protected by long pajama coats. It had been Evelyn’s suggestion that they stay up a bit late and enjoy some wine before turning in. Libby found that it was an excellent idea — her duties with Leonid sometimes made it difficult to maintain close friendships and she found Evelyn very easy to talk to. “Leo’s been more attentive… but for him, that’s not saying much. He actually greets me every morning when he comes in the office and he mentioned how nice my hair looked a couple of weeks ago.”
“He’s trying,” Evelyn agreed. “He is a handsome man, I’ll give him that.”
“You’re the lucky one,” Libby teased. “Max is handsome, rich… I bet when he’s not brooding, he’s even funny.”
“He broods a lot,” Evelyn pointed out. “But I am lucky. I just wish he’d stop pushing himself so hard. I can’t very well tell him he should retire and let somebody else handle it, though… I’ve been there with him when the world was literally on the brink of destruction and he was the only one who could stop it. So I tell myself to stop being so selfish and just accept that danger is going to be a part of our lives, like it or not.”
“I wish Leo could do that… the reason he’s so stand-offish with me is that he worries he’ll be putting me into danger. But I told him to just look around… I’m in danger, just by knowing him.”
“We’re all in danger,” Evelyn laughed. “Every day, we could be hit by a car in the middle of the street or struck by lightning or we could be attacked by a vampire.”
“A vampire?” Libby asked, shocked at the sudden intrusion of the unusual into their conversation.
“Trust me, it happens.”
“You ladies enjoying yourselves?” Flynn asked, stepping out into the night air with them. He had opened his shirt a bit, revealing the white undershirt beneath his button up attire. Evelyn couldn’t deny that he was an attractive man but he struck her as a bit too much like the handsome types who hung around the movie sets, getting by on their charm and good looks.
“We’re fine,” Libby answered, batting her eyelashes at him. “No one’s tried to kill us yet.”
“That’s a relief. But then again, the night’s not over yet.”
Evelyn caught the way that Flynn was looking at Libby and decided it was time she headed up to bed. “I’ll see you both at breakfast,” she said, giving the briefest of winks to Libby as she went inside.
Libby colored slightly and looked away.
“Are you cold out here?” Flynn asked.
“I’m fine, Benjamin… but this does give us the chance to talk.”
Flynn nodded, leaning over the banister next to her. “It’s about Leo, I take it.”
“How did you know?”
“Because all conversations with you go back to Leo sooner or later.”
Libby felt badly for Flynn at that moment. She’d done an awful thing, leading him on… “I think I love him,” she said simply, hoping that would be enough.
To her relief, Flynn just chuckled and shook his head. “I’ve known that, Libby. Known it since before you and I had our little rendezvous on the way to Canada a few months back. I just hoped… I just hoped that maybe I’d make you see different.”
“Oh, Flynn… you’re a wonderful man. Someday a girl’s gonna go all soft over you.”
“I hope she’s half as pretty as you are,” Flynn said, giving her one of those dashing smiles that was equal parts of bravado and sincerity. “Leo’s a lucky man.”
“He’s lucky to have a friend like you,” she answered, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. Before he could say anything further, she turned from him and entered the house.
“You win some, you lose some,” he murmured at her back, too softly for her to hear.

CHAPTER IX
The Dragon’s Daughter

January 30, 1940
3:20 PM
Copenhagen, Denmark
Winter in Copenhagen was far worse than Max had expected. As he and Kaslov moved through the city streets, he couldn’t resist shivering under his long coat and protective gear. His Peregrine mask was not in place, instead resting in the left pocket of Max’s coat, but the rest of his nocturnal attire was being worn.
Kaslov seemed unaffected by the snow and cold, his silver hair and icy blue eyes making him look like a Nordic god come to life.
The two men moved along one of the city’s canals, Max keeping a close eye on the many Nazi posters and slogans written on the walls. The city was not far away from occupation and it was a loudly whispered fact that the city leaders were working in somewhat forced cooperation with Hitler’s men at the moment. Like many in Europe, they feared angering the mercurial German leader, knowing that they could be crushed under his heel at any moment. Though many in America wished to ignore the spreading tide of Fascism, Max knew that the fires of war would reach American shores eventually.
Gaily painted row houses almost made Max forget the dark thoughts that plagued him. Shops, hostelries and private homes lined both sides of the canal. Along the banks were moored a series of sailing vessels, most of them covered by heavy tarps to keep the snow out.
The cobblestone pathways had been swept clean not long before, allowing for the two men’s footfalls to echo loudly as they moved.
“How much further?” Kaslov asked, the first words that had been spoken between them since they’d landed the previous night. Max had to admit that he enjoyed working with the Russian, who seemed comfortable with silence in a way that others never did.
“I think it’s that shop there,” Max answered, pointing with a gloved hand to a store with the stenciled words “Rare Books” on the exterior window. The bookstore was in the bottom portion of a two-story building and looked very well taken care of. A fat yellow-orange cat was meandering about the front door, occasionally scratching at it with one paw.
“The daughter of the Warlike Manchu runs a bookstore,” Kaslov said without humor. The Russian reached the business first and rapped on the door without preamble. Both men were uncertain as to what was awaiting them, but Max was certain that the key to defeating the Warlike Manchu was here.
The door was opened by a woman of radiant beauty. She was of Chinese descent, her eyes a stunning jade in color and full of secrecy. She wore a button-up red and yellow blouse of silk, an ankle-length skirt brushing against her legs. The cat darted past her into the shop but she took no obvious notice of it. Instead, she stared at the Peregrine with the faintest hint of a smile. Max recognized her immediately as the woman from his recovered memory… furthermore, he suddenly knew without a doubt who she was.
“Koreani,” he said. “I suppose you know why I’m here.”
“Of course,” she answered. “You’re here to kill my father. Please step in.”
Kaslov and the Peregrine entered the store, which was cast in dim shadows and floating particles of dust. The main room was filled with books and badly straining shelves. The cat had taken up a perch on a cushion in the corner of the room, purring loudly.
“Does your father know that we’re here?” Max asked.
“If he did, we’d all be in terrible danger,” Koreani said. She moved into another room and returned a moment later with a tray of tea. “It took you longer than I would have thought to come find me, Mr. Davies.”
“You’ve waited all these years?” Max asked.
“Not just for you. I work here. This is my home but it may not be for much longer. The Germans are everywhere, like rats. I may leave for another country soon enough. But this war that’s spreading like wildfire… it may engulf the world.”
Kaslov took a cup of tea, sniffed it and then sat down in a plush chair. “Can you give us any reason to trust you?”
“My father and I are not close,” she said in response, smoothing down her skirt as she took her own seat. “He wanted a male heir to his empire. An accident in battle robbed him of the opportunity to sire more children and he took out his anger on me. It was very hard to be his daughter.”
“I can imagine,” Kaslov replied. “But it might go a long way in terms of improving your relations if you were to turn his greatest enemy over to him.”
Koreani studied the Russian in silence for a moment. When spoke again, her words carried a brittle tone that threatened to end the conversation completely. “Nothing I do will ever erase the fact that I am not a male. If you have come here for no other reasons than to insult my honesty, you may leave at any time.”
Max leaned forward then, trying to project his concern to this woman. “My family is in grave danger. Your father has a new student, a German who goes by the name Shinigami. They’ve threatened and killed my friends. I need to put a stop to this. Please.”
Koreani studied him for a moment and then nodded. “My father maintains his youth because of a special elixir. I have created a counter-serum that will reverse the de-aging process. If he takes in even a little bit of the counter-serum, he will begin to age at an incredibly rapid rate.”
“How old are you?” Kaslov interrupted, studying her. “I get the feeling you’re not as young as you look, either.”
“I was born over sixty years ago,” she said, surprising Max. He thought she looked not a day over twenty-five. “I have used the same elixir as my father.”
“How is this any different than putting a bullet in his brain?” the Peregrine asked. “I still have to get close enough to him to use the counter-serum on him. It’s just another method of murdering him.”
“This is not murder,” Koreani countered. “This is undoing a falsehood. My father is ancient. He should have died long ago. Plus, my father has altered his body chemistry so that he heals very quickly. What would kill a normal man would only wound him. The only sure way to end his threat is to use this counter-serum.” Koreani rose from her seat and moved over to a bookcase, where she pulled a large leather-bound volume from the shelf. She opened the book, revealing its nature as a placeholder for a small syringe set into the center of the “book.” It was filled with a yellow-orange liquid.
The Peregrine allowed her to place the syringe in his hand, staring into her face. The sunlight illuminated her eyes, as the rays streamed in through the nearby window. She looked just as wise as her father but with a vulnerability that he always seemed to lack. “I’ll take care of him,” Max promised. “He won’t bother anyone ever again.”
She opened her mouth to say something but her words were lost forever as a crack sounded from outside, just as the window exploded and a bullet struck home in the side of Koreani’s head. Blood and bone flew from the wound and Kaslov was the first to react, throwing himself from his chair and knocking the Peregrine to the floor. Koreani fell to the carpeted floor, her cat taking off to a safer location deeper in the shop.
The Peregrine stared at Koreani in horror, knowing that she’d put herself at risk to help him… her death was partially on his hands.
From outside, a German accented voice rang out. “Come out and play, little Peregrine. Shinigami is here.”

CHAPTER X
Kidnapped!

January 30, 1940
9:30 AM
Atlanta, Georgia
Evelyn tried to ignore the way the police officers stared at her as she ran past. She wore a modest pair of knee-length shorts and a sleeveless blouse but it was still enough to elicit lust in the men around her, apparently. Few people gave thought to how the leading ladies of Hollywood kept in shape but Evelyn did it by running a couple of miles a week and watching her diet.
The plantation property was large enough to give her a variety of running spaces, keeping things from getting too boring. She had just finished moving through the tall grasses on the outskirt of the property and was about to head back out for the last leg when she passed the patrol car that had been parked out front for the last couple of days. Assigned by McKenzie, the rotating groups of officers were there to ensure that Evelyn and her family were safe. So far, they’d done their job well enough but the two who were currently on duty now were ‘fans’ of Evelyn’s, having seen her in several plays and movies. Their favorites had, apparently, been the ones in which she’d appeared in the least amount of clothing.
Sighing, Evelyn focused on the task at hand. She pushed herself harder and harder, feeling a burn that started in her chest and spread downwards, spiking in her calves. She couldn’t worry about what Max was up to — he could take care of himself, especially with Leonid alongside him — but she did have concerns as to whether or not the Warlike Manchu might have shared his knowledge with other criminals. How many more madmen would come gunning for her and William in the years to come?
Panting, Evelyn finished her run, returning to the house after another ten or fifteen minute jog. She staggered to the back porch, picking up a white cotton towel that she’d left there for the purposes of drying the back of her neck. She noticed that the back door was standing wide open, which was unusual. Nettie was a stickler for keeping the doors closed, especially with a crawling baby on the loose.
As she started up the back stairs, another thing caught her eye: the police car was sitting where it had been for the last couple of days, but there were no officers around it.
Suddenly fearing the worst, Evelyn sprinted into the house. The pain in her chest and legs was completely forgotten, especially when she saw Nettie lying on her back in the middle of the kitchen. Evelyn knelt and checked the frail old woman’s pulse, happily noting that it was strong and regular.
Flynn, she thought, hoping that the rambunctious fellow had proven as capable as Kaslov thought he was. She pictured Josh, the plantation’s mammoth black farmhand, as well, but knew he wouldn’t be any match for the Warlike Manchu’s minions. Neither, for that matter, would be Libby…
“Calm yourself, Mrs. Davies. Becoming frantic will do you no good whatsoever.”
Evelyn didn’t bother looking to see who was speaking. She knew it instinctively. The lilting tones didn’t belong to anyone who should have been in the house and that could mean only one thing: it was either the Warlike Manchu himself or one of his agents.
She sprang up with a dancer’s grace, moving towards the sound of the voice with astonishing speed. She now saw him — tall, lean and of Oriental descent. It was the Manchu, dressed in a set of green robes with a rampant yellow dragon on the front. He threw up a hand to block her kick easily enough, then did it again and again as she tried to rain down blows against him. Evelyn was a natural fighter, having taken to the lessons given her by Max quickly and smoothly… but the Warlike Manchu made her look like an amateur, one who was moving in slow motion. He allowed her to continue her assault until she began to slow with weariness and he then ended the charade by grabbing hold of her right wrist and twisting it painfully, driving her to her knees. He continued holding it above her head, occasionally increasing his hold upon it, until she was still.
“Your son will be raised in a most proper fashion,” he said, leaning close so that his words were whispered almost lovingly in her ear.
“What…?” she stammered, seeing past the pain as best she could.
“I came here tonight because my two failed sons are even now engaged in battle. My anticipation is that they will kill one another. Your husband was the greatest of all my pupils… but he is weakened by this false sense of morality that infects so many in your culture. My Shinigami is driven by lusts that make him ill-suited for any role atop my organizations. My mistake was in thinking I could take grown men and shape them in my image. What I need — what I have always needed — was an infant. One who could be raised in the old ways, taught the dark arts of assassination and power brokering. If I cannot have Max Davies, I can have one of his blood. It is a fitting replacement.”
“If you harm my son, I’ll kill you. I swear it!”
“I imagine you mean those words… but you are not capable of fulfilling them. Even should your husband survive his battle with my new pupil, there will be no returning your son to you. He will be marked as mine, body and soul.”
“You’re insane,” she hissed, struggling with renewed ferocity but unable to break his grip.
“Your friends are alive but injured. When you awaken, call for help immediately. I shall give you my word that your son will be raised to be strong and intelligent.”
“You’re the devil. Leave my son and my family alone!”
“From this moment forward, he is mine.”
Evelyn felt his free hand come down on the base of her neck. The blow was so sudden that she had no chance to avoid it and she fell forward, her face smacking against the floor with a loud thump.
From elsewhere in the house, little baby William began to cry.

CHAPTER XI
To the Death

January 30, 1940
3:30 PM
Copenhagen, Denmark
“Head out back and come around,” the Peregrine whispered, receiving a nod of approval from Kaslov.
As the Russian crept towards the rear of the store, the Peregrine rose to his feet, aware that his enemy could shoot him just as easily as the man had killed the Warlike Manchu’s daughter. He reached out with is mental abilities, trying to sense the man’s intentions. What he got was a jumble of strong emotions: hatred, excitement, desire for combat. He wants to fight me hand-to>-hand, Max realized, relaxing a bit.
“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Shinigami said, speaking again as the Peregrine moved outside the store. There were a few people further down the street, watching in fear. They had heard the gunshots but none of them appeared brave or curious enough to intervene further. “The Warlike Manchu claims you’re the best fighter he’s ever seen.”
“That doesn’t say good things about this fight you’re spoiling for,” the Peregrine pointed out. “Unless you’re looking to get your head handed to you…”
Shinigami and the Peregrine stood facing one another, each taking in the full appearance of the other. Shinigami wore his black bodysuit and skull mask, a curved dagger in his right hand and a smoking pistol in the left. The Peregrine drew forth the Knife of Elohim, preferring to have the magical weapon in hand as opposed to one of his modified pistols.
“I’m not looking to play games with you,” the German said, moving a few steps closer. The two men began circling one another, like tigers preparing for battle. “That woman in there… who was she? What did she tell you?”
“I’m surprised your master keeps those kinds of secrets from you,” Max teased, sensing that he was getting through to the other man. “He never bothered telling you about his daughter?”
Shinigami stiffened in surprise, remembering all the talk that the Warlike Manchu had made with regards to wanting an heir… if he had a daughter, why not train her in the ways of business and assassination? True, she was just a woman but if that was all you had… “I thought you were here looking for a way to kill the Manchu,” he finally said.
“His daughter gave it to me… the way to kill him. Turns out that he wasn’t the best father in the world. But that’s his way — there was a time he told me I could be his son. But now he’s sent you here to kill me. You think he won’t turn on you when you’re no longer useful to him? That’s the way he works, Shinigami… people are just tools to him, things to be discarded when they’re not needed any longer.”
“You were too weak to be his rightful heir,” Shinigami countered, striking first. He swept his blade towards Max’s side but the Peregrine countered with his glowing knife and knocked aside the blow. “And if his daughter is helping you, it only makes sense that she’s just as weak.”
The Peregrine noted that Kaslov had come around the side of the building, ready to intervene if necessary. The Russian was, however, seemingly content to allow Max the opportunity to defeat Shinigami fairly. For that, Max was grateful.
“I didn’t appreciate you striking at me through my friends and family,” Max hissed, slashing with his own blade. He managed to embed a part of the knife into Shinigami’s shoulder but it was not enough to slow the other man down. In fact, Shinigami caught him in the midsection with an up-thrust knee and Max staggered under a follow-up backhand.
Before the Peregrine could recover, Shinigami grabbed hold of his wrist and slammed it back against the outer wall of the bookstore. Max lost his grip on the magic dagger he wielded and cried out in pain.
“I would have cut your heart out long ago,” Shinigami whispered, bringing his face in close, “but the Warlike Manchu wanted you to suffer first. He wanted you to taste fear.”
“He was just hoping he could break me… make me come begging to take my place at his side. You were just a weapon to use against me. If he’d really believed in you, he wouldn’t have kept you from coming after me.”
“Maybe I was just so valuable he didn’t want to risk losing me,” Shinigami responded, slamming his forehead against Max’s nose. It didn’t quite break under the impact, but blood spurted from the injured area of Max’s face and his vision swam.
Kaslov tensed, readying himself to enter the fray but something stopped him. He caught a mental projection from the Peregrine, holding him at bay: I can handle this. Just make sure the authorities don’t show up and give him the opportunity to get away.
As Leonid spotted several German soldiers hurrying to the scene, he made the decision to follow his friend’s desire. He moved towards the Germans, ready to stall them for as long as necessary.
The Peregrine saw his friend leaving the scene and threw up an arm to block another blow from Shinigami. The man was very fast and Max could feel him subtly trying to influence him by using a telepathic probe to lower his defenses. Max fought back tooth and nail, finally driving Shinigami away from him with a well-placed shove.
The Peregrine moved to take advantage of the situation but he was confused when Shinigami stared past him in surprise. “What are you doing here?” the German demanded.
The Peregrine started to turn around but something stopped him. A ghostly voice echoed loudly in his head: Strike! Now! The voice said in thickly accented German.
Going with the flow, Max plucked up his fallen knife and ran forward. Shinigami’s gaze returned to him but it was too late and the Peregrine drove the point of his blade through the other man’s chest until it protruded from his back.
The Peregrine let his opponent fall to the ground, sliding off the blade with a wet, sucking sound. He turned to see a man with a stern expression floating nearby. The stranger wore a thick overcoat and heavy boots, as if he were embarking on a trip through snow-covered mountains. That he was a ghost was undeniable for he possessed the same aura that Max’s own father did.
Under his breath, too low for anyone to hear, Lars Merkel spoke in German. “I shall see you in hell, my son. I shall see you in hell.”
“Who are you?” the Peregrine demanded, wiping at his bloodied nose with the back of a gloved hand. His dagger glowed more fiercely in the presence of the supernatural.
Lars looked up at him. “Your son is in danger, Mr. Davies. I would advise you to return home as soon as possible.”
Before Max could ask him for further details, Lars Merkel left the mortal plane for the last time.
Finally, he could be at peace, content in the knowledge that the hellspawn he’d helped birth would trouble the world no longer.

CHAPTER XII
Family Matters

January 30, 1940
12:30 PM
Atlanta, Georgia
McKenzie had been around a lot of heartache in his time as a police officer. He’d been forced to tell men and women, even children, that their loved ones were injured or dead… he’d often thought it never got any worse than looking into the terror-stricken eyes of an innocent and seeing their world crash down around them.
That was exactly the kind of emotion he saw in the eyes of Evelyn Davies right now. She sat on the couch in the family’s living room, gently rocking back and forth with her hands gripping her arms. Police officers were scouring the property for any clues as to where the Warlike Manchu might have gone but so far their attempts had been in vain. Flynn and Libby were in another room, both wracked with guilt over their own failures, while Nettie and Josh were pacing about wildly in the kitchen. Both of them loved little William with all their hearts… and even McKenzie had to reign in his emotions lest he snap entirely. The baby boy had been named after him, after all, an acknowledgment to the bond he’d forged with Max and Evelyn.
“We’re going to find him,” McKenzie said, standing in front of Evelyn, hat held tightly in his hands.
Evelyn’s face had a washed-out look to it and she ran her fingers through her hair, shaking her head. “No. You’re not. There’s only way this is going to end and that’s with my husband facing this madman. You know it and I know it.”
McKenzie shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “If you want,” he began, lowering his voice so that the other officers in the house wouldn’t hear, “We can always go off on our own. Maybe take Flynn and Libby with us… if we can find the guy, we can get William back ourselves.”
“That last time Max faced him, the Warlike Manchu could have killed him. He let Max live.” Evelyn stared into McKenzie’s eyes, the intensity of her hatred shocking the police officer. “That bastard wants Max to come to him. That’s what this is all about. That malarkey about taking William as his son was just that — malarkey! He wants Max. And nothing’s going to stop… we’re never going to be safe… until Max has killed him.”
January 31, 1940
2:45 PM
Atlanta, Georgia
The Warlike Manchu studied the crying child dispassionately. William Davies had done nothing but complain since being brought to the criminal mastermind’s lair, refusing all attempts from the Manchu’s female servants at consoling him. At last, the Warlike Manchu had set the child in the center of his private chambers, allowing the boy to cry himself to exhaustion.
“My father viewed me as the continuation of a great and noble line,” the Oriental said, kneeling before the child. “There was no room for sentimentality with him, however. I was trained to be the dutiful soldier from birth. My own daughter failed miserably to be the heir that I needed, but much of that blame must be attributed to her sex. But you… you have much of your father about you. In the eyes, the mouth, the spirit. You shall be strong and deadly.”
William stared at the Warlike Manchu, his wetly shining eyes glistening. Something about the man made him uncomfortable and he desperately wanted his mother or father, or even Aunt Nettie, to come and save him.
And then something peculiar seemed to appear behind the Warlike Manchu and William found his attention seized by this new arrival. It was a man who looked much like William’s father, but with several noticeable differences: a slightly different stance when standing, an older cut of clothing and a jaw that was slightly less impressive than the jutting chin of Max Davies.
The Warlike Manchu rose and turned away from the boy, pondering how best to begin the youth’s training. Despite the fact that he was less than a year old, there were still things that could be done to prepare William for the arduous path that lay ahead for him.
The spectral figure moved closer to little William, speaking directly into the boy’s mind. I’m your grandfather, the man said and William found himself beaming in reply. And I’m going to make sure you’re okay. Daddy’s going to be coming for you soon… in the meantime, just do what the bad man asks you to. Okay?
William nodded dutifully, understanding everything perfectly.
The Warlike Manchu caught the movement and turned to stare at the child, wondering what had brought about such a sudden change in his demeanor. It was almost as if the infant was staring at something that the Oriental could not see.
“Kyoko,” he said, summoning a slim young brunette. The girl moved forward, head bowed. “Take the boy into the Chamber of Elders.”
Kyoko looked up in surprise. The so-called Chamber of Elders was actually a small work room in which the Warlike Manchu had set up a large brazier, with burning coals and several varieties of drugs that would expand his consciousness. To expose a baby to those drugged gases…
Seeing her hesitation, the Warlike Manchu backhanded her quickly across the face, splitting her lip. “I have given you orders!” he barked.
Kyoko hurried towards the baby, plucking him up against her breast. She bowed in apology and left the room, fearful of the retribution that might await her if she hesitated any further. The man she served was a great and terrible creature, one whose fury left her in both awe and fear.
The ghostly spirit of Warren Davies vanished back into the void, knowing that his son had to be told.

CHAPTER XIII
To Face the Demon!

February 1, 1940
9:10 PM
Atlanta, Georgia
“You have to remain calm,” Kaslov warned. The Russian superman knelt on the rooftop of the Stellar Night Theatre, located across the street from the hotel in which the Warlike Manchu had taken refuge. Leonid wore a dark suit, his smooth white skin and silver hair standing out in stark contrast. A full moon illuminated the scene perfectly, allowing Kaslov and the Peregrine to study their opponents at their leisure. The two men had been at their perch for over three hours now, hours in which Max Davies had been chomping at the bit for action.
“Every second we wait is another second that my son is in that madman’s clutches,” the Peregrine pointed out. Max was leaning over the side of the rooftop, binoculars held tightly against his eyes. His long coat whipped in the stiff breeze that was blowing, a harbinger of winter’s last gasp — a storm that promised chilling winds and the rare possibility of snow. “Who knows what he’s been doing to him?”
Leonid said nothing in reply, knowing the truth behind his friend’s words. The serum given to them by the Warlike Manchu’s daughter rested in a specially modified weapon now — a knife-like device that would immediately send the fluid into the enemy’s body upon impact. The Russian had the weapon strapped to his waist at present, ready to be accessed at a moment’s notice. “Even so, we’re doing this the right way… so far, we’ve counted half a dozen women through the windows. In addition to them, he might have as many as a dozen men on that floor, all armed and dangerous. If we’re going to stage a rescue, we have to be very precise in our actions.”
The Peregrine nodded, knowing the wisdom in Kaslov’s words. They’d elected to eschew aid from McKenzie’s men, instead choosing to have Flynn stationed below in the alleyway, ready to follow anyone fleeing the building with the aid of the Peregrine’s roadster. Evelyn and Libby were in the backseat of the roadster, helping keep an eye out for danger.
Upon returning from overseas, the Peregrine had received messages from both his father’s spirit and his wife. William was gone, they reported, but the site of his imprisonment was known.
“I’m ready to do this,” Max whispered.
Leonid sighed but did not disagree. He took the serum-filled dagger and passed it to the Peregrine, who stood up and faced him. “I will rescue your son and get him to safety. That leaves the Manchu for you to deal with… I assume that’s the way you’d prefer it?”
“I trust you to take care of William.” Max sighed, shaking his head. “I’m feeling old, Leo. Did you know I’ll turn 40 this year? Forty years old and I’m running around in the dark, wearing a bird beak on my face.”
Leo rested a hand on Max’s shoulder, sensing how close to the breaking point Max really was. “When the Warlike Manchu is defeated, things will take a turn for the better. You have a lovely wife and a bright young son… I envy you.”
Max found himself smiling at the sincerity in the Russian’s eyes. “Sometimes it’s good to hear that from someone I respect, Leo. Reminds me to stop feeling sorry for myself and enjoy what I have.”
“That’s something that your enemies will never understand.”
The Peregrine moved to the edge of the rooftop, coat billowing out behind him. For a moment, it looked like he would jump into the air and take flight. “I’m coming for you,” he whispered, both to his son and to the man who had stolen him. “I’m coming for you.”
* * *
The Warlike Manchu was growingly increasingly vexed. The young child continued to prove resistant to the gases emitted by the Chamber of Elders, adopting none of the glassy eyed stare so associated with the drugged air. The Manchu had hoped that it would make the child more pliant, as well as possibly opening the boy’s soul to a visitation by an elder entity. Such a thing had happened on several occasions with men and women forced into the room by the Warlike Manchu but here it did not seem to be possible. With an Elder inside the boy, he would grow faster than normal and take on supernatural power. Without him, the Warlike Manchu would have to undertake a prolonged period of intensive training with the boy as he grew.
At his side, unseen by the Manchu, was the source of William’s strange immunity to the gases. Warren Davies had used every bit of his spectral power to shield the boy from the potentially mind-altering effects of the drugs, hoping that his own son would arrive soon enough to do what had to be done: that the Warlike Manchu would be struck down in a spreading pool of blood.
“Master, there is a problem.”
The Warlike Manchu looked up from the meal of noodles and chicken that he was having. The boy, William, was sleeping in the next room, so the servant was whispering as he knelt on the floor before the Manchu. The servant’s name was Rai and he was Japanese with a deadly talent for knives. He stood just over five foot six, with jet black hair that was cut short above the ears. His eyes were perpetually sad, the result of a difficult life, one filled with violence and death.
“Tell me what troubles you so,” the Manchu said, setting aside his food and rising gracefully from the floor. Though he was very, very old, he retained the vitality of a man in his thirties, thanks both to the life-extending serum he regularly ingested and a vigorous training regimen.
“Our security has been compromised,” Rai stated. “One of our men has informed me that the lower levels of the hotel are now empty. Apparently, a man named Leonid Kaslov has evacuated the building.”
The Manchu’s face did not change expression. He had expected his enemies to come to him eventually. “Is Kaslov here now?”
“We don’t know. We only know that he was here earlier — several of the men and women who have been evacuated are now down the block and are conversing about having seen him.”
“He is quite famous,” the Oriental mastermind said sagely. “Bring your men to the child’s room. That will be their goal.”
“Do you wish for me to assign someone to guard you?” Rai asked.
“I am capable of taking care of myself,” was the terse reply and Rai bowed low, hurrying from the room lest his words be taken as an insult.
The Warlike Manchu put his hands behind his back, standing where he was for a long moment. Soon, sounds began to reach him… sounds that spoke of combat and men in tremendous pain. He reached up finally and began stroking his long moustache. “Welcome, my student.”
The Peregrine emerged from the shadows, his body tensed and dangerous. He held a pistol in each hand, fingers locked in the firing position. From behind his domino-style mask, eyes as black as coals blazed with righteous fury. “I should have killed you years ago,” he hissed between clenched teeth.
The Warlike Manchu smiled like a cat examining its prey. “I could have taught you so much more than I did. The disappointment that you were to me… it is almost indescribable. But your son shall be everything that his father could not be. I will make sure of that.”
The Peregrine let out a guttural snarl and raised both barrels, pointing them directly at the Manchu’s chest. He fired, filling the room with the staccato sounds of lead-laced death.
* * *
Leonid Kaslov was a blur in motion. The Russian had come upon the assembled warriors, perched as they were in a semi-circle around little William’s crib. The men wore identical black leotards and were bare-handed, each crouched low for a quick assault. As soon as Leonid entered the room, he was greeted by William’s cry of recognition and by the simultaneous uproar from the guards.
They came at him in a mad rush, not allowing him time to formulate a strategy for battle. In truth, he was very much at home in situations like this, when mind and body had to meld together in formless unity.
His left hand shot out in a karate chop that nearly snapped one man’s neck in two. His right hand balled into a fist that drove hard into another’s midsection. He ducked beneath another assault and knocked the attacker’s legs out from under him. This foe was dispatched by a hard knee to the head before Kaslov was up and out of the mad throng. He ran full-tilt towards the wall, throwing himself up against it. He did an acrobatic twist through the air, propelled by the soles of his feet against the wall. This maneuver allowed him to crash hard into three of the men, knocking them onto their backs.
Rai watched this with clinical detachment, reaching down to the belt he wore. He came back with two knives, which he spun in his fingertips with practiced skill.
Kaslov knocked out the last of his opponents by smacking the man’s skull into the floor. He then looked up to see that only one of the guards remained, the master of the knives. “Surrender and no harm will come to you,” Kaslov stated. He was not out of breath at all, having grown accustomed to much harder exertions during his own physical training.
“This child belongs to the Warlike Manchu,” was the Japanese man’s only reply.
“You truly believe that one man can own someone?”
“The world is made up of masters and servants,” Rai answered. “To think otherwise is to be naïve.”
Kaslov stood tall, staring into the other man’s eyes. “I sincerely regret that your life has led you to that conclusion. I believe that every man has the right to choose how he wants to live… and that all men are inherently free.”
Rai hesitated, realizing that the Russian was not going to attack without provocation. “If you’re thinking to turn me against the Warlike Manchu…”
“I’m not.”
Rai frowned slightly. “The child must stay.”
Kaslov put his hands on his hips, studying the Japanese. “Why? So that your master can corrupt him? So he can try and teach him that the only way to succeed in life is through hurting other people?”
“That is the only way!” Rai shouted, angry at himself for even listening to the man. But there was something in Kaslov’s certainty, in his very manner, which seemed to take root in the killer’s heart.
“Stand down. Let me take the boy. If you want a chance to begin again, to be your own man… I can introduce you to Benjamin Flynn. He’s an agent of mine. Not a servant. Not a slave. I pay him for his services and treat him well. He can find a use for you and your skills. You won’t have to kill ever again. And you won’t ever be a slave.”
Rai lowered his weapons, the blood rushing in his veins suddenly growing louder, drowning out even the screaming of William and the sounds of gunfire from the next room. “I… will give you a chance,” he said, his voice sounding low and uncertain.
Kaslov smiled, glad to have avoided the physical side of conflict for once. “You won’t regret it, my friend.”
* * *
The Warlike Manchu moved gracefully to the side, effortlessly allowing the bullets to pass him by. The Peregrine threw himself to the side, continuing to fire, but the Manchu treated them as if they were in slow-motion, his aged senses reacting with a superhuman ability.
Max tossed aside one of the guns, drawing forth the Knife of Elohim. He rushed forward, hoping to catch the Manchu by surprise but once again the teacher was wiser than the student. He caught hold of Max’s raised arm, holding it upwards while delivering a powerful blow to the Peregrine’s chest. For a moment, his entire body seemed to seize up as his heart skipped a beat, but the Peregrine managed to yank himself free. He spun about, kicking with his left leg. His foot caught the Manchu in the hip, knocking him off-balance but the Oriental refused to fall.
The Knife of Elohim skidded out of the Peregrine’s grasp when the Warlike Manchu suddenly slammed his forehead into the hero’s chin. For a moment, Max was unable to focus clearly and his enemy delivered several powerful chops to his head, making the confusion worsen.
The Peregrine managed to throw up his hands just in time to block another attack and he then threw himself back into the fray, the two men moving so quickly that they almost seemed to shift into another mode of combat altogether, one reserved for only the truly great martial artists.
Again and again the two men managed to sneak past the other’s defenses, leaving terrible bruises and cuts on the other’s body. But neither would yield, not even when the Peregrine’s nose was shattered nor when the Warlike Manchu’s left wrist was broken so badly that part of the bone protruded from the torn skin.
After what seemed to be an eternal struggle, the two men came together, both with their hands and arms tangled together. Beads of sweat and blood dripped from their faces as they strained to drive the other to their knees.
“You learned my lessons well,” the Warlike Manchu whispered.
“I took what I could from you and perfected it elsewhere,” the Peregrine retorted.
“Don’t fool yourself into thinking that your family gives you strength. They are a weakness!”
“Says the man who’s obsessed with gaining a son. So obsessed that he brought about the death of his own daughter!”
The Warlike Manchu stared into the Peregrine’s eyes. “My daughter is dead?”
“Killed by your pet, Shinigami. By the way, he’s dead now, too.”
“My daughter was a disappointment.”
“She struck me as your superior in every way that matters,” the Peregrine said. He struggled to maintain his grip on the Warlike Manchu, summoning the mental powers that had served him so well over the years.
Slowly, the anti-serum filled weapon lifted out from his coat pocket, telekinetically moving through the air. It circled around behind the Warlike Manchu, who sensed that his opponent was faltering. He assumed this meant the Peregrine was weakening, never suspecting that it had to do with his attention being diverted to the use of his mental powers.
“I do not wish to kill you,” the Warlike Manchu whispered. “Even now, I will forgive you for your transgressions against me.”
“You’re the one who needs forgiveness. I just hope God’s wise enough not to waste it on you,” the Peregrine said, smiling coldly. The sudden grin on the vigilante’s face made the Oriental’s eyes widen. He sensed that something was amiss and turned his head, just in time for the weapon’s blade to plunge into his neck.
The anti-serum worked quickly and the Peregrine relaxed his grip on the man, allowing him to stagger away. Blood was oozing from the wound in the Warlike Manchu’s neck and he stared at the Peregrine in mounting horror. His skin grew flaky and dry, beginning to fall off in ever-widening pieces. His skin began to sink in upon itself, sealing tight against the bones. He became a mummified monstrosity, falling to the ground as even the bones began to crumble from the weight of age.
The Peregrine stood panting over the desiccated corpse, marveling at how much the man before him had squandered. All those years… a daughter he’d never loved… it seemed so pointless. He prayed that he’d never lose sight of those things that mattered most in life.
The sound of little William’s cries reached his ears for the first time and he sprinted from the room, nearly running into Kazlov in the hallway. The Russian was holding William, an unfamiliar Asian man trailing along behind.
“He’s perfectly fine,” the Russian said, smiling as he handed the boy over to his father. “But your nose looks simply awful.”
Max laughed aloud, wincing a bit as his son reached out to touch the fractured bones on his father’s face. “Losing my good looks is a small price to pay, my friend. Very small, indeed.”
William buried his face in his father’s shoulder, safe and content.
THE END
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BLOODWERKS


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
A Multitude of Sins

June, 1940—Styria, Austria
Sally Wingforth blinked against the harsh light, her head pounding. The girl’s lower lip was puffy and split, a trickle of red moisture running down her chin. She wore a white peasant blouse, off the shoulders, and her long reddish hair hung loosely. Her skirt, a bold shade of crimson, was matted with mud and dirt.
The girl struggled against the bonds that held her firmly to a chair but found her movements only caused her more distress. The heavy ropes with which she was tied pulled against her skin and threatened to tear it in two. She wasn’t sure where she was and the powerful surgeon’s light that shone directly into her eyes made it impossible to tell what the room was like.
She’d come to Austria with a group of friends, all of whom were equally interested in fascism and illicit good fun. Sally’s beau, a businessman named Carl Klemons, had set up the trip, which was to take them through the entire country, meeting with various fascist groups who supported Hitler’s basic economic plans, if not his militaristic movements. Sally herself had gained a new set of doubts about the Nazi regime since arriving in Austria… she was increasingly uncomfortable with the way the Jews were being treated and the way that Austria itself had been annexed in ’38… well, it all offended the young beauty’s notions about right and wrong.
Despite all that, Sally and her companions had drank and danced in too many towns to count. Carl had even managed to seduce Sally into breaking her vows of chastity until marriage. But it had all gone horribly wrong when the group had arrived in Styria. Carl had taken them to a small club known as Bloodwerks, an out of the way place that had seemed sinister and remote.
Sally had begged the others to go somewhere else, but Carl had teased her about being frightened and she’d succumbed to peer pressure in the end. The club had been smoky and filled with thin men who smoked too much and stared at Sally and her girlfriends like they’d been fresh meat in a butcher’s market.
Carl had introduced her to a German named Horst, who looked so cadaverous in his pressed black suit that Sally had scarcely been able to look at him. Horst had clutched her hand with cold fingers and remarked on how clear her skin was… making her notice the many pockmarks on the German’s in return.
Not long after, Carl had disappeared into the crowd and Sally had been left alone with Horst. She’d tried to politely ignore his small talk, nursing her booze instead. But then the world had begun to spin about and she’d passed out, falling to the floor amidst startled laughter from those around her.
And now here she was, tied up and scared half to death.
“Hello?” she asked tremulously, turning her head and squinting against the light.
“So pretty,” a man whispered and Sally recognized the voice immediately.
“Horst?” she said, momentarily forgetting her distaste for the man, grateful to hear a familiar voice. “Please… help me!”
The German moved into view, blocking part of the light. He wore a white smock over his black suit. The jacket had been removed and Sally could see how thin he truly was. He looked half-starved. He smiled at her, revealing rows of neatly aligned white teeth. “Carl told me you were lovely but I had no idea.”
“Where is Carl?” Sally asked, her eyes widening. She was beginning to realize that Horst would not be helping her after all.
“He is gone. Returned to America. He owed us, you see. We delivered something to him… a fantasy made real. In return, he has repaid us.” Horst turned from her, disappearing behind the bright light once more. He returned a second later, pushing a small cart upon which sat a number of painful looking implements. “I think you will do very, very nicely.”
Sally felt tears begin to run down her cheeks. “Please,” she begged. “I have money! I can pay you! Please don’t kill me… please!”
Horst looked shocked. He set down a small knife he’d picked up and knelt in front of the girl. He placed his hands on her face, holding it steady as she cried. “Kill you? My dear girl, I would never do such a thing!”
Sally blinked in confusion. “You’re going to let me go…?”
“I’m going to make you ever so much better. You’re going to become one of us.” Horst smiled again and it was so cold and merciless that Sally thought the devil himself would have recoiled at the sight. “Welcome to the Bloodwerks.”

CHAPTER II
When the Good is swallowed by the Dark…

August, 1940—Berlin, Germany
Germany was a nation at war, with all that entailed. Men and women scurried about with obvious optimism but with a gravity that sapped some of their goodwill from them. Though many, if not most, believed in their Fuehrer and his message that they were the chosen people of the Aryan race, it was still difficult to see friends and family sent off to die in foreign lands.
So far, the war in Europe had gone well for the German war machine. Poland had fallen to the Nazis, who had then marched through Denmark and Norway. France had recently signed an armistice with the Germans, leading to the direct occupation of Paris. It seemed almost inevitable to some that Germany would come to control the entire continent within a few years. The only true threat that remained outside of the Russians was the United States, a sleeping giant who seemed incapable or unwilling to rouse itself for war.
The four people, three men and one woman, who sat together in the rocking train car represented very different parts of the globe. Their opinions on the war had been expressed harshly, brought about by a German gentleman’s evident desire to discuss politics. He was a thin man with very straight white teeth. He had introduced himself as Horst, a shipping expert who owned his own import/export business.
Max Davies didn’t like him. Davies was one of two Americans in the group and he was a dashing man with olive tinted skin and wavy dark hair. His eyes were of a penetrating style, with a keen intelligence that caused weaker men to cower before his gaze. He wore a dark suit and tie, an American newspaper folded on his lap.
Seated next to Max was the other American member of the group and the only female. She was almost painfully lovely, with long blond hair that curled at the ends, dreamy brown eyes and silky skin that seemed to beg to be kissed. She wore a form-fitting sweater that clung enticingly in all the right places and a skirt that stopped just short enough to reveal enough leg to distract any red-blooded male in the area.
Horst had caught her name — Ellen Patrick — and mentally filed it away for later review. He thought he recognized it from some old news files but couldn’t be sure she was the same Ellen Patrick he’d heard about. That one had been the daughter of Owen Patrick, a crusading politician in Southern California, whose drive to expose corrupt officials around him led to his untimely murder.
The fourth member of the quartet was a tall, broad-shouldered Spaniard named Diego, who had jet-black hair and a small Errol Flynn-style moustache. He was very continental in both manner and dress, a bit foppish around the edges. He smoked a cigarette and gazed at Horst beneath heavy lids. “Has no one ever told you, my friend, that you should never discuss religion or politics in social situations?”
Horst looked out the window, which showed the city of Berlin, cast in evening shadow. “We are all similar creatures, I believe. Why should we not discuss events that will have a bearing on all our lives soon enough? The Reich is soon to rule the world.”
“Eh,” Diego replied, exhaling a long column of smoke and winking at Ellen. “Your Fuehrer is a short little man who seeks to compensate for his lack of height.”
“How dare you!” Horst exclaimed, turning to stare at the Spaniard. He heard Ellen’s soft giggle and moved his gaze to her, softening his expression. His pink tongue darted out like a lizard’s, licking at his lips. “Miss Patrick… surely you do not scoff at the magnificence of Adolf Hitler. You seem far too intelligent for such nonsense.”
“I was just thinking the same thing about you,” the young beauty deadpanned.
In the silence that followed, Max entered the conversation for the first time. “So is everyone a first timer with Bloodwerks?”
Horst shook his head, accepting the turn in conversation. “I have been with the organization for many years. It is the best use of my funds that I have ever encountered.”
“I’m a little uncertain about how it all works,” Ellen admitted. She ran a finger through a set of blond curls. “I mean… what if we’re caught? It’s so illegal what we’re doing.” This last bit was added in a whispered undertone that led all three men to unconsciously lean forward in a conspiratorial manner.
“Many of the local authorities have been paid to look the other way,” Horst reassured her. “All of us are very wealthy men and women. Our monies that are given to Bloodwerks are split between them and the Fuehrer’s war coffers. Thus, we are far too valuable to waste in a prison cell.”
“I didn’t realize we’d be backing the war by paying our fees,” Diego remarked, looking slightly put out.
“What difference does it make?” Horst teased. “All of us are more concerned with the unique pleasures that are made available to us. Where the money goes should be a concern next to that.” He let his eyes dance over Ellen’s exposed legs and she shifted her body in response, trying to shield them from his gaze. “Very unusual to get a woman amongst the group. I find the women to be the most severe in their punishments. Far more creative than a man.”
Max cleared his throat. “May I ask how many times you’ve done things like this, Horst?”
“Over a dozen.”
Ellen gasped. “I had no idea the group had been around so long…”
“Bloodwerks has been known under many names,” the German replied. “It dates back to the Middle Ages and perhaps further.”
Diego dabbed out his cigarette in a small ashtray set into the arm of his seat. “I’m not entirely certain what it is that we can do,” he admitted.
“I thought we were here to torture and kill people,” Ellen whispered, her eyes growing bright with evident excitement.
Horst chuckled, realizing that she was enjoying the illicit nature of their shared escapade. “Murder is sometimes an option, yes… but Bloodwerks has strict rules. Come here to kill and you come only once.”
Max leaned forward, setting aside his newspaper. An unusual ring on his right hand gleamed redly in the train lights. An image of a bird in flight could briefly be seen, flashing into view atop its surface. “When I first heard about this group, I thought it too good to be true. I mean, I’ve done everything I could think of, experienced every pleasure known to man or woman… but to have that kind of power over another human being seemed so enticing. I took the plunge and contacted the group. But I didn’t know you could come back. That’s why I asked earlier. I wanted to know if they really didn’t allow any repeat customers — and why they’d give up such earnings. Surely people would want to do it again and again.”
Horst nodded, obviously enjoying the fact that he knew more than the rest of the group. “Bloodwerks is set up as an International operation based in Germany and Austria, presumably to provide thrills of a peculiar nature to the wealthy upper class who can afford such things. According to the agreement we all signed, none of us can ever discuss what it is that we’ve done with the organization — under penalty of severe torture and eventual death. In return, we get a victim that meets our requested specifications and get to enjoy ourselves to the fullest.”
Ellen tossed her pretty blond curls. “But I didn’t pay the full fee. They waived some of it in exchange for future considerations…”
“They’ll ask you to locate a victim for someone down the line,” Max responded. He saw the surprise in Horst’s eyes and shrugged. “That’s what I’m assuming, anyway. Am I right?”
“You are correct,” Horst admitted. “If you provide such a service to them, the Bloodwerks organization is willing to provide discounts. But the only way to become a repeat customer yourself is to… ah, but it seems we have arrived.” Horst laughed as the train came to a stop and everyone began to ready themselves for departure. “It seems that I will have to tell you more once we have arrived at the club.”
The German picked up his hat and overcoat, stepping out of the car. Max watched him head to the washroom first, obviously intending to clean up before departure. With a well concealed nod to Ellen, Max set off after the man. He waited for a moment after the German had entered the washroom, smiling at the other passengers as they filed to the exits. When the time was right, the American yanked open the door and stepped into the cramped little room, forcing the German up against the counter.
“Was ist dieses?” Horst exclaimed, letting out a little yelp of pain as Max drove his arm up behind the man’s head, pressing it hard into the wall.
“Who runs the Bloodwerks?” Max hissed into the German’s ear. When Horst didn’t answer quickly enough, Max increased the pressure.
“His name is Jakob,” Horst stuttered. “I have only met him a few times!”
“Will he be at the club tonight?”
“Ja!”
Max spun the German around, keeping him held tightly. “Finish what you were saying before. How do you become a repeat customer?”
“You have to join the Inner Circle,” Horst whispered. “You are taught how to empty a human vessel so the Masters can step in and animate it.”
“What does that mean?”
Horst spat in Max’s eye. “It means that you’re a fool to even think about crossing them! They’re not what you think they are! None of the Bloodwerks is!”
Max grimaced, his face darkening. He pushed Horst’s head back against the counter and raised his oddly tinted ring. “When the Good is swallowed by the Dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!” Max said under his breath. He brought the ring’s surface down upon the German’s head, a strange heat beginning to rise from the contact. Horst screamed as the image of a bird in flight was burned into his flesh.
To Max’s surprise, however, the skin gave way, revealing not bone but something more like polished marble. Strange runes had been etched into the German’s skull and Max turned away in disgust as Horst began to shudder and shake, his body suddenly flaring up in eldritch flame. Within seconds, the German was gone, leaving behind nothing but ash on the floor.
“Are you alright in there?” a porter demanded in German, beating on the door.
Max opened it, smiling apologetically. “Terribly sorry,” he replied in flawless German. “Something I ate must have disagreed with me.”
Max pushed past the porter and hurried off the train. Ellen and Diego were waiting for him near a taxi cab whose engine was idling.
“Where is Horst?” Diego asked, his voice having somehow changed in timbre. Gone was his Spanish accent, replaced instead by one that sounded like he was born in the American South.
“He’s dead, though I’d wager to say his true death lay years in the past.” Max nodded at Ellen. “You were right to call me. Bloodwerks is more dangerous than we’d ever imagined — and the whole world might be threatened if we don’t’ put a stop to this!”

CHAPTER III
The Heroes’ Alliance

Ellen Patrick slipped into a black satin gown, letting the clinging material drop across her firm breasts and well-toned body. A white cape was soon tied about her neck but it did little to hide the daringly low cut nature of the dress. Her bare shoulders looked soft to the touch and Ellen couldn’t help but smile at her own reflection as she slipped a small jet black domino-style mask over her eyes.
Ellen was indeed the same woman that Horst had thought he’d recognized from the newspapers. Having lost her mother when she was very young, Ellen had been raised by her doting father, who had taught her to love all manner of outdoor activity: hunting, boating, riding and shooting amongst them. But her education had always been paramount and she’d been pushed to excel in that area, attending Berkeley and graduating with a degree in Foreign Languages. After graduation, she’d spent a year in the Orient, where she’d perfected her already impressive understanding of the Oriental languages and become an accomplished student of judo.
Unfortunately, her father had hit upon a difficult road back home. A rising career in politics was based in part on his crusade against corruption in state government. When those being exposed grew angry at his investigations, these crooked politicians hired a killer to end Owen Patrick’s life.
Ellen was hardened by the murder of her father and she decided to do something that the police could not: she went undercover as The Domino Lady, hunting down all those who would betray the public trust. To further her vigilante career, she pretended to be a flighty, party-loving socialite in her public life, making sure that no one suspected her of being a nocturnal avenger.
The disappearance of her friend Sally Wingforth and the evasive nature of Carl Klemons in answering questions about their trip to Europe had led Ellen to grow suspicious. She’d turned to an East-coast based Adventurer’s Club for assistance, having been invited to join the organization several months prior by a mysterious gentleman named Benson, who had spoken at length about the benefits of associating with others of a similar vigilante-oriented bent. She’d resisted at first but had finally accepted the offer and she was glad she had. The group’s chairman, Leopold Grace, had put her in touch with his friend Max Davies and the two of them had managed to track down the details surrounding Sally’s disappearance.
The Peregrine had learned that Carl had affiliations with a shadowy organization known as Bloodwerks, who had a reputation for supplying disgusting pleasures to bored socialites. From there, it had been a relatively simple matter of contacting the right people and slipping the appropriate amounts of money into their hands.
Max and Ellen were accompanied on this mission by William McKenzie, the police chief in Max’s current hometown of Atlanta, Georgia. McKenzie’s handsome features and blond hair were hidden by a masterful makeup job done by Max.
After leaving the train station, the trio had checked in to a hotel recommended to them by Bloodwerks. It was located just two blocks from their eventual destination, a club known locally as die Grube, which translated as “The Pit.”
The Domino Lady heard a knocking at the door to her room now and she moved to peer out the peep hole. It was Max and ‘Diego,’ so she allowed them inside.
“Dressing up a little early, aren’t you?” McKenzie asked, his eyes drinking in the lovely woman’s enticing form before settling on the mask she wore.
“The mask’s going to be hidden on my person,” she explained, removing it. “I was just trying it on to get the overall effect.”
“I don’t think there’s any place to hide much of anything in that dress,” McKenzie deadpanned. He was rewarded with a flirtatious smile from Ellen and a dramatic rolling of the eyes from Max.
“We need to be sure we’re all on the same page,” Max pointed out. “The man we’re looking for is named Jakob but I have nothing else on him. No idea what he looks like or what his last name might be. I’m also not sure what Horst was talking about in terms of emptying human vessels — or who the ‘masters’ might be. The whole situation is a bag full of question marks.”
“Should we call it off?” McKenzie asked.
“No!” Ellen exclaimed. “My friend’s probably dead because of these sick bastards. I won’t stand aside and let them torture anyone else.”
“That’s not what I was saying,” McKenzie cautioned. “I just meant maybe going in under the pretense of becoming members is the wrong approach. Both you and Max are experts at sneaking into places unnoticed… maybe we should do that instead. Find out what’s going on and then plan an assault of some kind.”
“I’m not sure we have the time for that,” Max countered. “When Horst isn’t there tonight, questions will be raised. I honestly feel that we need to get inside and find out as much as possible, as quickly as possible.”
“And what if Jakob isn’t there?” Ellen wondered aloud.
“Horst said he would be.”
McKenzie shook his head, picturing what horrors lay ahead for them. He’d pressed to come along on this mission, even going so far as to take a leave of absence from the force to do it, but now he wondered if he was in over his head. During his friendship with the Peregrine, he’d faced ghosts, vampires and Oriental masterminds… but a club full of sadists, who paid thousands of dollars for the opportunity to carve up innocent men and women… that was almost too much to bear.
“It’s going to be okay,” the Domino Lady said, resting a hand lightly on his arm. He looked up at her in surprise, embarrassed that she’d read his thoughts so clearly. She soothed him somewhat by saying “I might play the part of an airhead sometimes but I’m really not. I know how bizarre this kind of stuff can seem. You get used to it.”
McKenzie smiled. “I’ve seen lots of strange things… but thanks.”
Max moved to the window, looking out over the city. It was quiet, as it was almost every night with the curfew in place. The Bloodwerks group had gotten all special permits to allow them out on the streets past the usual limits. The Peregrine stared up into the full moon, his psychic powers slowly coming to the fore. He saw a darkened room with a variety of surgical implements lain out on a table. There were dark things, evil things, lurking in the shadows, beyond the range of human vision. “We have to shut this group down,” he said aloud, shaking off the images in his head. “This kind of evil can’t be allowed to continue.”

CHAPTER IV
Down in the Pit

The club was located in the heart of Berlin’s red light district, a seedy area filled with pubs and illicit establishments. Several women were poised here and there, subtly offering their wares to the many men who passed by. Max noticed that several of the gentlemen in the area wore their Nazi uniforms proudly. This was a country that, as Horst had pointed out, was currently basking in its seemingly inevitable victory in Europe.
The U.S. can’t continue to stand on the sidelines, Max thought to himself, stepping from the back of the trio’s cab. He noticed that McKenzie, still dressed in his Diego disguise, passed the driver the appropriate number of notes. Sooner or later, we’re going to be drawn into this conflict… and if we wait until after Britain and our other allies are in flames, we might be standing alone against these hordes.
Ellen and McKenzie joined Max in approaching the front entrance of the club, which was barred by a broad-shouldered man in a dark suit. The fellow’s nose looked like it had been broken a dozen or more times.
“May I help you?” the man asked in broken English. Apparently something in Max’s manner had suggested he was an out of towner.
“We have invitations,” Max responded, reaching into his coat pocket and taking out a silver envelope. Within lay a single card with a crudely drawn image of a bloodied heart.
“Ah, there is no need to show it to me,” the man replied with a smile. He revealed a set of crooked teeth, more evidence that he’d seen his share of battles. “I recognize you now. Mr. Davies from America.”
“Yes,” Max answered, surprised. “But how did you—?”
“Horst told me you would be coming. He left descriptions of all three of you. Please,” the man said, opening the door. “He is inside, with Jakob. Look for the large table in the rear of the club. Enjoy yourselves.”
Max stepped in, trying to keep the color from draining from his face. The thing that had fallen dead at his feet on the train hadn’t been quite human — at least, not anymore — but he hadn’t considered the fact that Horst might have still survived in some form. If he was here tonight, that could mean only one thing: they were all in tremendous danger.
“I thought,” McKenzie began but Max cut him off with a warning glance.
Something’s not right, the Peregrine projected into his friend’s mind, calling upon the mental powers that had been both blessing and curse since his childhood. The only thing we can do is play along and see what’s going on.
McKenzie nodded but it was obvious that he was unhappy with this turn of events. The lawman looked around the club, his nose wrinkling at the scents that hit it. The smells of alcohol and sweat mixed with cigarette smoke and the acrid taste of chemical disinfectant. Somewhat to his surprise, there were no obvious signs of physical cruelty — everyone who could be seen appeared to be there of their own accord. The crowd was about ninety percent male with most of the women functioning as waitresses. But here and there a pale-skinned woman could be spotted through the crowd, looking ghostly and beautiful in their evening gowns and ruby-red lipstick.
“There he is,” Ellen said, bringing McKenzie back from his people watching activity. The southerner tried to remind himself to play the part of a foppish Spaniard and he adjusted his walk accordingly.
Up ahead sat Horst, looking none the worse for his death a few hours earlier. The German wore the same black suit that he’d been in on the train and he was smiling at some shared joke, his straight white teeth shining. Seated with him was a brunette female who wore a shockingly revealing dress, the curves of her breasts on plain display. A man sat with his arm around her shoulders, nodding at Horst. He was handsome, Ellen noticed, but in that dangerous way that sometimes made women weak in the knees. He was thin but not overly so, with dark eyes and tousled hair. His shirt was white and open at the neck, unbuttoned in a manner of casual indifference.
“I’d say that’s Jakob,” McKenzie said, using Diego’s speech patterns. “Should we try and avoid them or take the bull by the proverbial horns?”
“We’re not hiding from him,” Max answered, moving straight towards the table. He suddenly came to a stop, looking over at Ellen. “I’m sorry… I keep forgetting we’re here for your friend. How do you want to play this? It should be your call, not mine.”
“I think we should approach them,” she answered. “You’re right — putting it off isn’t going to accomplish anything.”
“It’s a moot point anyway,” McKenzie muttered. “Horst just spotted us.”
The German had stood up and was waving in their direction, his smarmy manner not reflecting anything other than a perverse interest in seeing Ellen’s evening attire. “Hello, my friends,” Horst said as they came closer. “My apologies for having left you so quickly at the train station. I have been telling Jakob that I have high hopes for your stay with us.”
He’s acting like he doesn’t remember, Max projected to his friends.
As Max shook hands with Horst, Ellen answered Max through the telepathic link he’d opened up between the three of them. Can you read his mind? See what’s going on?
Not without him sensing it. I’m not that skilled in this kind of thing. It’s still new to me.
Horst bent forward and kissed Ellen’s hand, his eyes shining. “You look simply ravishing, my dear.”
“Thank you,” she replied, batting her eyelashes invitingly. Inside, she was sickened by his touch but she had trained herself to avoid such public displays. “And who is your handsome friend?” she added, ignoring the daggers thrown her way by the woman seated in the booth.
“Ah,” Horst said, moving to introduce his friend, who rose to his feet in response. “He is our host. This is Jakob.”
“I’m thrilled to make your acquaintance,” Ellen purred, leaning forward as she took his offered hand. She made sure to press her breasts together subtly, receiving a burst of pleasure when she saw Jakob’s eyes linger on her ample cleavage. She’d always found it easy to manipulate men because of her beauty and playing the part of the not-so-smart but extremely easy to bed socialite almost always worked.
“The pleasure is all mine,” Jakob assured her, bending low to bring his lips close to, but not quite brushing, the top of her hand. “This is my companion, Eva.”
Eva nodded coldly at Ellen, obviously not pleased with the description given to her.
Jakob turned to Max and McKenzie, greeting each in turn. When the introductions had been made, Jakob gestured for everyone to take a seat.
“When does our fun begin?” McKenzie asked, his voice tinged with fake accent.
“Soon,” Jakob assured him. “Victims have been selected according to your individual profiles and you’ll be individually escorted to rooms located beneath the club where you can enjoy yourself at length.”
Max forced himself not to stare at Horst, though he kept wondering what in the world was going on. Max looked debonair in his suit and tie, the very vision of American masculinity. “Do you mind if I ask how you got into this… field of work?”
Jakob smiled, his handsome face looking as calm as if he were about to discuss the weather or some sporting event. “It’s sort of my life’s work, Mr. Davies. I’ve always had an interest in the macabre… and eventually I found myself in the position to satisfy the lusts of others. Lusts such as these are inherent in the human race but they are mostly kept under wraps, so that the more civilized members of our society aren’t offended.”
“I salute you for having the foresight to start this kind of business,” McKenzie said, playing the role of Diego to the hilt now. He was sitting back in his seat, legs crossed, a lit cigarette dangling between two fingers. “I for one have been dreaming of such a thing for years.”
Jakob seemed lost in Ellen’s cleavage as he spoke. “You will enjoy yourself, I am sure.”
“Horst mentioned that we might be able to become repeat customers, like he has.” Max noticed that Jakob flashed Horst a warning stare and the German seemed to whiten in response.
“Did he, now?”
Horst seemed to find his voice again, rising from the booth and saying “Perhaps it’s time to show them to their rooms. I’m sure their toys have been prepared by now.”
Jakob nodded, aware that Horst was desperately seeking to change the subject and allowing him to do so — for now. “You may take Mr. Davies, since the two of you speak so much. I will have Miss Patrick and Mr. Diego escorted to their respective playpens.”
Max caught Ellen’s eyes and flashed her a mental message: I’ll try to keep us all linked up like this — if you run into trouble, ‘scream’ it out to me and I’ll do my damndest to get to you.
Ellen looked amused by his concern, replying. And if you need rescuing, I’ll be sure to do the same for you.
Max felt a sudden rush of embarrassment. After having his own life saved by his wife Evelyn on numerous occasions, he should have known better than to let his natural chauvinism creep into play.
The Peregrine stepped out with Horst at his side and the German led him through the back of the club, into a dimly lit hallway lined with heavy wooden doors.
“I wish you hadn’t said that,” Horst said harshly. “I’ll be punished later.”
“Do you remember bringing it up?” Max asked.
Horst’s face twitched slightly. From down the hall, Max thought he heard a muffled scream. He turned his head towards the sound and Horst chuckled. “Someone’s making an awful lot of noise. These walls are specially made to prevent outsiders from hearing those sorts of things. As for remembering… of course I do.”
The way he said it made it quite clear that he did not.
Max allowed himself to be led towards the third room from the left. The scent of cleansing agents was almost overpowering here and Max noticed the ghostly trails of blood on the floor and some of the walls. He’d been in only one place that filled him with the same sensations he was experiencing now: a slaughterhouse.
Horst pushed the door open and Max found his sickening feeling increasing. The room was lit only by a powerful surgical light that was shining directly into the face of a young woman who looked like she was in her late teens. She wore a flower-print skirt and a peasant blouse, her dark hair hanging loosely behind her back. She was beautiful but her attractiveness was marred by the terror in her face and by the blood that ran from a bad cut above her left eye. She let out muffled cries from behind a damp cloth shoved hard into her mouth.
“Do you like her?” Horst asked breathlessly.
Max’s mouth became a thin line. He grabbed hold of the German’s collar and threw him into the room. Horst slammed into the surgical light and knocked it to the floor, casting the room into bizarre half-shadow. Max shut the door behind him, ignoring the terrified sounds coming from the girl. “It’s time for some answers,” the Peregrine whispered.

CHAPTER V
The Horror Grows

Ellen’s escort was a thin shifty-eyed man named Hermann. Hermann didn’t bother to engage her in small talk as he led her down the same hallway that Max had traveled past only moments before. He did ask her once if she had any special requirements, which momentarily confused her.
“Implements,” he explained. “Like certain kinds of knives or rope… and costumes. Do you want to have special clothing set out for you to wear?”
Ellen found herself wondering who this fellow was and how he’d come to be here. He looked like he should have been at home, playing with a dog while his wife fixed dinner in the kitchen. “What do you like to do with them? I’m new at this,” she said with a soft giggle, the kind that usually made men melt in her presence.
The question seemed to disturb him. “I don’t take part in those kinds of things. I… serve a different function. We all play our parts.” He gestured towards one of the doors and began backing away. “She’s inside there. Enjoy yourself.”
Ellen stared at his retreating form for a moment. This entire affair was far more confusing than she’d ever anticipated. From what little they’d learned about Bloodwerks, Ellen had expected nothing more than a group of spoiled sadists looking for victims to play with. Instead, they had dead men walking about with no memory of having died… and servants who seemed anything but pleased with their work.
Ellen turned back to the door and reached out with a trembling hand. She obviously wasn’t planning to actually hurt whoever had been selected for her to torture but she wasn’t sure how she was going to manage to hide that fact on her way out. She considered asking Max for advice but didn’t want to use the mental link in that fashion. It seemed taxing for the Peregrine and Ellen wanted to hold it in reserve for as long as possible.
She moved into the dim interior of the room, letting the door slam shut behind her. She wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but what she received as her eyes adjusted to the gloom was the absolute unexpected. There, tied up and whimpering before her, was her missing friend Sally Wingforth.
* * *
Max held the struggling German tightly with one hand, reaching into an interior pocket of his own coat with the other. He pulled forth a dagger that shone a brilliant yellow in the dim light. The Knife of Elohim was a mystical weapon that had once been bathed in the blood of Christ and the Peregrine considered it one of the most potent weapons in his arsenal.
“Talk to me, Horst. Or I’ll kill you again… You really don’t remember what happened the last time?”
Horst suddenly realized that he was in deep trouble. His eyes widened noticeably and he began to stammer. “Pl-please, Mr. Davies! I can explain.”
“I killed you on the train. You turned to dust.”
“Let me show you something,” Horst begged. “Please.”
“Don’t try anything, Horst… or I’ll see how you like dying a second time.”
The German let out a sigh as the Peregrine relaxed his hold enough for the slender man to fumble around in his pockets. He drew forth a small black stone painted with a red circle on the very top. “This is a Soul Blade.” He flicked it from side to side as he spoke, causing something to ‘snap’ inside it. The rock was suddenly transformed into a shimmering purple knife that shimmered and crackled in the air.
Max narrowed his eyes, staring at the odd device. It seemed to send off an air of foreboding that chilled the blood in Max’s veins. “That thing’s straight out of hell,” the Peregrine whispered.
“Most people come in and kill their victims, Mr. Davies. That what they’ve paid for… but some people can agree to become more than that. They can offer their souls to a higher power — the Old Ones who serve as the backing forces behind Bloodwerks. I did that. My soul was taken from me and split into six pieces, each occupy a ceramic body mystically shaped to look human. That’s what this shell is… and what it was you killed earlier.”
“And the blade does… what does it do exactly?”
“We use it to scrape out a person’s soul — it does it magically, without harming the body. Once the soul is separated, it can be bent to the will of the club and split into its new shells. The body that’s left behind — the human form — can then be inhabited by one of the Old Ones. They were banished from the human plane but by taking over a body of flesh and blood, they can avoid the curse that sent them into the void.”
“So you’re telling me that not only are there six of you in ceramic shells… but there’s a demon running around in your original body?”
“There are only five of my ceramic forms now,” Horst reminded him with a trace of bitterness. “Once all six are destroyed, my soul goes straight to hell.”
“Sally Wingforth,” the Peregrine said, giving the man another good shake. “Do you remember her?”
“I recognize her name. She was originally going to die for my pleasure but one of the Old Ones coveted her body — and I could understand why. So young and firm…! So I scraped out her soul and she became one of us. Like me.”
The Peregrine hefted the Knife of Elohim. “Horst… two down. Four to go.”
Before the German could respond, the Peregrine plunged the dagger into the villain’s chest. Within seconds, the sadist was gone, leaving behind only the stench of death and a pile of ceramic ash.
Looking back to the still terrified girl who was bound to the room’s only piece of furniture, the Peregrine managed a smile. “I’m going to get you out of here… and I’m going to take down the bastards who did this to you.”
The girl’s eyes shone with sudden relief.

CHAPTER VI
The Old Ones

McKenzie ignored the whining that came from the bound young man in the corner. The victim that had been selected for the Georgia lawman looked to be in his early thirties, with reddish-brown hair and penetrating green eyes. He was naked save for a small loin cloth that hid his genitals.
McKenzie walked over the length of the room, checking to make sure there were no hidden listening or recording devices. Once he was certain he was safe, he finally turned his attentions to the imprisoned figure. He knelt at the boy’s side, disgusted at the way the boy flinched from his touch. He wasn’t angry at the youth but rather at the group of people who had instilled such fear into him.
“Listen,” he said, beginning to untie the fellow’s bonds. “Don’t scream, okay? I’m not going to hurt you. I’m with people who are trying to shut this place down.”
The man stared at him with confused eyes but he stood up quickly as soon as his limbs were free and began screaming for help at the top of his lungs.
“Wait!” McKenzie exclaimed. “What are you doing? I told you to be quiet!”
The man answered in a rash of gibberish that McKenzie vaguely recognized as something akin to Swedish. Realizing the fellow couldn’t speak English and his screams might jeopardize everything, McKenzie had no choice but to deck the man with one punch.
“Sorry about that, pal,” McKenzie whispered under his breath. In the aftermath, he realized that he might have been a bit hasty — after all, surely the people who worked at Bloodwerks were more than used to hearing screams coming from their rooms. Nevertheless, the silence now gave McKenzie the freedom to think coherently.
I think I know what’s going on, Max projected into McKenzie’s head. The police officer blinked in surprise, still not totally used to having someone speaking directly into his brain.
How bad is it? McKenzie thought back.
The whole thing is a front for demons who were banished from the Earth centuries ago. They’re carving out hollow spots inside human bodies that they can then inhabit. And some of the souls they’ve carved out are then put into ceramic bodies made to look like normal humans.
McKenzie felt a smile dance upon his lips. Do you have any idea how absolutely insane that sounds? God, I love having met you, Max.
Ellen Patrick interrupted the two, her mental ‘voice’ joining the conversation. I just ran into Sally.
The surprise that came from McKenzie was almost palpable but it was met by an equal amount of pity from Max.
She’s one of them, isn’t she? Max asked. One of the ceramics…
Yes, Ellen confirmed. But it gets worse than that. She was here waiting on me. The second she got a good look at me, it was like a light flipped on in her head. She tried to kill me, Max, the second I freed her.
McKenzie felt confusion beginning to reign inside his head. Waitaminute. She was waiting for you in the room? But that must mean—
“That we know who you are,” a voice confirmed from behind him. “And we can read your thoughts.”
Abruptly, McKenzie felt the mental link he shared with the others forcibly cut. He reached for the pistol hidden under his coat but the strong grip of a man’s hand stopped him in place.
“Please don’t make this any worse than it has to be, Mr. McKenzie. You and your friends are caught like flies in our web.”
McKenzie turned to face a broad-shouldered man with dark hair and eyes. He would have been handsome if not for the somewhat sickly complexion he wore. “Guess we must seem pretty stupid for trying this, huh?” the police chief asked, speaking his natural Southern drawl for the first time since arriving at the club.
“Yes,” the man answered with a chuckle. “You do.”
“So you’re one of the demons?”
“Yes. I am an Old One. I walked this world long before your species had crawled from the mud and learned how to stand upright.”
“Well… if you’re half as smart as you seem to think you are,” McKenzie said with a smile. “Then you better turn tail and run. Because I’ve seen my buddy Max fight with things twice as deadly as you and win. Your little operation here is going down the tubes.”
“Your faith in the Peregrine is admirable. But he is known to us… and today is the day that he dies!”
McKenzie spotted the attack just milliseconds before it came. The man clenched a fist and made to drive it straight into McKenzie’s face but the policeman ducked under the blow and responded with his own punch into his opponent’s midsection. The fellow staggered back in surprise and McKenzie dug out his pistol, pointing it at the other man’s head. “If you like living in that new body of yours, my little demon, then I’d suggest you watch your next step very carefully. Got it?”
The man smiled coldly. “Kill this body and I’ll merely claim another soon enough. Perhaps I’ll even take yours…”
McKenzie saw the man lunge for him and he pulled the trigger without hesitation. The back of the man’s head blew apart as the bullet ripped its way through and the lifeless corpse fell at McKenzie’s feet.
From the hallway, the sounds of combat reached McKenzie’s ears.

CHAPTER VII
Domino Dancing

The Domino Lady felt more secure with the thin mask in place over her eyes. It somehow seemed to protect her more than any body armor ever could. As soon as McKenzie’s mind had been severed from their link, both she and Max had donned their respective masks and dashed into the hall. The terrified girl who had been Max’s “toy” for the evening remained in her room, cowering in the darkness, though her bonds had been removed. Given the uncertainty about what lay outside in the hall, Max had cautioned her to remain where she was for the time being.
The Peregrine and the Domino Lady spotted one another immediately and moved to each other’s side, just as a half dozen men accompanied Jakob into the hallway. “Stay as close as possible,” Max whispered. “If we get separated, my mental link might not be able to work — I can feel them jamming it somehow.”
The Domino Lady nodded, her beautiful features set in grim determination. She held a small silver plated .22 caliber automatic in her right hand. Held fast in a garter on her leg was a small syringe with a fast-acting knockout drug but Ellen had no reason to think she’d be needing that particular weapon — this was to be a battle to the death.
The Peregrine held a weapon in each hand, as was his favored method of combat. In his right hand a specially modified pistol was clutched tightly. Capable of firing nearly a hundred times without needing to be reloaded, the weapon was powerful enough to stop a bull elephant. In the Peregrine’s left hand was the mystical Knife of Elohim, which glowed a golden yellow in the presence of the Old Ones.
“Please, Mr. Davies… there’s no need for bloodshed,” Jakob said with a smile. “Though of course we’re familiar enough with it… I admire your bravery in coming here. We have accumulated many enemies over the years but no one has ever caused such a stir!”
“How did you know about us?” the Peregrine asked, stalling for time as he examined their options.
“Those of us who are Old Ones can sense the thoughts of humans. Your mind was mostly a blank to us — your innate skills make it hard to read you. But Mr. McKenzie and the delicious Miss Patrick were all too open to us.” As he said this, Jakob roamed his eyes lasciviously up and down her body and she shivered, remembering how she had offered him a better look back in the club.
“You’re a disgusting slime,” the Domino Lady hissed. “So many innocent people whose lives you’ve ruined…”
Jakob shrugged, his followers beginning to move forward in an attempt to surround the heroes. The Peregrine and the Domino Lady moved to stand back-to-back, ready for battle. “I ended their pathetic little existences. Humans squander so much of their lives. I’m doing some of them a favor — a few survive as pets for us, the others… well, at least their bodies go to some good use.”
“Don’t bother trying to reason with him,” Max whispered. “He’s a demon. He can’t fathom human emotion.”
“Actually, I understand it quite well,” Jakob responded. “I merely choose to view it as you view the whining of a dog. Annoying, occasionally sympathetic… but mostly just background noise.”
The Peregrine made a small expression of disgust and opened fire on the woman closest to him. She was a thin, wiry thing with stringy blonde hair and her face exploded outwards when his bullet hit home. There was no point in continuing this discussion — he had seen and heard enough. The only way out of the hallway was through the door leading into the club and that meant going through Jakob and his cronies.
To her credit, the Domino Lady launched into the fray the second after the Peregrine chose to do so. Ellen was a woman of action, who found her grief and pain over her father’s death vanquished only through the combating of other evil men like the ones who had torn apart her life forever. As such, she felt no trepidation about the coming bloodshed: rather, a part of her thrilled as her small pistol discharged its lead-lined capsules of death at her opponents.
Jakob stepped back, eyes narrowing as the vigilantes mowed down his compatriots. It was over in a shockingly brief amount of time, a strange silence falling over the hallway in the aftermath.
McKenzie burst out from his own torture chamber and a few brave — or stupid — customers of Bloodwerks did the same from their own rooms.
Invisible to all but Jakob and the Peregrine, the spent souls of the Old Ones hovered in the air, looking painfully contorted with no physical bodies to occupy. They shimmered and faded back into whatever hellish region they called a prison.
Jakob glanced towards the door leading back into the club but the Domino Lady moved to block his path. She looked almost anxious for him to attempt an escape, so she’d have an excuse to shoot him.
“It’s over,” the Peregrine warned as McKenzie came to his side.
“What makes you think so?” the demon asked. “You are three human beings, still trapped in a building filled to the brim with entities like myself… not to mention our human servants. You are still every bit as trapped as you were two minutes ago.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” the Peregrine replied. “If you think I wouldn’t have taken some precautions before entering this place, you’re insane. I have you right where I want you.”
“Please… tell me how this is so.” Jakob looked terribly amused by the Peregrine’s confidence.
“Back at our hotel, I had a vision of one of your rooms with the torture equipment. I knew right then and there that we needed to stop Bloodwerks and we needed to stop them tonight. So I put in a few calls and convinced a friend of mine to arrive outside a few minutes after nine. You might have heard of him — Leonid Kaslov?”
Jakob’s sneer faltered somewhat. Kaslov was a ‘superman’ of sorts, hailed throughout the world as a mental and physical giant. “I’m not frightened by the Russian.”
“I think differently. I can see it in your eyes.” The Peregrine advanced towards him, locking his gaze upon Jakob’s. “Any minute now, these doors are going to come crashing down and then I swear before God in heaven that none of us will rest until each and every one of you demons has been sent back to hell!”
Jakob’s stolen eyes registered true terror for a moment and he looked like a frightened rabbit about to bolt for cover. At the last moment, however, he felt something cold and hard press against his temple. He turned his eyes briefly in the direction of the Domino Lady, who was biting her lower lip and in the process of pulling her finger against the trigger of her pistol.
“You helped kill my friend, you bastard.”
Jakob started to speak but there was no time for him to do so. The powerful bullet pierced one side of his skull, slicing through the human brain he occupied and then passed out the other side with a wet splooching sound.
McKenzie whistled as Jakob’s body hit the floor. “Damn… didn’t see that one coming.”
“He deserved worse,” Ellen whispered, beginning to shake a bit as the emotions hit her.
Max moved quickly, grabbing hold of a chair lying in the corner and pushing it hard against the door leading into the club. “We don’t have much time. We need to find another way out of here and take as many of these innocents with us as possible.”
“Were you telling the truth about Kaslov?” McKenzie asked. “Is he really here?”
“No. I was bluffing. I could tell that Ellen had something in mind and figured I’d give her time to get it implemented.”
“Thank you, Max,” Ellen said, her expression earnest.
“Don’t thank me now — we’re not out of here alive yet.”

CHAPTER VIII
In the Flames

The Peregrine stood atop a building, located just over a block away from the burning ruin that had once been the Bloodwerks club. The trio’s flight from the scene of so many murders had been surprisingly simple, aided by the fact that many of the Old Ones had seemed to sense the death of their leader and escaped themselves. A few had managed to put up brief fights but for the most part, the Peregrine and his companions had faced little resistance in getting the prisoners to safety.
Down below, McKenzie was giving each man and woman enough money to pay their way out of the country, along with fake identifications that would smooth the way for them.
In the flames of Bloodwerks, Max thought he saw the spirits of the demons capering about like maddened lovers at an orgy.
The soft rustle of fabric against feminine flesh made him look to his left, where the Domino Lady was ascending a fire escape to join him.
“I’m sorry we weren’t able to save your friend,” he said to her.
“I knew she was dead, Max. The odds were stacked against her still being alive.” Ellen reached up and removed her mask, revealing red-rimmed eyes that shone with moisture. “Do you think we’ll ever catch those who got away?”
“I’m going to call Leopold and ask him to make this the next item for the adventurer’s club to look into.” Max looked up into the nighttime sky, where the stars seemed to wink playfully at him. “There’s so many dangers out there, beyond the normal. Makes me wonder if I did the right thing bringing a little boy into this world.”
“You’re a father?”
Max smiled. “Come back with us to Atlanta. Meet Evelyn and William. You’d like them.”
“Okay,’ she agreed. “But only for a little while.” Her eyes darkened at a sudden thought. “Eventually I have to return to California and pay a visit to Carl Klemons. He’s as much to blame for Sally’s death as Jakob was, maybe more so. She trusted him.” Ellen looked Max in the face. “Do you think we’ll ever make the world safe? Really safe? For people like Sally and your son?”
Max took her hand and squeezed it in friendship. “We have to keep trying. If we don’t… who will?”
“Good point,” she laughed. “Good point.”
THE END
[image: ]

THE GORGON CONSPIRACY


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Sculpted in Death

Early November, 1940—Los Angeles, California
The statue was so unusual that Joseph Nelson could scarcely tear his eyes away from it. Unlike most statues, this one bore an expression that was frozen in pure terror. The eyes were widened and Joseph could not help but stare at them. They seemed to carry so much emotion…
The pose was extremely natural, as if the figure depicted had been caught in mid-run. They were half-turned, one arm raised in self-defense from some unseen threat. The fabric of the clothing was captured in supreme detail, every fold accurately displayed in a manner that Joseph had never seen before.
Even more arresting was the subject of the sculpture… a young man, no more than twenty years old, with a handsome but not overly striking face and form. He was dressed in slacks and a button-up shirt. He looked like a young man on his way to work or perhaps a casual affair with a pretty girl in town. Joseph wondered at the purpose for choosing such an ordinary subject for the work.
Most remarkable of all was that the statue appeared to have been carved out of some exotic stone the likes of which Joseph couldn’t quite identify. It was akin to obsidian, which was very unusual for a sculpture.
Joseph stepped back from the statue as the workmen continued to free it from the wooden box in which it was packed. He reached down without looking to his desk and plucked up a pipe. After stuffing it full of tobacco, he lit it and began puffing away in earnest. He was a dried-up looking man in his mid forties, his hair turned platinum from years of exposure to the sun. His eyebrows were a bit bushy and hung over his eyes, giving him a wild appearance that belied his multiple college degrees and keen intelligence.
“Where did this come from?” he asked one of the museum workers.
The man stopped in place, looking around the exterior of the large crate. He pulled free a small envelope and extended it to Joseph, who took it with thanks. Inside was a small card marked with impeccably good penmanship. It read: Examine the small discs taped to the back of the statue. You will find them interesting. There was no name attached and Joseph was not able to place the handwriting.
The workmen had finished unboxing the statue by now and were packing up the crate to take it with them. Joseph held up a hand. “Who told you to deliver this piece to me?” he asked.
“Don’t know,” the leader of the men responded. “We were just told to deliver this to the office of Joseph Nelson at the Los Angeles Museum.”
Joseph tipped the men for their service and moved to stand behind his desk, which was piled high with reports and papers. The statue continued to beckon to him and suddenly he remembered what the note had said — that there were discs taped to the back of the artwork.
Buzzing with excitement, Joseph returned to the statue and started to look at its back but something caught his eye before he made it that far. He noticed tiny hairs all along the back of the subject’s neck, along with individual eyelashes on its face. There was even a mole on the subject’s neck… such details were astonishing and virtually impossible for even the most talented of sculptors to mimic.
A sudden chill went through Joseph and his heart began to pound in his chest. A sudden burst of unreality took root in his brain: was this, somehow, a real person?
Joseph forced himself to look down at the back of the statue. There were two circular objects, both black as night, taped to the statue. He removed them quickly and stared at the discs, seeing himself reflected back in their dark surfaces. For a moment, he felt like he was falling into a dark pit, sucked right into the void of the discs.
And then a peculiar prickling sensation began to form on his skin. He was unable to move, trapped in place as a dark material much like that covering the statue began to appear on his skin, snaking its way across him from head to toe.
A single tear began to trickle down from Joseph’s eye, but it too became frozen forever as the black mineral-like substance overtook it. His last living thought was of a jungle in the Amazon, a jungle where he had allowed a tremendous sin to occur.
This is God’s judgment, he thought to himself. I’m going straight to Hell.
Within five minutes, the museum’s curator was dead, his visage captured in a remarkable work of art.

CHAPTER II
Death Comes in Large Packages

Late November
It was an unusually cold November in Atlanta and the Peregrine was dressed warmly as he leapt from rooftop to rooftop, his coat billowing out behind him like wings on a bird. The man he was pursuing was walking on foot down below, unaware that the mysterious Peregrine was hot on his tail. Floyd “Itchy Fingers” Malone had come down South for the winter, hoping to avoid over a dozen counts of murder and rape in Chicago. He’d been in town for just over a week but hadn’t been able to keep his nose out of trouble. Three days ago, he’d left a pretty young coed with a broken nose and violated virtue.
Max Davies was the man behind the bird-like mask of the Peregrine and he’d seen more than his share of crooked men in his lifetime. At the age of eight, he’d witnessed his own father’s death at the hands of criminals, a terrifying scene that had eventually led Max into a career as a vigilante, hunting down those who would steal away the innocence of others.
Handsome and witty, Max was the toast of the town as a well-to-do socialite. His marriage to B-movie actress Evelyn Gould was fodder for the local gossip columnists, but few knew that the most interesting thing about him was not the new car he’d been driving about town but rather the odd mental powers he possessed, enabling him to face down the hordes of hell itself on occasion.
The Peregrine landed atop the Fox Theatre, moving to peer over the roof. Peachtree Street was buzzing at this hour of night, which was just past nine p.m. Max spotted Floyd outside the hotel across the street, looking fidgety and nervous. Floyd was a rail-thin man with a dark moustache and wide-set eyes. He wore a heavy overcoat and hat, his breath coming out in little clouds from his mouth as he breathed.
Max thought about rushing him now, pulling him into an alleyway and giving him the Peregrine’s mark. Such a thing would brand him for life, leaving the image of a bird in flight on his forehead. It was an alternative to murder and one that the Peregrine had increasingly come to favor in recent years. Once marked, Floyd would never be free, not even when the courts were done with him. Like his victims, he would carry the burden of memory with him to the grave.
Before Max could make his move, a fellow approached Floyd and engaged him in conversation. The Peregrine reached into one of his coat pockets and retrieved a small metal case. Flipping open the lid, he reached into a liquid solution to pull out two small lenses that he slipped over his eyes. Based in part on the work done by optometrist William Feinbloom, the lenses were a combination of glass and plastic. While Feinbloom’s lenses were meant to correct eye deficiencies, the Peregrine’s redesigned equipment functioned like telescopic devices, enhancing the range of human sight considerably.
After blinking a few times to wet the lenses, the Peregrine looked back down at Floyd and his companion. They were obviously arguing about something, but in the end the stranger passed several bills to the criminal, who pocketed them with a smile.
The men began to move together towards a roadster parked down the street. A driver was waiting for them and he opened the rear door to allow entrance to Floyd and his companion. Max couldn’t help but wonder what was up — Floyd was a small-time hood and this fellow was obviously well-to-do. The stranger wore a well-tailored black suit and had wavy brown hair cut in the most cutting-edge fashion. The Peregrine reached into another pocket and retrieved a small transmitting device. “Are you in position, honey?” he asked.
Evelyn’s voice came in as clearly as if she’d been standing at her husband’s side. “I’ve got the car revved up and ready to go. Want me to follow them?”
“Wait for me.”
“Okay,” she agreed. “Doesn’t look like they’re in a hurry anyway. You recognize this guy, right?”
The Peregrine was already descending the fire escape located on the side of the theatre. He ignored the startled glances of passerby as he sprinted across the street and jumped into the passenger side of his car. “Should I?”
“That’s Adam Wood,” Evelyn said as they pulled out into traffic, staying several car lengths behind the one bearing away Floyd. Max admired Evelyn’s long, lean form as she glanced his way. You’re such a wolf,” she teased, reading his thoughts. She adjusted her slacks and blouse, looking very fit for a woman who just gave birth a little over a year ago.
“And Adam Wood is…?”
“He’s Atlanta’s most eligible bachelor, at least since I removed you from that posting.”
“What makes him so eligible?”
“He’s handsome, rich and very mysterious.”
“I’m glad you’ve taken such note of eligible bachelors around town,” he laughed.
“They say he made his money in the Amazon. Went on some sort of rich boy hunting expedition and came back loaded with ancient treasure.”
“How romantic. No wonder so many young women are taken with him.” Max watched as the vehicle carrying Floyd moved out of downtown, finally ending its route in the suburbs. The driver pulled into the garage of a very attractively maintained home, while Evelyn continued past, finally turning round the corner and stopping where they could still see their quarry. “Have you ever met him?” Max inquired.
“Not personally but Susan adores him.”
“Susan adores anything in pants.”
“You’re in a strange mood tonight,” Evelyn said with a huff.
“Sorry, love.” Max reached over and squeezed her hand before stepping out of the car. “Something weird’s going on with Floyd and I want to know what it is.”
Evelyn glanced at her watch. “Do you want me to wait for you? William needs to be put to bed.”
“Go on home. I’ll be back soon.”
“Don’t come home all shot up again. You bleed everywhere.”
“I love you, too.” The Peregrine moved through the darkness with ease, blending in to the shadows. A dog barked in the distance but otherwise it was a quiet night in suburbia. Max found it far preferable to how his evenings were usually spent — in pitched battle with men and women bent on one goal: his death.
The Peregrine reached his goal, peering in through the windows of the home that he knew must belong to Adam Wood. He spotted Floyd in the living room, drinking a glass of whiskey while Wood paced back and forth in front of a large statue. Max found himself quite taken with the piece which seemed to show a rather emaciated looking Academic frozen in movement, his face and eyes showing horror. Max had never seen anything like it.
Harsh words from Adam Wood made the Peregrine tear his eyes from the unusual statue.
“Damnit, Malone, I need to know if you can hunt this man down or not!”
“Cool it,” Floyd answered, taking another sip of whiskey. He sat down on Wood’s couch, making himself at home. “I told you… I’m not some hitman for hire but I know people. We’ll find him and take care of him. Guaranteed.”
“When?” Wood demanded to know.
“As soon as we find ‘im,” Malone answered tartly. “Look, pal, you ain’t got no idea where he is. Or even who he is.”
“It’s Kevin Atwill. I told you that.” Wood took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his forehead. “I just don’t understand how. He’s dead!”
“Then either you were wrong about him dyin’ or it’s somebody else,” Floyd responded. “Either way, it ain’t gonna be easy to find ‘im. But I’ll get on it straightaway.” Floyd glanced at the statue. “Weird lookin’ thing. I can’t get this modern art.”
Wood swallowed hard. “His name is Joseph Nelson. Or was, I should say.”
“Who’s name is that?” Floyd asked, confused.
“The statue.”
“Uh-huh.” Floyd rose, obviously thinking that his host was a bit insane. “I’ll be back in touch, pal. Don’t bother with the ride back — I could do with the walk.”
The Peregrine moved away from the window, waiting in the shadows for Floyd to pass by. When the hood did so, Max grabbed him by the collar and pulled him bodily into a narrow walkway between two nearby houses.
“What th—??” Floyd stammered.
Max snatched the villain up close, slipping a small capsule under his nose. Floyd swayed on his feet, falling prey to the effects of the knockout gas almost instantly. The last thing he saw was the Peregrine brining up a shining ring that seemed to sizzle in the air. “When the good is swallowed by the dark,” Max whispered, “There the Peregrine shall plant his mark…”

CHAPTER III
Waking the Devil

Kevin Atwill did not like mirrors. His home was completely free of them, along with any kind of reflective surface. It was quite a change from his existence of just a few years before. He’d always been a handsome man, the kind that women yearned for. He frequently came across as vain, even more so than his friend Adam Wood, with whom he frequently went shopping.
Atwill no longer considered himself beautiful, nor did anyone else who was unlucky enough to gaze upon his tattered and torn visage. He now avoided the well-tailored suits of his past, instead choosing to wear a long cloak and robes of the deepest red, the color of dried blood. His features were hidden beneath a ceramic mask shaped like his old face, with the barest hint of a serene smile permanently affixed.
A young woman dressed in Grecian-style clothing entered his room, keeping her eyes lowered at all times, as per his instructions. Her skin was a lovely shade of brown, reflective of her South American heritage. She knelt before him, disturbed by the coolness of the air and the ever-present darkness. “The package was delivered but there has been a problem.”
Atwill clenched the armrest of his chair. “What is it?” he whispered.
“Mr. Wood received the statue but he has yet to view the discs that were taped to its back. He left soon after it arrived and made contact with a man named Floyd Malone. We believe that Mr. Malone has been hired to locate whomever it was that sent the statue.”
“He must suspect it’s me. I’m not surprised… Adam was the smartest of them, in many ways. Vain and narcissistic but smart.” Atwill rose from his chair, standing close enough to the girl that he could stroke her hair as if she were a kitten. “He’ll give in to temptation, even though he can see easily enough what has happened to Joseph. He’ll have to look at the discs… all of them are far too greedy and curious to ever pass up a mystery.” Atwill paused, reflecting for a moment. “But just in case he proves more strong-willed than I suspect… I’ll take a group of my girls to Atlanta to make sure. It might be worthwhile to see Adam in person.”
“Do you want us to send a statue to Mervin Saunders?” the girl asked, not wanting to picture what Atwill would do to his old friend if he saw him personally.
Atwill smiled beneath his mask. Saunders was the last member of their original foursome. He was a weak-willed little twit but Atwill would have to punish him as harshly as he had all the others. “Yes. Find a victim and mail him off. I don’t want Adam warning him early. That would extend the length of the game far too much.”
The girl started to rise but Atwill gripped her shoulder and held her in place. “Did you look at the photos I gave you, Maria?”
“Yes,” she replied with trembling lips.
“And what did you think?”
“He’s very handsome… were they pictures of you?”
“Yes. The way that I was.” Atwill knelt by her side. “Do you want to see me now?”
Maria turned her head away from him. She’d heard about the face that lay beneath that mask and wanted no part of it. “I… I would do anything that you wanted me to.”
Atwill cupped her chin, squeezing it painfully hard as he spoke. “I could have had you once. You would have begged to taste my kisses.” He tossed her away and rose again, his robes rustling. “Those bastards stole everything from me! But I’ll show them… I’ll show the entire world!” he ranted. “After my friends are punished, I’m going to make myself king! No, an emperor! And no one will care what I look like under this mask — because I’ll kill them if they dare look repulsed!”
Maria bolted for the door, hurrying free before Atwill could take notice of her again. Like the other women who served in his compound, she did so out of fear and adoration, both in equal amounts. He was a living god but his wrath was frightening to behold.
Thankful to have escaped with her life, Maria set forth to carry out the next phase in her master’s plan of revenge.

CHAPTER IV
The Truth Unveiled

Adam Wood spent the next day in a state of near terror. He refused to leave the house but he also refused to go anywhere near the dead form of Joseph Nelson. He had been convinced from moment one that this was no mere sculpture — somehow, someway, it was his old friend, encased in some odd metallic substance.
Several years ago, Adam had come across a series of legends that had caught his fancy. He and his friends were spoiled men of leisure, not massively wealthy but with enough expendable cash to be able to pool their resources two to three times a year for shared vacations. These trips normally took the form of debauchery and skirt-chasing, but on this occasion, Adam had come up with a different idea: the quartet of friends would set off into the Amazon with a series of maps he’d paid a pretty penny for, in the hopes of striking it rich.
Mervin Saunders had been hesitant, concerned about the many dangers they might encounter. But Wood and Atwill had been persistent and even Joseph had agreed that it would make for a fun change of pace.
The four men had gone forth, laughing and drinking as much as actually hunting for treasure. But almost a week into the expedition, Atwill had begun to grow more serious about the search. He claimed that they were actually following the maps perfectly and that they were bound to be right on top of the alleged treasure.
Adam had teased his friend for getting so worked up — even though he’d paid an arm and a leg for these maps, he didn’t truly put much stock into them, especially not with the local legends about the area. It was, he had told his friends, a haunted region. From faraway lands two women had supposedly come to the Amazon, bearing with them the treasures. Some said they were the mythological Gorgons, perhaps the sisters of Medusa herself. More likely they were hideously deformed Greeks who sought refuge in the jungles. Regardless, it was said that they died in a set of subterranean caverns, their treasures left behind for anyone lucky enough to find them. But they had left behind a curse: anyone who broke the seals on their tombs to claim the treasure would be afflicted with demonic powers, including the ability to turn others to stone and enchant objects.
The four men had grown a bit contentious at this point. The length of their journey was close to its end but Atwill wanted to press on, as they were close to their goal. In the end, Adam had sided with his friend. There was something in Atwill’s passion that appealed to him, making him think it was possible that they might find riches after all.
The group pressed on, finally coming to a set of caves located near the mouth of a large river. Flies buzzed about its entrance and the scent of decaying flesh hung in the air as they approached. Once again, Mervin had tried to argue against pursuing this increasingly mad scheme but he was shot down by the other three men. Led by Atwill, they entered the caves, finding a series of bizarre paintings on the walls, many of them depicting horribly disfigured men and women apparently lording over natives.
But it was far into the cave that they came upon their most intriguing find. A sealed entrance into some greater expanse, multiple carvings of death’s heads on its surface.
Even now, Adam could hear the words they’d exchanged.
“This is it!” Atwill had exclaimed, kneeling before the tomb’s entrance. “Behind this is the treasure of the Gorgons!”
“It could be booby-trapped,” Saunders had whined, looking like he was about to bolt. He was holding one of the group’s torches in his hand and it was shaking so badly that Joseph had to reach out to steady it.
“How do we get in?” Adam had asked, looking about for a way past the barrier.
“I think this is the key,” Atwill said, catching their attention. He had located a small slit in the wall, a rectangular opening beyond which only darkness could be seen.
“What do you think it is?” Adam had said, kneeling beside his friend. “Is there a lock or something on the other side?”
“I can’t quite tell… wait… do you hear that?”
Adam leaned closer. “Don’t hear a thing.”
Joseph had leaned in then, looking excited. “I can’t believe this! We might actually come out of this with some serious cash! And just wait until the press hears about this cave! Some of these drawings on the walls look ancient!”
“Hush,” Atwill hissed. He leaned so close that his face almost disappeared against the slit in the wall. “Yes… I hear you,” he said, making his friends glance about uneasily. None of them heard anything other than the rustle of insects. “Anything!” Atwill said, smiling broadly. “We want to see the gold! We want to have the power!”
“He’s crazy,” Saunders blurted out. “I don’t hear anything! Who’s he talking to?”
Before Adam could tell him to shut the hell up, the ground began to shake and a rumbling sound drowned out all other noise. A section of the wall just in front of Joseph slid open, revealing a room filled with glittering gold and locked chests.
“My god,” Joseph had said under his breath. He’d been the first to step in, reaching down to grab a large handful of coins. He was soon joined by both Adam and Mervin, who had lost his earlier fears. The three of them loaded themselves down with gold, laughing at their good fortune. There was far too much to carry out themselves and they were quickly making plans to return for the rest.
“They want their sacrifice.”
Adam turned to stare at Atwill, who was now standing in front of the small opening in the wall. “Kevin… what are you talking about?”
“There are spirits here,” Atwill said, gesturing about them. “They told me we could have the gold but there was a price to be paid. I offered to pay it… and now it’s time.”
Adam swallowed hard, seeing fear and certainty in his friend’s eyes. “There’s no one here,” he muttered without much conviction. “We’re safe.”
As if on cue, Atwill suddenly began screaming. He fell to his knees, clutching at his face, which had begun to smoke and sizzle. The scent of burning flesh made Adam almost vomit. “Oh my god!” Atwill yelled. “It hurts! Please — no! I changed my mind! Please, no!”
Adam took one step towards his friend but felt Joseph’s grip on his shoulder. “We need to get out of here,” Joseph said. “The wall’s closing!”
Adam heard the grinding of stone and saw their only means of escape beginning to close. “We can’t just leave him,” he stammered.
Mervin had no such problem. The coward was already scurrying outside, coins dropping from his overstuffed pockets.
“Whatever’s wrong with him might be contagious,” Joseph responded, pulling Adam out of the room. “Let’s go! Before it’s too late!”
Adam allowed himself to be yanked free but he could hear Atwill’s screams following him. “Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me alone with them!”
The last sight of his friend that Adam had was of Atwill rolling about in agony… and in the shadows, things moved: feminine monstrosities eager to share their knowledge with a new acolyte.
In the present day, Adam rolled himself a cigarette with shaking fingers. “I’m sorry, Kevin,” he whispered to himself. “But we had to save ourselves.”
The dead form of Joseph Nelson seemed to share his sentiments.

CHAPTER V
The Tale of the Three Sisters

“Floyd’s in jail and he’s singing like a canary.” Will McKenzie, the handsome young Atlanta police chief, talked around a mouthful of fried chicken. He was seated in the dining room of Max and Evelyn’s plantation home, his hat perched next to his plate at the table. “That brand of yours was a beaut, too. He’s never gonna be rid of that thing.”
Evelyn looked up from feeding baby William, a disapproving frown on her face. She exchanged a glance with Max, who steadfastly pretended to have not seen it. She didn’t like his methods of ‘marking’ criminals but they’d long since stopped arguing about it.
Max fingered the open collar of his shirt, his olive complexion darkening slightly. “That story he told was fantastic but the details check out. A few years back, Adam Wood did go off on an expedition into the Amazon. They reported Kevin Atwill lost when they returned. Since then, all three of the survivors have experienced tremendous upswings in their fortunes.”
Evelyn scooped up a bit of food that was trying to escape down her son’s chin. “But somehow Atwill’s still alive… and he’s turning people to stone?”
“That’s what Wood believes,” Max confirmed. “Floyd found that a little hard to swallow and thinks Wood’s simply gone insane.”
McKenzie wiped his fingers with a napkin and pushed away from the table. His dinner had been reduced to bones and a few spare scraps of meat. “I’ve got a lead on Mr. Saunders, though. Lives in Miami these days. I called in a few favors and he’s being brought into protective custody for questioning. I’ve also got out an order that his mail and any packages that are marked for delivery to his address be redirected to the local police department.”
“You’re actually pretty useful,” Evelyn said with a laugh. “I’ll have to correct Max the next time he says you’re worthless.”
“I’d appreciate that,” McKenzie said earnestly. He and Evelyn then laughed gently before noticing that Max was not joining them. He was tapping his fingers on the table, looking like his mind was a thousand miles away. “Max? What’s running through that dangerous mind of yours?”
“If Kevin Atwill is out there, he’s dangerously unhinged. He’s not just seeking vengeance against these men who wronged him somehow. He’s killing innocent people along the way. I’m just wondering what happened to him in the Amazon… and how he managed to gain these new abilities.”
“You don’t believe the stuff about the Gorgons?” Evelyn asked.
“I don’t think it would be the strangest thing we’ve ever heard.” Max rose from his seat, having made his decision. “I’m going to call in some favors of my own. Have the adventurer’s club find out if anyone’s come out of the Amazon region in recent months that attracted any kind of odd attention… while I question Mr. Wood directly.” He glanced over at Evelyn. “Fancy spending some time at the library, my love?”
“You want me to do some snooping on folklore in the Amazon region?” she asked, following his train of thought. “I can do that. Maybe we’ll find some reference to the gorgon legends in the area.”
“That’s what I’m hoping,” Max confirmed. He looked outside, at the setting sun.
Soon it would be dark enough for the Peregrine to take flight.
* * *
Evelyn left William in the care of their maid, the elderly black woman named Nettie. William adored her so much that Evelyn never felt the slightest bit of guilt about leaving him in her care.
Dressed in a red dress and heels, Evelyn caught the eye of many a man as she strode up the steps into Atlanta’s largest public library. She was well-known in the area, having starred in many local productions in addition to her screen work. Though the content of her films was generally of the unsavory B-movie side of things, she was proud of her career.
Evelyn was recognized by the head librarian, a straight-backed fellow named Oliver Lane. He doted on her whenever she visited and she was well aware that he had a bit of a crush on her. When she’d explained to him the bare essentials of her research, he’d left her at a quiet table in the back while he’d gone to fetch her materials. Within moments, he’d returned with a small stack of books.
The first hour or so of her search was very discouraging. Everything that Oliver had found regarding the Gorgons was set in Greece or the surrounding areas. Evelyn was close to abandoning the research when she opened up a book entitled A Layman’s Guide to the Book of Shadows. On one of the first pages she spotted a name that she recognized: Felix Cole, the Bookbinder. He was an acquaintance of Max’s, a collector of the arcane. He frequently took old manuscripts and bound them together into exquisite works of art. This particular volume was no exception — Evelyn found herself running the tips of her fingers along the spine, feeling the worn leather and marveling in the faint hint of spices that rose up from the inner pages. Had he somehow scented them? She wondered.
Inside the book she found exactly what she was looking for. With a triumphant smile on her lips, she began to read:
The Greeks commonly used the name Gorgo or Gorgon to describe female monsters who were a favorite subject in their art. The ancient lore concerning them is most fully summed up in Apollodorus’s Library of Mythology, in Ovid’s Metamorphoses and in Lucan’s Pharsalia. These accounts written between the 2nd century BC and the 1st century AD are all late versions of the myth of Perseus and depend on much old poetry, which has been lost.
There were three known Gorgons, all sisters: Stheno and Eurysale (who were immortal) and Medusa (who was mortal). It was said that they lived on the Atlantic shores of Africa, which linked them to the underworld, which was likewise placed in the far west. According to philogogists, the term Gorgon should denote a terrible roaring or bellowing but in Greek usage the name always refers to their glaring eyes.
The Greek hero Perseus came to their home, seeking to steal the head of a Gorgon in order to placate King Polydectes. He found the three sisters sleeping, their hair filled with living snakes and their mouths armed with great tusks like those of boars. Perseus slew Medusa and escaped the wrath of Stehno and Eurysale.
It is said that after the death of their beloved sister, the remaining Gorgons forced many of the women in nearby regions to serve them as slaves. Given their own hideous nature, they preferred to see the most beautiful of girls broken down by hard labor. With their slaves, the sisters set off across the sea with a great treasure, hoping to avoid future adventurers like Perseus.
Apocryphal accounts state that the sisters found their way into the jungles of South America. There they used their existing slaves and new ones recruited from nearby to forge a small community for themselves. When their physical bodies began to break down, their spirits merged with a set of caves in which their treasures were stored. It was said that their followers remained nearby, ready to serve the Chosen One when they emerged. This ‘chosen’ would be someone who was brave enough to accept the blessings (curse?) of the Gorgons. The monsters would pass on their petrifying gaze and the ability to enchant weapons and coins.

Evelyn closed the book, heart pounding. That explained it all then: Kevin Atwill hadn’t died at all but had instead been transformed. He now possessed the powers of the ancient Gorgons themselves, explaining how he had killed Joseph Nelson.
With a blown kiss to Oliver, Evelyn bolted from the library, armed with new knowledge.

CHAPTER VI
The Face of Evil

The Peregrine was perched on the roof of Adam Wood’s house, feeling a growing sense of amusement. News of Floyd’s arrest had made it around town and Wood had panicked, hiring several beefy bodyguards to patrol his property. None of them had detected the arrival of the Peregrine, nor were they aware that he now watched them from the shadows.
Max raised one of his pistols, exchanging the normal bullets he used for tranquilizers. There were four guards but within a minute, none of the four remained on their feet.
The Peregrine then dropped down from the roof and approached the back door. He had considered several different ways that he could confront Adam Wood. In the end, he’d decided that going in strong and hard would be the best way of ensuring cooperation.
With one strong kick, the back door shattered and allowed him entrance. He heard Wood’s exclamation of surprise from another room and the Peregrine launched himself inside, rushing forward to make sure that his quarry didn’t escape.
“Mr. Wood! I’m not here to harm you — but I need information.” The Peregrine found Adam in the living room, looking like a panicked rabbit. The statue that served as the final reminder of Joseph Nelson’s existence remained exactly where it been for the past several days.
“The Peregrine…?” Adam stammered, looking like he wasn’t sure if he felt relief or renewed terror. “You’re that vigilante the papers are always talking about.”
“The only ones who need fear me are criminals,” the Peregrine replied. He put away his gun, though his hand lingered near the Knife of Elohim, a mystical weapon that could carve its way through almost anything. “I know about your relationship with Floyd. And I know that you believe you’re being threatened by Kevin Atwill.”
Adam definitely looked relieved now. He slumped down into a chair, his haggard appearance making it clear he had barely slept in days. “I knew we shouldn’t have abandoned him… but we were frightened. And I thought he was going to die!”
“Tell me what happened, Mr. Wood. Every detail. That’s the only way I’ll be able to put a stop to this.”
Adam nodded, not caring that he was confessing to a whole series of crimes. He seemed to need this unburdening of his spirit and he was desperate for help. He told the Peregrine everything and Max remained stoic throughout. Max had seen and heard so many kinds of evil in his forty one years of life. At the age of eight, he’d witnessed his father’s vicious murder, which had launched him on to a dark and bloody path.
When Adam was finished, the Peregrine moved forward to examine the petrified remains of Joseph Nelson. He reached behind the statue and felt for the discs, dropping them into his coat pocket without a glance at their surfaces. He wasn’t sure how he could study them without risking a look but he’d think of something. If nothing else, he needed to remove them from the scene so that no one else would be hurt by them.
“I’m going to take you someplace where you’ll be safe,” Max said, turning to face Adam. The other man simply shrugged, as if all the fight were gone from him.
The Peregrine was about to say something more when the front windows exploded inwards as a hail of bullets ripped through them. Adam screamed and fell to the floor, hands over head, while the Peregrine reacted like a man who’d seen a thousand battles: he crouched and was quickly brandishing a weapon in each hand. In his right he held the Knife of Elohim, which glowed fiercely, and in his left was clutched a pistol. He was no longer using tranquilizer bullets, which meant very bad things to whomever was about to enter the house.
The front door was soon as bullet-ridden as the windows, allowing a group of four to enter. There were three women, all looking like they were of Latin descent, wearing white robes of Grecian appearance. The women were all beautiful but their expressions bespoke only murderous intent and each of them carried automatic rifles. The fourth member of the group was male and of unusual appearance. He wore a porcelain mask with carved human features that resembled those of a beautiful and somewhat amused young man.
“Hello, Adam,” the man in the mask said. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? Life’s treated you well.”
From his spot on the floor, Adam trembled in fear. “Kevin…? My god, it is you!”
The Peregrine didn’t bother letting this reunion continue to play out. He was certain that no good was going to come of this — after all, if Atwill was here to talk things out calmly, he wouldn’t have brought armed companions with him, he reasoned. The Peregrine took out one of the women by hurling his dagger. It caught her in the neck, sending her down in a spray of red.
The other two women opened fire but found their target impossible to hit. The Peregrine dove to his right, evading a strafing line of fire and taking refuge behind Adam’s couch. He paused a moment, withdrawing his second pistol, before rising and returning fire with both guns blazing.
Both of the females went flying backwards as the Peregrine’s attacks hit home. They landed at the feet of Kevin Atwill, who remained where he was, having not moved once during the entire exchange.
“It’s time to stop this, Atwill,” Max whispered, turning his guns on the masked figure. “No matter what’s happened to you, we can get you some help.”
“Help?” Atwill chuckled. “I’m long past that. Are there things about my situation that I’d like to change? Of course! But there are definite advantages to all this. I’m not the man I used to be, so to speak.”
Adam surprised both the Peregrine and Atwill by screaming and jumping to his feet. He sprinted towards his old friend, obviously intending to strike back at the figure who’d haunted him for so long.
“Adam, no!” the Peregrine shouted, knowing that there was no way he could fire with the two men now grappling. Cursing under his breath, the Peregrine moved forward to try and separate them.
Atwill, meanwhile, had grabbed hold of the flailing Adam. “Look at me, my friend. Look at what you did to me.”
The Peregrine grabbed hold of Atwill’s shoulder but it was too late. Atwill had reached up and pulled away his mask, staring straight into Adam’s eyes. Max barely had time to turn away before he too, was caught in the dangerous man’s gaze.
A sound like cracking ice filled the air and the Peregrine used all his strength to toss Atwill away. The villain tumbled down onto the floor and the Peregrine spared a quick glance at Adam, who was quickly falling prey to the strange mineral covering produced by the Gordon effect.
The Peregrine pulled off his jacket and threw it towards Atwill, letting the material cover the man’s face. Max then jumped atop him, pressing the barrel of a gun against the side of Atwill’s head. “Do you feel that?” he barked. “That’s a gun! I’ll use it if I have to!”
Atwill’s laughter continued, mocking and mad. He reached up and grabbed hold of the Peregrine’s gun, which immediately began to change like Adam had — a dark substance spreading across its surface.
Max threw the gun away, jumping back just before the substance reached his gloves. Atwill rose up, shaking his head. “I am a man reborn, Mr. Peregrine… I have powers that come from the gods themselves.” Atwill reached up to pull away the Peregrine’s jacket and reveal his face but the sounds of sirens outside made him pause. He tossed away the garment and bent quickly to seize his mask. Before the Peregrine could launch another attack, a large billowing cloud of smoke engulfed Atwill.
Max snatched out at the air but failed to make contact with Atwill. The villain was becoming insubstantial, vanishing into the ether.
Within seconds, the Peregrine was the only living thing left in Adam Wood’s house. Well aware that the police were outside, Max elected to avoid putting McKenzie into a difficult position and so he fled out the back, anger flaring inside his heart.
You’re not getting away with these murders, Atwill. I promise you that.

CHAPTER VII
Ghostly Whispers

Evelyn didn’t know much about the mysterious woman named Whisper and that was probably for the best, at least as far as Max Davies was concerned. Whisper was lovely, with lustrous dark hair and an ample figure that was prominently displayed by her tight black dresses. The plunging neckline seemed to draw one’s eyes towards that area of her anatomy but the Peregrine was made of sterner stuff than most men — so his eyes only occasionally veered down the path of lustful desire.
Max’s wife wasn’t a particularly jealous person but the air of sexuality that pervaded Whisper’s home would have set any woman ill at ease.
The Peregrine had come here straightaway after his encounter with Kevin Atwill, knowing the time had come to call upon a higher authority for help. Whisper’s home was in downtown Atlanta, an unassuming business sign hanging out front, inviting visitors to come inside for palm readings and the like.
The Peregrine’s past dealings with her had come during an affair involving the mad monk Rasputin but she’d been willing to aid him on other occasions since — and now was the time to take her up on it.
“Can you tell me where he is?” he inquired, feeling the aches and pains that come when you’re nearly 42 and you’ve just thrown your body around to avoid being shot.
Whisper stared at him from behind her table, upon which lay a variety of scrying tools. Smoke from cinnamon-scented incense filled the air between the vigilante and his ally. “Your father was here earlier today,” she said, not answering his question but instead causing his mind to veer off into new pathways.
Max’s father had haunted him for over three decades, sending forth painful visions of future crimes so that the Peregrine could prevent them from happening. Several years ago, Max’s father had told him he would not be returning from beyond the void and that there strained relationship would have to be put to bed at last. They had reconciled only for Warren Davies to return to aid him once more with Whisper’s assistance. Since then, Max had not seen his father, though he’d often felt his presence.
“What did he say?” Max asked, unable to stay focused on the mystery surrounding Atwill. Seeing his father gunned down by criminals remained one of the defining moments in his life.
“He said to tell you that there were forces still massing against you. You’ve attracted the attention of many demons and their masters.”
The Peregrine narrowed his eyes, unable to believe that his father would materialize just to pass on something that his son knew already. “Anything else?”
“No. Nothing else.”
“Atwill,” the Peregrine said, dismissing the conversation track about his father. They had made peace with each other but Max had no time to waste on idle chitchat. If his father had information that was truly useful, he would welcome it. “Can you find him?”
Whisper closed her eyes and leaned forward, letting the trails of smoke around her dance like maddened snakes. She was ravishingly beautiful but there was an air of danger that surrounded her and it always kept the Peregrine on edge. “You have worried him. Since his transformation, no one has ever been able to resist his powers. He sees you as an obstacle in his path that must be cleared. If you do not stop him first, he will target you with every fiber of his being.”
The Peregrine shifted, not frightened in the least. He had been the target of vampires, chaos gods and devils — one man with a porcelain mask didn’t terrify him.
Whisper’s voice maintained its ethereal manner as she continued, revealing what her inner eye was showing her. “He has moved his operations to a large boat, anchored just off Cumberland Island. He has nearly a dozen women with him, all trained killers.” When Whisper opened her eyes again, she smiled softly at the Peregrine. “That’s all I can see.”
“You’ve told me plenty.” The Peregrine nodded in thanks and began to move to the door. He paused briefly, glancing back at Whisper and softening his tone. “If my father comes to see you again…”
“Yes?”
“Tell him that William has his eyes.”
Whisper watched as the Peregrine exited her home, hurrying towards his waiting car. From the darkness behind her, a figure emerged, looking much like Max Davies, only with subtle differences. “You should have spoken to him,” she said reproachfully. “There’s no reason for such distance between you.”
Warren Davies saw his son driving away and shook his head. “I manipulated him for years, Whisper. He’s forgiven me but he hasn’t forgotten. I don’t want to do anything to suggest I’m doing it still.”
“But you are, aren’t you?” she asked, staring at him pointedly.
“My son has a destiny,” Warren replied. “I’m sorry that it’s brought him pain and heartache but it’s been balanced out by the wife and son he’s gained. My death… it forged him into something greater than he would have been otherwise. That’s a good thing.”
“You forged him into what he is,” Whisper reminded him. “Haunting him, urging him on to better himself, to cast aside a normal life so that he might take your vengeance upon the underworld…”
“I didn’t do that for me. I did it for the world.”
Whisper turned away, knowing that this argument would resolve nothing. “Just keep reminding yourself that he’s your son and not your weapon.”
Warren began to fade away, the heat still rising in his words. “I’ve never forgotten that, Whisper. Not once.”

CHAPTER VIII
Evil Waters

Two days had passed since the attack in Adam Wood’s home. Two days full of rain and cloudy skies.
From the deck of his private yacht, Kevin Atwill could see the expanse of land that was Cumberland Island quite well. One of the Sea Islands, Cumberland stretched for some 17.5 miles, making it one of the largest of Georgia’s barrier islands. With no bridge connecting the island to the continental United States, the most convenient boat access came from the town of St. Marys.
Along the western edge of the island were saltwater marshes, filled with huge oak trees wrapped up in Spanish moss. But the part of the island that most impressed Atwill were the beaches, miles of pristine white sand upon which wild horses and loggerhead sea turtles could be spotted on occasion.
“I have brought your tea,” Maria said, standing attentively at his side, a steaming cup held in her hands.
Atwill looked at her, his hideous features hidden behind his porcelain mask. Once, in his old life, he could have had women like her with ease. He’d been attractive and funny, capable of breaking through the defenses of almost any women alive.
He could still have her now, of course, but her responses would have been borne out of duty and not lust.
Atwill had remained locked away in those caves for an interminable amount of time, alone in the dark with the spirits of the Gorgons. They’d taunted and teased, teaching him their dark arts while pricking his brain. He’d gone a bit mad but had retained more of his sanity than most men would have.
The girls had come for him at some point, drawn by mystic signs that only they could see. They were descended from the original servants of the Gorgons and they had remained vigilant throughout the years, waiting for the Chosen One. They’d nursed Atwill back to health, careful to avoid his gaze, until he’d been strong enough to lead a small band of them out of the jungles and into the United States.
“Thank you, Maria.” Atwill took the tea from her and pushed his mask up slightly, enough so that his lips could press against the rim. “I’m not sure how much longer we’ll have.”
“I don’t understand,” she replied, staring out at the water so that her eyes didn’t accidentally stray to his uncovered features.
“The man I faced today… he’s known as the Peregrine. He hunts people like me. He kills people like me.”
“But you are the Chosen One!” Maria blurted out.
“I am just a man,” Atwill cautioned. “A greatly changed one… but just a man. The Peregrine is aided by forces from beyond this plane, just as I am.”
“But surely his forces are not more powerful than the Gorgons!”
Atwill was silent for a moment and Maria risked a brief glance in his direction. He had pulled his mask back into place and was now holding his tea cup down at his side.
“The Gorgons,” Atwill finally began. “Were the last members of a dying race. Three sisters unable to cross-breed with humanity, the two survivors were lost after the death of Medusa. They fled to the United States because they were scared of dying. They were the targets of men and women just like this Peregrine — hunters who preyed on the creatures birthed in darkness.”
“Are you afraid of him?” Maria asked, somewhat taken aback by the turn in his mood and manner. She’d never seen him as anything other than a terrifying and beautiful monster… but now she could see him as a tortured human being. Without thinking, she reached out to take his hand in a comforting manner.
Atwill stiffened at the touch and something snapped inside him. He gripped her hand so hard that she cried out and pulled her to him, shifting his hand up to her throat. “I will kill him,” he hissed into her ear, his voice muffled by his mask. “I’m not sure how long we have before he comes here, Maria. That’s what I meant before. Not that I was afraid of him… I fear nothing and no one!”
“I’m sorry,” she whimpered, trying to pull away.
“No. But you will be. I promise you that.” Atwill started to push the mask away with his free hand but a sudden pain blazed through him and he lost his grip on the girl completely. He staggered back, the sound of a fired pistol slowly sinking into his stunned consciousness. He looked down at his wounded hand, blood beginning to seep from a small circular hole in the center of his palm. “What the hell…?” Atwill muttered, beginning to sway a bit from the sudden onslaught of pain.
Maria had lost her earlier fear, her adrenaline now fully realized. Trained since birth to defend the Chosen One, she fell naturally into that role, even though she had been seconds away from being murdered. “There!” she shouted, pointing towards a figure that stood on the beach, a smoking pistol held in one hand.
“It’s him,” Atwill muttered, noticing how the moonlight could be seen reflecting off the gunman’s eyes. “The damned Peregrine.”
“Should I get the others?” Maria asked, meaning the other women who served onboard the yacht.
“No,” Atwill said with a shake of his head. “I’m going ashore alone.”
“But…”
Atwill ignored her, moving towards one of the small emergency rafts that could bear him back to the island. “The Peregrine dies tonight, Maria. And then I’m going after everyone else who ever bothered to stand in my way!”

CHAPTER IX
Blood on the Sands

The Peregrine checked his weaponry as Atwill began his approach. He could have shot the man at any point but given the way that Atwill had vanished earlier, he didn’t want to risk sending the man into a panic and losing him again. Given Atwill’s vanity, he’d gambled that the villain would choose to face him man-to-man.
“Can you hear me?” Max said, speaking into a small device clipped to the collar of his coat.
“Loud and clear,” Evelyn said. She was several hundred feet away, safely out of sight but close enough that she could lend a hand if the battle began to get away from her husband. “How confident are you that this plan of yours is going to work?”
“If it doesn’t,” the Peregrine joked, “Just promise that you’ll leave my statue in some attractive corner of the living room.”
Evelyn laughed in reply but Max could hear the strain behind the good humor. She dreaded seeing him risk his life like this, especially having joined him on several adventures: she knew first-hand how dangerous all this was.
Atwill brought his boat in close, leaping gracefully onto the beach. His robes whipped about in the cold wind that had begun to blow and the Peregrine could hear thunder overhead. A single drop of rain struck his shoulder, followed by another and another still. By the time Atwill was close enough for the two men to stand and talk, the storm that had been brewing was going in full force.
“This is your opportunity to surrender,” the Peregrine said, taking the initiative. He kept his head slightly turned away from Atwill, not locking eyes with the other man.
“Or what?” Atwill taunted, “You’re going to hold me down and brand me with that ring of yours?”
“That won’t stop you,” Max answered. “I know that. So I’ll have to deal with you the way I’d deal with a rabid dog. I’m going to put you down.”
Atwill snarled in response, sounding every bit the killer animal that the Peregrine had compared him to. He lunged for the Peregrine, slamming into him before the hero could move out of the way.
They tumbled down to the muddy surface of the beach, Atwill slamming his fists down against the Peregrine’s ribs and stomach. Most of the blows were harmless enough, blocked as they were by the body armor the vigilante wore beneath his clothing.
Max twisted his body so that his ankles wrapped about his attacker’s shoulders. With a grunt of exertion, the Peregrine managed to dislodge Atwill, who rolled away and recovered quickly.
“After you’re dead,” Atwill hissed, “No one will stop me. No one!”
“There are plenty more out there who would stand against you,” the Peregrine warned. “And I’m not even sure you know what your plans really are. When you’ve killed all your old friends, then what? Are you going to conquer the world? Sell your services to the Axis powers?”
“There’s an idea,” Atwill laughed. “Thanks for the suggestion!”
The Peregrine grabbed hold of his golden dagger and threw it, catching Atwill in his injured hand when the villain threw his hand up in defense.
While his opponent screamed in pain, the Peregrine moved forward, coming close enough to grapple Atwill. The villain wrapped his arms around the vigilante, all too glad to come to close quarters again.
“You made a mistake, Peregrine. A tragic one.”
Atwill tossed his head back quickly, dislodging his mask. It fell to the beach, water landing in large droplets on the villain’s mangled features. He brought his face close to the Peregrine’s struggling to turn the vigilante’s head towards his own.
“Look at me,” Atwill hissed.
The Peregrine complied, his eyes locking with those of Atwill. “I’m sorry, Kevin,” he whispered. “I gave you the chance to surrender.”
Atwill blinked in surprise. Something about the Peregrine’s eyes was all wrong — they shone again in the moonlight and reflected back at him his own face. Somehow the Peregrine’s eyes were covered with a mirrored surface!
Atwill pulled away but it was too late… he felt the prickling of the mineral coating sliding across his skin and knew that he was about to be frozen in place forever. “How…?” he cried, wondering at the trickery of his enemy.
The Peregrine reached up and removed one of his contact lenses, one that had been specially treated so that his enemy’s power could not work on him. “Gives me better than 20/20 vision,” he murmured. “And turns your hateful ability back upon its owner. Not a bad little invention.”
Atwill had already lost the ability to speak. He was encased in the black material, silenced for all eternity. Max could look at him safely now, seeing that his face was not truly all that hideous — what was truly frightening was the depth of evil and loneliness that shone through the man’s eyes.
* * *
Back on the boat, Maria and her fellow warriors watched in shock as the Chosen One succumbed to his own fabled abilities.
“What should we do?” one of the girls asked, looking towards Maria.
“Pull up the anchor,” she said with a firmness that surprised even her. “We return home. And we wait for the true Chosen One. Someone who won’t be bested by the likes of the Peregrine.”
Someone, she mused, perhaps a bit like me. And then we’ll see how the Peregrine fares against someone born to wield the power of the Gorgons!
THE END

THE SHAMBLING ONES


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
The Russian and the Dead Man

December 20, 1940—Heaven’s End, Massachusetts
Leonid Kaslov was a marvelous specimen of masculinity, his rock-hard body and finely chiseled features set off by the ice-blue of his eyes and the shock of white hair that adorned his head. He wore only a snug pair of black briefs, ignoring the crisp night air and the large mounds of snow that clung to the banks of the river.
Born in Russia, Kaslov considered most American winters to be things of pleasure, lacking the true killing abilities of his harsh homeland. He barely felt the ice that clung to his extremities, instead concentrating on slowing his breathing so that his prey did not detect him. He wasn’t certain the creature used human senses in the traditional fashion but he saw no reason to take chances.
Kaslov was up to his waist in brackish water, tall grasses partially hiding him from sight. About twenty yards away, a thing that had once been a normal human knelt over a dead body, tearing and slurping at a bloodied rip in the corpse’s belly. The monster that was enjoying its nocturnal supper had skin the color of a dead fish, blue veins lining the contours of its skin. It wore tattered purple slacks and the brief remains of a once-expensive shirt. Hair fell from its skull like limp strings of yarn.
Leonid watched it for several moments before moving closer. In his right hand he held a high-powered automatic, one that had been specially made for him by Max Davies. The weapon could fire nearly five dozen rounds before needing reloading and was so powerful that it could blow a hole through reinforced concrete.
A full moon hung in the sky overhead, enhancing visibility, but the thick fog that clung to the swampy water helped mask Kaslov’s movements. Even so, the ripples of the disrupted water caught the creature’s attention and it turned towards the Russian, blood and gore dripping from its chin. The fact that the creature itself was dead was evident enough — a blackened and crusted-over rip in his throat gave ample indication that this being had met the same sad fate as the corpse on the ground. Killed by a zombie and resurrected as one within minutes…
Sensing that his time was limited lest he wished to face not one but two of the killers, Kaslov took steady aim with his pistol. The undead monster rose unsteadily, swaying like a drunk on his way home for the night. Leonid wondered who it had been in life and whether or not he’d left behind a family.
Pushing such thoughts out of his head, the Russian superman pulled back on the trigger. His shot hit home perfectly, splattering the zombie’s brains all over the ground behind him. The undead fell backwards, landing atop his victim, who had begun to twitch and moan.
Kaslov rushed forward, placing the barrel of his gun directly between the reanimating body’s eyes. A second later, the deed was done and a soul was released into the afterlife.
“Leo? You okay?”
Kaslov looked towards the shore, where the boisterous Benjamin Flynn could be seen. The American was bundled up tightly but his handsome face was clear enough, revealing concern for his employer and friend. “Over here, Mr. Flynn. And I am quite well — though very disturbed by what we have found.”
Flynn joined his friend, wrinkling his nose in disgust as he stared down at the zombies. “Smells awful,” he muttered.
Kaslov knelt, nudging the bodies with his gun. “Mode of transmission appears to be the exchange of bodily fluids. Thankfully, it is not an airborne virus.”
“You really think it’s a virus?” Flynn inquired, looking away to avoid losing his lunch. He could already taste his pastrami sandwich on its way back up. “Seems to me it’s more like a magic spell of something.”
Kaslov pondered that for a moment before responding. “That’s an interesting concept, Benjamin. Do you have the Cross of Antaeus on your person?”
Flynn felt around in his pockets until he came up with the object that Kaslov had asked for. It was shaped like the Christian cross but had an image of the Greek mythological figure Antaeus carved on its surface. Flynn tossed it to his employer, who set it down in the moist earth next to the corpses.
Discovered some years before in Libya, the Cross of Antaeus recognized the presence of the supernatural, though like its namesake, it derived all of its power from contact with the earth. The Cross began to glow a bright purple, strange wisps of ectoplasm forming in the air above it, dancing and writhing like living things.
“What’s it mean?” Flynn asked, though he had a feeling that he was about to be proven right in his suspicions about all of this.
“It means,” Kaslov said, retrieving the Cross and rising to his feet once more. “That it’s time to call in a man who has more experience with the supernatural than anyone else I know.”
Flynn grinned despite the horrible stench that surrounded them. “Fancy a trip down South, then?”
Kaslov moved past his friend, his usually stoic face featuring just the barest hint of a smile. “I do indeed,” he whispered.

CHAPTER II
Children of Blood

December 21, 1940—The English Countryside
The tiny infant suckled greedily, its lips and gums smacking as it drank the precious life-giving fluid that seeped out of the young girl’s breast. Pierced twice by long, thin needles, the girl’s nipple oozed blood, which was hungrily swallowed down by the heir to the legacy of the Wadsworth bloodline.
The woman who fed the child was only seventeen years old, but fiercely protective of the infant. She had served the Baroness well in this capacity, nurturing the vampire queen’s young child and serving as its chief source of nourishment. She had no problems with her role as a nursemaid, as she felt she was giving sustenance to the next great ruler of England — it was an honor to give what she could.
She heard the quick, anxious footsteps in the hall and rose, painfully pulling the infant away from her breast. Covering herself, she looked up just in time to see the Baroness step inside. The vampiress was followed by a handsome man with grayish-black hair and eyes that looked like they belonged to someone much older. He was not known to the girl but his handsome face made her catch her breath. The stranger regarded her with a look of amusement.
The Baroness, lovely beyond words with pale white skin and blonde curls that danced about her bare shoulders, took the child from the girl’s arms and whispered, “Take care, Gloria. There may be danger before the night is through.”
Gloria felt anxiety swell up in her belly. She couldn’t bear the thought of either the Baroness or her beloved ward being caught up in anything painful. She buttoned her blouse, well aware of her partial nudity in front of the strange man. Her clothes were fine but not nearly the equal of the Baroness’, who looked like she’d stepped straight out of a Victorian ball. “The meeting didn’t go well, m’lady?”
“It went well enough… there were vampire lords and ladies from throughout Europe present. But the gathering was broken up by the man who prevented the rise of the Kingdom of Blood”
Gloria gasped, her hand rising to cover her mouth. The Peregrine was well known in the vampiric community, a name that was whispered with as much fear as the undead could muster. Over four years ago, a female vampire named Camilla had nearly succeeded in bringing about a new golden age for the undead… but the Peregrine had slain her before this could come to pass. Many slumbering vampires had awakened during this, however, including the Baroness, which made Gloria secretly grateful to the Peregrine, though she would never say such aloud.
The Baroness turned to the man, whose steely gaze remained riveted to Gloria’s steadily rising and falling cleavage. Gloria glanced down to see the front of her dress bore a tiny red stain from her nursing wound. “Keane, are you certain that he followed us?” the Baroness asked, distracting Gloria from her interest in the man.
Keane nodded, looking unfazed by the idea that the Peregrine might be close behind them. “I’d wager my life on it,” he said with a cocky sort of grin that made Gloria weak in the knees.
“You’re doing just that,” the vampire warned, eyes flashing.
An explosion rocked the entire Keep, sending Gloria stumbling forward. Keane caught her in his strong arms, steadying her.
“Milady,” Gloria exclaimed, “Should I take the baby to his room?”
The Baroness held the baby tightly for a moment, uncertainty registering in her expression. She had long coveted a child, holding her inability to produce one as the single drawback to her undead nature. In the end, she’d stolen this child and, through supernatural means, had converted it to vampirism in such a way that it would continue to grow and mature with time. How she had managed it, Gloria could not fathom — but it mattered not. The Baroness had an heir and Gloria was lucky enough to be guardian of it.
“No,” the Baroness said. She turned to Keane, who had adopted a wolfish grin. “Can you deal with them?” she asked.
“My pets are already in place,” he answered. “I’d imagine the Peregrine is about to encounter them even now, though I’ll have to wake them first. But should they fail to kill him… I’ll deal with him personally.”
* * *
Max Davies crept through the bottom floors of the Keep, ignoring the stench of death all around him. He was no stranger to the occult and had seen enough death to last him a lifetime. In a way, it disturbed him how cold he’d become about such things, and it served as a reminder of how far he had come since taking on the mantle of the Peregrine.
England was a land that he’d come to love via numerous trips since his marriage but this current trek would not be recorded in any photo album or journal. He and his beloved Evelyn had come here seeking to slay a woman who was close to joining together the most powerful vampire covens throughout Europe. To make matters worse, Max thought that her connections were now extending to other denizens of the dark…
Max held the Knife of Elohim in his left hand, the blade glowing with a fierce golden glow, illuminating his passage. For over three decades, Max had been propelled into the realms of the dead, driven forward by the memory of his murdered father. As the Peregrine, he’d clashed with more horrors than any normal man should have to bear — but this particular foe disturbed him as much as any. If his research was correct, the Baroness was in possession of a child — an innocent whose life had been ruined forever through black magic and ancient evil. He had no idea if the child could be somehow saved but he would give his life in an effort to find out.
The Peregrine grunted as those thoughts ran through his mind. He didn’t truly believe he would die tonight, for the monster that was Nyarlathotep had cursed him to a long life, one in which he’d outlive all those he loved. Max tried to forget that but it still gnawed away at the back of his brain: what would life be like without Evelyn or baby William or his friend McKenzie? They’d become so dear to him, grounding him to reality even in the face of the bizarre.
Something moved to his left, near the doorway to which the Peregrine had been heading. A well-placed piece of plastique had opened a sizable rift in the side of the Keep, allowing the Peregrine to enter the building. Max had chosen to head downwards in hope of finding a hidden lab or, perhaps, even the crypt belonging to the Baroness herself…
What he saw moving into view now was almost as good. The necromancer, Keane, stepped inside, leaning heavily on his staff. The man looked extremely confident as he entered the area, a lit cigarette held tightly between two fingers. Max recognized the man quite well, for he was one of the leaders in an organization known as the Death Cabal, a shadowy group whose fingers were in more demonic schemes than he could count.
The Peregrine crouched down behind a series of boxes, watching as Keane moved towards a far wall. The handsome man traced a design on the wall with the fingers of his free hand, a flaming sigil appearing as he did so. The bricks seemed to separate with a mind of their own, revealing a laboratory stocked with sewn-together corpses and chemistry equipment.
Max sprang forward, startling Keane. The dark suited man turned quickly, bringing up his left arm just in time to meet the Peregrine’s blade. The Knife of Elohim cut deep into Keane’s flesh, ruining the finely tailored suit with a fine spray of blood.
Keane danced away, shaking his wounded limb. “How nice to meet you at last. The infamous Peregrine, slayer of the damned.”
The Peregrine looked around, ignoring the taunts from the necromancer. He stared at the nude bodies of the man’s zombie servants. The color of their flesh was a sickly blueish-white and huge stitches knitted their limbs together. Bile rose in Max’s throat. “You’re a sick little bastard, Keane. I’m going to hunt down the rest of the Cabal when I’m done with you and shut this whole sordid business down for good.”
“This world will burn over the next few years,” Keane said in response. “War will ravage each and every nation… and we’re just offering a way for the dead to continue serving humanity.”
The Peregrine threw his dagger, cursing as Keane ducked under the weapon, which embedded itself in a wooden door behind the villain’s head.
Keane pointed towards one of the corpses in the room and whispered “Vzunti amundo.”
At his words, the zombies in the room began to move, each shambling towards the Peregrine with arms outstretched.
The Peregrine felt a smile dance across his lips. At times like these, he felt almost at peace. Because here there was no time for recriminations or self-doubt — there was only the sublimation of all else in the battle for survival.
He was Max Davies… husband, father and vigilante.
And thus began a battle with the undead.
* * *
Evelyn Gould Davies tried to keep her mind off the horrors that she saw at every turn. This Keep was like some B-movie set, with zombies, body parts and arcane devices lying about openly. She’d certainly starred in enough such films, earning a small name for herself in the cutthroat business of filmmaking. But it was times like these when she realized how false those films truly were, for nothing in them compared to the sheer insanity of reality.
Evelyn had convinced her husband to take her on this journey, arguing that it had been quite awhile — since before the birth of their son, in fact — that they’d gone off on an extended adventure together. She’d hoped to find a bit of time for the two of them to be alone along the way but that really hadn’t panned out, unfortunately.
Not that she’d been in a romantic state of mind the past few days, anyway. Not with her and Max dealing with hordes of vampires and the unsettling notion of a vampire baby waiting in the wings.
Now she was hunting for the dark ‘mother’ of that child, wearing riding pants and a white blouse. Her long auburn hair was tied back from her face and she wore a small domino-style mask much like the Peregrine’s, including his trademark bird beak.
Evelyn ascended a winding staircase in the musty old Keep, standing out onto the roof of the Keep. There she found exactly what she’d both feared and hoped for: the infant child, in the arms of the vampire queen. At the vampire’s side was a young woman, who possessed a beautiful, round face. The girl looked terrified as Evelyn came into view.
“Put the child down, Baroness.” Evelyn reached down to the holster at her waist, drawing a pistol that she directed towards the vampire and her companion.
The Baroness smiled coldly. She held the child against her bosom like a shield. “He is beautiful, isn’t he? I bet you have a child, as well, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes. Does your own child look as beautiful as mine?”
Evelyn took a deep breath. They were very high up and if the Baroness were to throw the child from the roof, she wasn’t sure at all that she’d be fast enough to catch him before he tumbled over the side.
“What do you want with a child, Baroness? Surely he’s just a liability to you… Give him back to me. If you truly care for him, I promise you that I’ll make sure he gets the best care possible.”
“Little Kenny needs his mother,” the young girl shouted. She hid behind the Baroness like a frightened schoolgirl and Evelyn felt surprise at the girl’s vehemence.
“As you can see,” the Baroness purred, “There are some who don’t think I’m as bad an influence as you seem to. This is my child. And I will not give him up. Ever.” Her eyes glinted darkly. “He is an infant vampire, probably the only one that has ever existed in this world’s history. And he needs the special guidance that only I can give.”
Evelyn rushed forward, knowing that she could never use her pistol without the possibility of hitting the innocent child. She grabbed the baby, startling the Baroness, who screamed as Evelyn pulled the infant free of the vampire woman. Though Evelyn didn’t know why she trusted the girl to not hurt the baby, she shoved the infant into Gloria’s arms, eliciting a heartbreaking wail from the baby.
The Baroness snarled in fury, backhanding Evelyn with her all undead strength. The force of the blow sent Evelyn hurtling through the air and she landed with a bone-jarring crunch. She felt something snap in her left arm and pain shot through her brain, almost making her black out.
Evelyn stared through the stars that threatened to obscure her vision, looking off the end of the roof. Down, far below, Max stumbled out from the interior of the Keep. Three shambling members of the undead were in hot pursuit and the Peregrine’s bullets found homes in their skulls, ending their progress.
Forcing herself to look away, Evelyn glanced up in time to see the Baroness approaching once more. The sunrise was just beginning to hint at its appearance in the distance but Evelyn knew she had no chance of surviving until then — one way or another, this conflict had to end with either her or the Baroness meeting their end.
“Stop doing this to yourself,” the Baroness said. She towered over the fallen Evelyn, hands clenched into fists. “You have no hope of stopping me… surely you can see that. I can either offer you a quick death or eternal life. Just say the word.” The Baroness exposed her sharpened teeth, licking at her full lips in anticipation of the kill.
Evelyn reacted the only way she knew how — by lashing out. She swept outwards with her foot, knocking the vampire’s legs out from under her. As soon as the Baroness hit the rooftop, Evelyn was on her. She lacked a vampire’s strength, but she made up for that with the sheer fury of a wounded woman, making it quite clear that the old adage was still true: Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.
One blow after another came down upon the Baroness and Evelyn felt a warm wetness on her own face. Tears, mixed with splatters of blood that flew upwards from the vampire’s head and face. A squelching sound began to replace the dull thud of knuckles against flesh and the vampire’s head was reduced to an almost liquid state as Evelyn suddenly grabbed the woman’s head and slammed it down repeatedly. Despite the injury to her arm, the adrenaline that flowed through Evelyn gave her strength.
And when the violence ceased, Evelyn felt her heart aching even worse than before. She pulled herself up and off the vampire, blood and gore dripping from her hands.
“It’s over,” she whispered, feeling dizzy and sick. “You disgusting creature… may you rot in hell.”
“She’s not dead, you know.”
Evelyn turned to see the girl, Gloria, still standing nearby. She held the baby close to her chest. “The Baroness will return.”
“No. She won’t,” Evelyn answered. “Because I’m going to drive a stake through her heart and cut her head off. Then I’m going to burn the body and scatter the ashes from one side of England to the other.”
Gloria backed away. “You took away his mum…”
Evelyn, her face still splattered with blood, shook her head slowly. “Where’s your mum, luv? Did you run away?”
“Yes… My dad was… mean to me. But the Baroness, she took me in.” She looked down at the baby and her face softened. “She loved me and she gave me this pretty boy. He needs me. I’ve never been needed before…”
Evelyn saw Max step into view. His clothing was torn in places, but his flesh seemed intact. Bits of brain and blood were splattered across his chest. He started to speak, to tell her that Keane had fled into the night, when he spotted Gloria with the baby.
Evelyn motioned for him to remain silent, keeping her attention focused on the girl. “He still needs you. I won’t take him from you.”
Gloria looked disbelieving. “You… won’t?”
“No. He has… needs… that I don’t understand. I need someone who loves him and knows him to teach me how to care for him.” She offered a hand. “Please. Let me show you that I’m not a monster. And let me hold him.”
Gloria looked at her for a long moment, her eyes studying those of the older woman. With shaking hands, she passed the baby over to Evelyn, who held him gently. His mouth opened and closed, bright pink gums coming into view. He whimpered softly and Evelyn cooed, soothing him.
“Thank you…?” she asked, looking into the girl’s eyes.
“Gloria.”
The Peregrine glanced over at the soupy remains of the vampire’s head. He then turned back to Evelyn and put an arm around her shoulders. Behind them, the sun rose over the hills and shone its warming rays down upon them. “You okay, Evelyn?”
“Yes,” she replied, bending forward to kiss the child’s forehead. “How could I not be, Max? It’s the start of a whole new day.”

CHAPTER III
Old Friends Reunited

December 23, 1940—Atlanta, Georgia, 9:45 PM
Evelyn cradled little Kenneth in her arms, marveling at the way his eyes seemed to follow her every move. His skin was white, almost startlingly so, but his eyes were the purest blue that she had ever seen. “He’s lovely, isn’t he? Almost like a little china doll.”
Max watched Evelyn with a bemused expression, sipping his iced tea and keeping one eye on their own son, who was toddling about the Christmas Tree. He was glad to see her so happy, but he worried about her… for this child was no normal infant. Born to vampire parents, young Kenneth subsisted on a daily diet of fresh blood — administered at the moment by the young girl named Gloria. The girl had been a servant of the Baroness and was fiercely protective of the child — even now, she hovered like a specter nearby, ensuring that the baby was not mistreated. “I’m just glad he’s someplace safe, Evelyn. Being with that witch was anything but.”
Evelyn flashed him a warning with her eyes. Gloria was still adamant that there be no criticism of the Baroness and Evelyn was willing to let the girl slowly come out of the hypnotic spell she’d been under. “When is Leonid arriving?” she said, shifting the subject.
Max checked his watch after stealing a glance at his wife’s cleavage. She was wearing a dark green dress that was one of his favorites and it accentuated her figure, which remained a bit fuller since William’s birth — much to Max’s appreciation. “He should be here any moment. It’s going to be nice having the house so full this year. We’ve never had a Christmas with friends before.”
Evelyn smiled. Their maid, an older black woman named Nettie, bustled into the room with a tray of cookies and milk in her hands. She set it down on the table, fussing a bit with William, who had cackled with glee upon seeing her. The little boy was turning into the spitting image of his father and Nettie doted on him. The maid cast a worried look at Kenneth, however. She had not questioned his appearance or his odd behaviors but Max spotted a cross about her neck.
“Can I get you folks anythin’ else?” she asked.
“That’s more than enough,” Max said. “You go on to bed now.”
Nettie did as she was told, though she continued to watch Kenneth closely.
“She’s afraid of him,” Evelyn murmured, handing the baby off to Gloria. She picked up William, making sure that he didn’t overindulge on the cookies.
“Can you blame her?” Max asked, lowering his voice as Gloria stepped towards the window with the baby in her arms. The wind was howling outside but there was no sign of that all too rare Atlanta occurrence — a white Christmas. “He’s not human, Evelyn. I’m not sure there’s anything we can do to turn him back, either. Leopold is looking through every book in the Nova Alliance library and I’ve even asked Whisper to let me know if she comes across anything… but we might have to face the facts: he feeds off human blood. He’s a predator. And no amount of coddling is going to change that.”
Evelyn flushed but said nothing in response, instead kissing William on the forehead and telling him what a big boy he was. Max immediately sensed his mistake and sighed. For some reason, Evelyn had taken to the poor thing and it made Max wonder how she’d react when the truth finally sank in: there was no way they could keep that child, not when he’d put William and everyone else in the house at permanent risk.
A knocking at the front door allowed Max to put aside the troubling thoughts that were plaguing him. He answered with a wide grin, recognizing Leonid, Flynn and the woman who owned both of those men’s hearts, Libby Raines. The curvaceous beauty wore a fuzzy sweater and skirt, while both men were dressed in slacks, warm jackets and white shirts.
“Max,” Kaslov said with a friendly shake of his head. “Thanks very much for having us over.”
“My pleasure. Come on inside.”
Warm pleasantries were exchanged between the Davies’ and Kaslov’s party, before Evelyn and Libby went to put William to bed. As the men put away their things in the guest rooms, Max managed to pull Leonid to the side. “I’m glad that you’re here, Leo. I have a problem that you might be able to help with.”
“And I have one for you, as well.”
Max blinked in surprise. “What’s wrong?”
“I didn’t want to mention it over the phone,” the Russian whispered, “But there’s a growing problem throughout the country. The dead are returning to life, with a powerful hunger for living flesh.”
“The Death Cabal,” Max answered, shaking his head.
“Who are they?”
“Necromancers. I fought one of them in England just a few days ago. They’ve been growing increasingly active around the world. Best rumors I’ve heard peg their inner circle as being only 4–5 people but they have many more servants than that.”
“Any idea what their ultimate goals are?”
“Not really. The one I met in England was working with a vampire who was trying to unite the various undead factions in Europe.”
Kaslov stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I just came from Massachusetts where a group of undead were terrorizing a small port town. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason behind their actions… do you think the Cabal is just interested in chaos for its own sake?”
“Honestly? I’m not sure.” Max nodded at Flynn as he stepped up to join them.
“You fellas solved all the world’s problems yet?” the cocky gunman asked, a roguish grin on his face.
Kaslov didn’t seem to hear him. Instead, he looked Max in the eyes and asked “You said you had a problem of your own?”
“Did you notice the girl hovering in the shadows of the living room? The one with the baby?”
“Yes.”
“The baby’s the problem.”
“What’s wrong?” Flynn asked. “It keeping you up at night with its crying?”
“No,” Max said with a grim smile. “He’s dead.”

CHAPTER IV
The Cabal

Macon, Georgia — Just Past Midnight
Keane watched the delicate needlework and never flinched once. The man before him had been horribly scarred in an incident several years before but he had taken to wearing the skin of the dead in place of his own. Born Horatio Ledger, the man who wore the faces of his victims now preferred to be called Dr. Zero. It was an odd name, even for one with such exotic tastes as cannibalism and necrophilia, but Keane had never pushed for the reasons behind the identity.
Sometimes, it was simply best not to ask.
The Death Cabal was based out of this small Southern town, deliberately placing themselves close to the Peregrine. Keep your friends close but your enemies closer, Dr. Zero frequently said and Keane couldn’t argue the point. They’d been here for nearly two years and not once had the Peregrine come close to locating them.
The group met in an old American Legion headquarters in downtown Macon, using the public offices as a front for the terrors that went on behind closed doors. Rape, murder and the raising of the undead were frequent activities for the Inner Circle, of whom Keane was one.
The Inner Circle — eight men, ranging in age from 25 to 70—were gathered now, watching patiently for Dr. Zero to begin the meeting.
Zero wore blue-silver pants and a matching shirt, a small pentagram stitched onto the right breast of the garment. His face was newly stitched — he was skilled enough to do the work himself — and now looked like that of a young man in his mid twenties with broad lips and clear skin. Zero’s hair was so black that it looked unnatural. When he spoke, he sounded like a professor beginning a college lecture. “Our plans to infiltrate the vampire community in Europe have come to an end. The demise of the Baroness means that there is no one left in that region who trusts us. Mr. Keane… please inform us why we should not blame you for this debacle.”
Keane stood up from his seat, casting a glance around the room before beginning his spiel. Most of the others were avoiding looking at him, which he knew was a bad sign. The room was badly lit, with only a few large candles casting light over the meeting. In the shadows of the room, a few of the undead shambled about as far as their chains would allow, moaning at the presence of living flesh. They could be unleashed by Zero at a moment’s notice, ready to rend Keane limb from limb.
“I take full responsibility for the failures in England,” Keane said, surprising those in assemblage. Even Zero seemed taken aback, keeping his silence while Keane continued. “But I would like to point out that this defeat may pave the way for greater victories to come.”
“Continue,” Zero said, staring at Keane with growing delight. Of all the Inner Circle, only Keane had the audacity to amuse the Cabal’s leader.
“The Peregrine intervened, with the aid of the same young woman we’ve heard rumors about before. While their dual identities remain unknown to us, I firmly believe that they are not only partners but lovers. After they had emerged from the fray victorious, I watched from a distance. They touched and kissed in a decidedly non-platonic way.” Keane began to pace a bit, playing to his audience. “Of course, that knowledge alone does us little good. But it might prompt future moves against the Peregrine, perhaps suggesting the use of the girl as a pawn.”
Zero shifted a bit, wondering where Keane was going with all this. Was the man simply biding time…? If so, his death would be all the more painful. Zero tried to picture carving away Keane’s face, stretching it over his own ruined features. It would be so beautiful.
Keane’s next words roused Zero from his reverie. “The child of prophecy exists,” the necromancer was saying. Immediately, there were gasps and cries of outrage from the Inner Circle. Keane held up a hand to silence them. “It’s true. I saw him. The Baroness claims she used some sort of spell to ensure that this vampire child would grow and change, just like a living one would.”
“What spell?” one of the Inner Circle wondered aloud, scoffing at the idea. “I’ve scoured every text known to us and there is no such thing!”
Zero spoke then, his voice cutting through the din. “And it is said that in the days of fire and strife, the child of life and death shall utter his first cries. His arrival shall signal that the time is right for the gates of oblivion to be flung open and the spirits of the dead to claim what is rightfully theirs. The Shambling Ones shall feed and mankind shall crumble to their knees, begging for salvation.”
Keane nodded slowly, smiling triumphantly. “The Peregrine took the child with him. I wasn’t close enough to hear their words, but I believe the woman was quite taken with it. They won’t harm it. I’m sure of it.”
“Even if you are right,” Zero said, closing his eyes for the moment. He let the moment extend, picturing what a child such as this would look like, half alive, half dead. He opened his lids and stared at Keane once more. “How would this help us? In order to open the Gates, we must have the child. Do you know where to find the Peregrine?”
“No,” Keane admitted, “but I can still get us the child. The Baroness had a young girl named Gloria who watched over the boy, whom she called Kenneth. I suspect that the Peregrine took Gloria with him to help care for the infant.”
“And you can reach this girl? She would bring you the baby?”
“The Baroness told me how to contact her — a minor spell that would allow her to check on the boy’s safety at all times. I’m convinced that she would meet with me… and bring the boy if I told her to do so. She was quite taken with me in our previous meeting, I believe.”
Zero smiled beneath the mask of flesh that he wore. “Mr. Keane, you are forgiven for your past failures… but I do want to warn you. If you are wrong about this child being the one from the prophecy or if you fail to deliver him to us unharmed, I will make sure that your death is only the beginning of your suffering.”

CHAPTER V
Love’s Deception

Gloria cradled the tightly wrapped infant against her shoulder, hurrying through the crowded downtown streets of Atlanta. Since it was daytime, little Kenneth was sleeping like the dead, bundled up so that no stray rays of the sun could possibly touch him. Gloria hated to sneak away from the Davies home like this, as they had been very kind to her, but the message she’d received had been more than enough to spur her into action.
Keane had spoken to her through the same means that the Baroness had once used: a small pillar of flame had materialized in her bedroom just before dawn, allowing the necromancer to see and speak to her. Gloria had felt naked in front of him, dressed as she was in only her nightgown but she’d made no effort to cover herself.
His words still haunted her: “I tried to wait for you, Gloria, but I knew I couldn’t defeat the Peregrine and his lady. I hope they haven’t hurt you… that brief moment when I met you before they arrived has stayed with me in ways I never would have expected. Come see me, please. Bring the child. There may be hope yet to revive his mother.”
Gloria could scarcely contain her excitement. Not only was he interested in seeing her again but he held out hope for the return of the Baroness as well! She had dressed in a warm but inviting outfit and hurried into town as quickly as she dared. The crowds of shoppers were thick around the shops, many of them looking to stretch their holiday dollars as far as possible, but she paid them no heed. She had eyes for only one man and when she spotted him, she smiled broadly.
Keane stood next to a bench, just outside a small park. He looked handsome and sophisticated, hands pushed deep into the pockets of his trousers. When he saw her approaching, he smiled generously and opened his arms to embrace her. “Gloria! I am so glad you could come! And is that the little one?”
Gloria beamed, surprised but pleased by the physical contact. “Yes. It’s Kenneth. I was so surprised when you called me,” she stammered, feeling like a giddy schoolgirl.
“I should have done it sooner,” he replied, keeping a grip on her elbow. “I want you to come with me. Away from here.”
“You really think the Baroness could be revived? I saw what they did to her! I didn’t think—”
“You mustn’t blame yourself,” Keane said, cutting her off. “She wouldn’t have expected you to do anything more than what you did. Protecting Kenneth would have been your first priority and that’s exactly what she would have wanted.”
Gloria sat down beside him on the bench, unable to tear her eyes away from him. “I’ll go with you,” she promised, “but the Davies’ aren’t bad people. They just don’t understand the Baroness…”
“And they never will,” he reminded her. “Eventually, they’ll decide that they can never ‘fix’ whatever is wrong with Kenneth… and then they’ll destroy him, just like they did his mother.”
Gloria shivered a bit, unable to believe that Miss Evelyn would do such a thing. But Keane was so persuasive and they had dismembered the Baroness, after all. “Where will we go?”
“A safe place.” Keane took her hand and squeezed it gently. “Somewhere you and I can make sure Kenneth will be taken care of… and where we can learn more about one another.”
Gloria blushed furiously, allowing herself to be led away towards a waiting car.
* * *
Benjamin Flynn chewed a stick of gum, watching the retreating forms of Gloria and Keane. He wore a turtleneck sweater and jacket but the heavy clothing did little to hide the fit nature of his body. He walked after them with an easy grace that spoke of many long hours of intense physical exercise.
He reached into the pocket of his jacket and retrieved a small headset device, which he slipped on without attracting very much attention from those around him. “Libby? Are you listening in?”
The busty secretary’s voice came back almost immediately. “I’m here. What’s going on? Everybody was concerned when you didn’t show for breakfast.”
“I saw Max’s new girl — Gloria — slipping away this morning, with a bundle in her arms. Turns out it’s the vampire baby.”
“What’s she doing with it?”
“Meeting someone who seems a bit too smooth for my tastes. They’re getting in a car and taking off.” Flynn waved down a taxi and slipped in the back, directing the driver to give pursuit. “There’s something about this that really feels wrong to me, Libby. Tell Leo I’m going to keep reporting in.”
“Benjamin,” Libby said, giving him pause. He could sense her unease and knew the reasons why. They’d spent a night of passion together not long ago, part of her scheme to make a reluctant Leonid admit his feelings for her. It had been a mistake but one that Benjamin would have made again and again if he’d had the opportunity. “Be careful.”
Benjamin Flynn turned off the headshot, visions of Libby dancing through his mind’s eye.

CHAPTER VI
Tracking the Madness

Max stood in the center of the Peregrine’s Nest, his laboratory hidden beneath his plantation estate. He had his eyes fixed on a large map of the United States, looking for any kind of pattern in the Cabal’s activities. Not far away, Leonid sipped a cup of coffee and did the same.
“You mentioned that the zombies have a tendency to attack families…?” Max asked.
“There have a number of attacks that fit that profile, yes. Not so much an assault on all the individual members but the zombies are frequently seen near the homes of couples with children.”
“But never any assaults on the children themselves?”
“No,” Leonid said. “Do you think that’s significant?”
Max shrugged. “I’m not sure.” He turned away from the map, rubbing his temples in exasperation. “I’d rather not go to Whisper for help… maybe my own powers can make some sense out of all this.”
“If it causes you pain,” Leonid began but he was cut off by a dismissive wave of Max’s hand.
“I’ve suffered through worse and so have you,” Max said, moving to sit in a wooden chair that rested between an armory of weapons. “Would you lock the door, please?”
Leonid crossed the room and made certain that the entrance to the Nest was secure. When he turned back to his friend, Max was already in a trance, his head tilted back so far that his scalp brushed the wall behind him. Beneath his lids, Max’s eyes flicked rapidly back and forth.
In the darkness of his mind, Max sent out a series of mental pulses, trying to illuminate what lay beyond the normal range of human vision.
At first there was nothing, but gradually Max began to see things slithering at the edge of his consciousness. Moans of the dead reached his ears, hungry and full of evil lust. He’d encountered zombies often enough to recognize the awful need that drove them… a desire that would never be completely satisfied. The dead hungered for the living, hoping it would satisfy the void that existed where their souls should be.
Suddenly Max was standing in the center of a large room, upon whose floor a pentagram had been drawn in human blood. An altar lay in the middle of the pentagram, a screaming form tied to its surface. Max realized with a shudder that it was Kenneth, starving for the taste of human blood, protesting the harsh bonds holding him in place. A man in silver clothing stood over him, a curved blade held in one hand. The undead shambled about in the shadows, where Max also recognized two of the living: the necromancer named Keane was holding the crying form of Gloria, who begged for mercy in the name of Kenneth.
Max was a helpless viewer to what came next, unable to touch these ghostly visions of the future. The silver-garbed man with the oddly distorted facial features — was he wearing a mask of some kind? — raised the knife he held and plunged it deep into the heart of the half-dead infant. Kenneth’s wail was cut off by a series of painful coughs and his blood jetted into the air. When it did, Keane began chanting, loud and eager.
A glowing doorway began to open in the room, forming out of ethereal energy. Max could feel something awful on the other side… something whose hunger dwarfed that of the zombies.
It was pure death.
Max opened his eyes and sat up, startling Leonid with the suddenness of the movement. He was drenched in sweat, his heart pounding in his chest.
Leonid knelt beside him, placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Max? Are you all right?”
Max swallowed twice before speaking. “Kenneth. They want Kenneth.”
A pounding at the door to the Peregrine’s Nest prevented Leonid from inquiring further. He left Max to recover and opened the door, seeing a distraught Evelyn on the other side. “What’s wrong?”
Evelyn pushed past him, still wearing her robe and pajamas. “Max!” she exclaimed, not even noticing her husband’s disheveled appearance. “She’s taken him. She’s taken him and Flynn thinks they’re both in danger!”
Max stood up, trying to find his equilibrium again. “Slow down, Evelyn. You’re not making sense.”
“Gloria… she took him. Kenneth. Flynn followed her and said he’d met up with someone who seemed a bit too smooth for his tastes. That sounds like the man you fought in England. Keane?”
Max cursed under his breath, realizing that his vision was soon to come to pass. He strained his memory, trying to find something in his vision that might give him a clue as to where they might have taken Kenneth. And then he saw it, something so small that he had almost missed it. Through one of the shaded windows, he’d caught a glimpse of a marquee from across the street. The Douglass Theatre, it had read… and Max knew where that was.
Throughout the 1920s, the Theatre had been the premier movie house for blacks in Macon, Georgia. Even now it was still home to many musical and theatrical performances.
“Max?” Evelyn prompted. “Are you listening to me?”
Max looked around until he spotted his mask. He walked over and held it in his hands. “I’ll get him back, Evelyn. The world depends on it.”
Evelyn looked confused. “The world…?”
Max glanced towards Leonid, who was looking stern. “Hell on Earth, Leo. That’s what the Cabal wants. Hell on Earth.”

CHAPTER VII
The Oblivion Gates

Christmas Eve and Gloria was spending it in the arms of a man she barely knew.
They’d arrived in Macon just over an hour ago and she’d reluctantly allowed a friend of Keane’s to take the baby off to sleep until sundown. She’d hated to do it, being naturally protective of the child but the promise of desire in Keane’s eyes had overcome her suspicions.
He’d led her to his private room, which was sparsely furnished. All her questions as to the nature of this place and the odd men who shared it with him were quietly brushed aside.
It had been her first time with a man and as she lay on her back now, covered in sweat, she wasn’t sure what to make of the experience. He’d been so gentle at first, caressing her and whispering sweet nothings into her ear. But once he’d had her stripped, he’d changed somehow, becoming much more dominating. He’d taken her roughly and she was certain that she was bruised in her nethers, for they ached fiercely.
Keane was sitting up in bed, wearing only a white shirt and tie. He’d never bothered to completely undress. He lit a cigarette and blew out smoke, looking at her with amusement. “Liked that, did you?”
Gloria’s cheeks burned with shame and she pulled the covers of his bed up to hide her nakedness. “Don’t look at me like that. Please.”
“I’ll look at you any damn way I like,” Keane snapped. “The Baroness said you had your uses but I doubt she ever got to see your true talents like I did. Or did she?”
Gloria’s eyes widened at his hurtful implication and she immediately responded by shouting “I loved the Baroness! She was like a mother to me!”
“She didn’t share the same feelings for you, believe me. She planned to kill you as soon as that baby was old enough to fend for itself. She even said she’d let you be Kenneth’s first kill!”
“You’re lying,” she whispered, her eyes beginning to fill with tears. What had happened to the man who’d seemed so nice to her?
Keane took another drag on his cigarette before stamping it out on the nightstand. He rolled over on top of her, pinning her arms in place. “It’s the truth, you little bitch.”
Gloria struggled but to no avail. Her screams went ignored by the rest of the Inner Circle.
* * *
Dr. Zero stared at the motionless form of the vampire infant. Since it was daylight, the child gave every impression that it was dead. But once the sun dropped from the sky and the world became one of night, he would stir and grow hungry once more.
A zombie moved slowly around the room, ignoring both infant and Zero. It was kept from its murderous hunger through a complex series of spells, binding it to Zero’s will. It would feed only when he gave the order to do so, thus allowing him to keep his undead army at close quarters.
Zero looked at the zombie and sighed. All his life he’d been obsessed with the mysteries of life and death. Fear of what lay beyond the grave had driven him to seek mastery over death and that pursuit had eventually given him dominion over the zombies. But they were imperfect at best. The zombies were ultimately more dead than alive, being nothing more than reanimated corpses with the most basic of desires.
But this infant…! It was both alive and dead, in seemingly equal amounts. If Zero could use this child to open the Oblivion Gates, the creatures from beyond would view him as a savior and would no doubt help him in replicating whatever spell had transformed this baby into a member of the undead.
Zero still remembered when he’d discovered the existence of the Gates, each detail of that day burned into his memory forevermore.
He’d traveled through the Far East for several months, digging through every opium den and Tong stronghold he could fine, seeking a man called the Revenant. It was said that he’d crossed over to the land of the dead and fought his way free once more. He’d done this through something called an Oblivion Gate, a barrier that kept the hungry undead from flooding into our world.
Zero had found him in a dirty hotel room in Bangkok, stoned out of his mind, with two half-dead prostitutes lying in the corners, ignoring their own filth. Revenant was painfully thin and wore only a thin garment that looked as if it hadn’t been washed in months, if ever.
Zero had stood over him for several moments before speaking. He was disappointed by what he saw and wasn’t certain he should proceed. But he wanted to know what the man had seen… he wanted to understand.
He’d nudged Revenant with the toe of his boots. “Wake up,” he said in broken Chinese.
Revenant opened one eye and peered up at him, opening his mouth in a toothless leer. “You are the American. The one who courts death.”
Zero had blinked in surprise, not only at the fact that Revenant knew him but that he spoke perfect English. Returning to his native language, Zero had asked “How do you know me?”
“The Shambling Ones told me you would come. They said you would be the one to open the gates completely and let them return.”
“But… you opened the gate. Didn’t you?”
“I stumbled through.” Revenant sat up and Zero noticed flies buzzing bout the other man’s face. He smelled like rotting flesh. “But you… you will fling the door open wide. Only one man a century has the ability to do that. But you cannot do it without the half-dead child.” And then he recited the prophecy that Zero had come to know by heart:
“And it is said that in the days of fire and strife, the child of life and death shall utter his first cries. His arrival shall signal that the time is right for the gates of oblivion to be flung open and the spirits of the dead to claim what is rightfully theirs. The Shambling Ones shall feed and mankind shall crumble to their knees, begging for salvation.”

Zero had stared at him in shock, not knowing what to make of these words. While he’d struggled to find his voice, Revenant had reached under a pillow and extracted a small bundle. He unwrapped it carefully, revealing two things: more drugs and a dirty knife.
“The Gates,” Revenant continued, helping himself to another hit in between words, “are ancient things, erected to keep the Shambling Ones at bay. They are older than humanity and have always coveted our world. The Gods decided that the realms of the living and the dead should no longer mix and so the Shambling Ones were pushed aside and locked in a realm with no living flesh upon which to feed.”
“Feed…? So they’re zombies of some kind?” Zero had managed to ask.
“The things created by man are but the least of what the Shambling Ones can be. They think. They are clever. And they want our world. Open the gates and they will return, mixing the worlds of life and death forevermore. They promise you great rewards.”
“They let you go, didn’t they? So you could tell me this?”
Revenant laughed merrily then and Zero wondered if all that he was saying was the product of madness. Or was there truth behind those glazed eyes? “I will do more than tell you. I will show you. They say you cannot be the one who will free them until you understand the notion of pain as beauty.”
“I… what are you talking about?”
Revenant had plucked up the knife and thrown himself upon Zero before the other man had even realized he was in danger.
What came next was not only painful but enlightening. For in that terrible moment when he was scarred forever, Zero saw the Shambling Ones, lurking at the edge of his vision, just beyond the normal range of human sight. They were horrible and awe-inspiring all at once, reinforcing something that had always known: if that was death, he wanted no part of it. He had to avoid it. And if avoiding it meant sacrificing the rest of humanity to the Shambling Ones, it was a price worth paying.
* * *
Keane approached Zero cautiously, noting that his master was lost in thought. It would be so easy to strike him down and lay claim to the leadership of the Cabal… but what if there were things Zero had not shared with him? What if he knew of a way to control the Shambling Ones that Keane would not?
Zero turned then, making such thoughts moot for the moment. “You stink of sex,” the Cabal’s leader said disdainfully. “Did you know that some call orgasms the little death?”
“So I’ve heard. It’s almost nightfall. When do we begin?”
“Did you kill the girl?”
“Yes, but not before I enjoyed her a bit.”
Zero sighed. He had planned on using the girl as an offering for the Shambling Ones upon their arrival. Now he would have to look elsewhere for such. “As soon as the child awakens, we will begin the ceremony. Go and gather the rest of the Inner Circle. All of us should be together when the new lords of humanity arrive to claim their collective thrones.”
Keane nodded briskly, hurrying to do as he was told. Within a few hours, the entire world would be plunged into a new era of darkness. And he would be among the special few who would retain his freedom.
He just had to make sure that Zero didn’t turn on him first.

CHAPTER VIII
A Bloody Christmas

“Evelyn wanted to come with us.”
Max didn’t answer at first, viewing Flynn’s comment as being one that didn’t require a response. The Peregrine’s wife had been beside herself when he’d told her the details about his vision and it had taken all his persuasive abilities to convince her that she should stay with little William. Besides, he had reasoned, with both Kaslov and Flynn at his side, the Peregrine should be able to handle the situation easily enough.
Or so he hoped.
Truth be told, he wasn’t at all sure what would be awaiting them. The vision he’d seen had been a dire one but it had left out many details: How many people would be guarding the place? What abilities would they possess? And what would happen if the Peregrine failed and the gates were fully and completely thrown open?
The three men stood in the growing shadows outside the Douglass Theatre, ignoring the stares they attracted from the establishment’s mostly black clientele. Max didn’t wear his mask but was otherwise garbed in his usual adventuring attire: a dark suit and tie with a long overcoat covering them both. There was a definite chill to the air and Max could see little clouds of smoke coming from his mouth as he spoke, raising his voice so it could be heard over the Gospel music coming from within. The Christmas Eve special events were just getting underway and the crowd was a large one. “Leo… did you manage to find any references to those things I saw in my vision?”
The broad-shouldered Russian nodded, standing nearby with arms crossed over his massive chest. He was dressed in lighter clothing than his friends, due to the fact that what passed for winter in the deep south was nothing to him. “I found several possibilities, Max… but the one that’s most likely is known as the Oblivion Gates prophecy. It’s said that if a child of both life and death is sacrificed by a true believer, the Gates will open and a race of beings known as the Shambling Ones will enter. Of course, I may be wrong in my estimation and this could be something completely different.”
“That’s a rare occurrence,” Flynn muttered good-naturedly. Max was struck once more by how similar the man was to his own friend McKenzie — both seemed incapable of being fazed by the darkness of their existence. They remained unflappable no matter what they were confronted with.
Max envied them.
“We should get going,” Max said, striding across the street. His friends moved to keep pace, barely noticing that Max had retrieved his mask and was affixing it to his face. “Mr. Flynn, if you don’t mind, please use the front door. Make as much noise as possible. Leo, will you handle the rooftop entrance?”
“Of course. And what about you?”
Max smiled coldly, eyes fixed on one of the main windows, from which a flickering candlelight could be seen. “I’m going to make a more dramatic arrival, Leo. One that should throw them for a bit of a loop.”
On cue, the sound of a low-flying airplane sliced through the air and Leonid looked up to see a small remote control craft bank over the nearby rooftops and begin a skimming run over the city streets. As men and women scrambled about in a panic, a ladder dropped from the bottom of the plane and Max jumped upwards to grab hold. The place began to ascend again, bringing Max to the same level as the window. The Peregrine drew his pistol and took aim.
“Let’s not leave him hanging,” Leo remarked, rushing towards a fire escape so that he could take to the roof.
It took Flynn a second to realize his friend’s humor. Grinning, he moved towards the front door. The sounds of gunfire echoed far and wide.
* * *
The baby had awakened with a powerful hunger. It had twisted and fought in the grip of the zombies who bound it to the altar, their own powerful desire to chew upon the infant’s flesh blocked out by Dr. Zero’s control over their minds. Little Kenneth screamed in a mournful manner, wondering where its mother or its caregivers were. How could they let him be treated like this?
Keane tried to ignore the screaming but it grated on his nerves tremendously. The room was in full preparation now, with a large pentagram dominating the center of the floor. In the middle of this rested young Kenneth, writhing and turning upon the altar. The Inner Circle licked their lips expectantly, dancing from foot to foot as Dr. Zero approached the pentagram, knife in hand. The only illumination in the room came from a series of candelabras that ringed the walls, with a half dozen or so of the undead milling about the flames, like curious moths.
Zero turned to address the assembled group, wearing a newly acquired face. It had belonged to a young man who sold his body on the streets of Atlanta in exchange for opium… Keane felt no sorrow for this youth whose life had gone so far off the rails, however. He merely wanted to get these proceedings underway so that he might greet his new masters at last.
“My friends,” Zero began, “We stand on the threshold of a new beginning. While dictators and fascists may believe the world will be theirs within a few years, it is we and the Shambling Ones who shall truly usher in a thousand years of pain and suffering. All of you will be rewarded for your true faith.”
Zero turned back to the infant, raising the knife high in the air. The candlelight flickered off its blade. “Arcannum nahtu oblivius! Sekhu nemorrium blahndeye! Oblivus entrancum! Oblivus!”
As Zero’s voice rose, filling the chamber until it echoed from the ceiling, Keane felt a change come over the room. The air seemed to crackle with static electricity and tiny sparks of light began to appear over the altar, brought forth by the fraying of the walls between the worlds of the living and the dead.
Just as the blade flashed downwards, the window behind Keane exploded inwards. Keane fell to the floor in a panic, several of the Inner Circle near him dancing madly as bullets tore into their bodies. The necromancer looked up to see a familiar figure — the Peregrine — suspended from beneath a low-flying plane of some kind. In seconds, the Peregrine had launched himself through the air, landing in crouch inside the room. Glass crunched beneath the vigilante’s boots as he swept the place from one corner to the next. Men and women died while the zombies were felled by well-placed shots to their brains.
Dimly, Keane was aware of other gunshots, from elsewhere in the building. The sudden appearance of a zombie hurtling past the shattered window, on a downward spiral from the rooftop, confirmed his suspicions: they were under attack from a multiple of fronts.
Keane slipped towards the shadows, looking towards Zero. The man’s aim had gone askew when the shooting hand begun, saving the unnatural life of young Kenneth. The knife had cut through part of the vampire child’s right shoulder, eliciting further wails of agony but not ending his existence.
The drops of blood that had been spilled seemed to be enough, however, to open a small rift to the other side. Something large was pushing its way through, but not even Keane could keep his eyes upon it. It was awful, beyond imagining… its skin was flayed in places, revealing dripping red meat and its face was mostly bone, with sunken orbs for eyes.
The Peregrine took one look at this creature and knew that no more of its ilk could be allowed through. He fired his pistols again, blasting the knife from Zero’s hands and sending the killer staggering back in alarm.
Zero fell directly into the grasp of the Shambling One. He twisted to face his disgusting master, who wrapped his arms around him in a mockery of a loving embrace.
“I freed you!” Zero exclaimed. “Now you’ll protect me… now you’ll make sure that I never die!”
Something like laughter came from the awful thing’s throat and it leaned forward, tearing into Zero’s neck like a wild dog attacking road kill. Blood splattered the front of Zero’s clothing and he sagged to his knees, horribly realizing his mistake. He’d been lied to… abused… and now he would face the darkness beyond this world.
Max saw the murder taking place before him but did nothing to stop it. It was a fitting end for a man who had courted death for far too long, from the looks of it. Instead he moved forward cautiously, picking up Kenneth from the altar and offering the child a small vial of reddish fluid that he’d carried for this precise purpose. The baby hungrily lapped at the blood, clinging tightly to his protector.
“Why am I not surprised to see you?” Keane said, stepping out onto the edge of the pentagram. Without the rest of the ceremony taking place, the doorway to the world beyond was closing, leaving behind a sole Shambling One. The creature turned this way and that, sniffing the air.
Max tried to keep his gaze equally on the Shambling One and Keane. “Where’s Gloria?” he demanded, knowing that he was at a disadvantage until Leonid or Flynn arrived. There would be no way he could protect Kenneth while simultaneously dueling the monster and Keane both.
“She’s dead. Just like you’re about to be.” Keane moved in a slow circle around the Peregrine, trying to pin the hero between him and the Shambling One. “I should thank you, by the way. I was wondering how I’d take care of Dr. Zero… and you did it for me. Now I can bask in the glory that’s to come.”
“You think that thing is going to bring anything close to glory with it?” Max demanded, gesturing towards the Shambling One.
“I will bring this world to its knees,” the Shambling One murmured, shocking both Keane and Max.
“Not if we stop you first.”
The Shambling One glanced towards the doorway, where Leonid Kaslov stood proudly. The Russian’s shirt was torn in a dozen places, leaving it draped in tatters over his blood-splattered chest.
The Shambling One roared its defiance and lumbered towards Kaslov, while the Peregrine reluctantly set Kenneth on the floor, leaving his hands free to deal with Keane.
“Let’s end this,” the Peregrine whispered, eliciting a smile from his opponent.
“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Keane raised his right hand, a spring-loaded mechanism inside the sleeve of his jacket launching a thin short sword into his hand.

CHAPTER IX
In Final Battle!

The Shambling One came for Leonid Kaslov, the scent of rotting flesh exuding from its every pore. Kaslov expected the creature to be much slower than it actually was and he was taken by surprised when the Shambling One backhanded him across the face. Blood oozed from a nasty wound on the Russian’s face and he nearly blacked out. Whatever this thing truly was… it was powerful.
Leonid had fought his way through the building, dispatching humans and zombies alike… only to arrive a moment too late to help stop the gate from opening. Now he was buying his friend time to deal with Keane — but he privately wondered if he had chosen the right means to do so. This Shambling One could prove strong enough for both he and the Peregrine, plus more.
Kaslov caught the Shambling One’s fist in the air, just seconds before it crashed down into his nose. The undead monster leaned in close, its fetid breath making the Russian recoil.
“We are older than your kind by far,” the demon wheezed, showing teeth that were stained brown and red. “And we will out-survive you still… surrender to the inevitable and I shall end it quickly for you!”
“I’ll never give up, not so long as breath still flows in my lungs,” Kaslov retorted, straining to hold the much stronger being in place. He managed to shift his balance enough to pick up his knee and drive it hard into the Shambling One’s midsection, knocking the creature back.
Kaslov then lunged for the thing’s head, gripping it in his powerful fists. He twisted the monster’s neck, resulting in a loud popping sound.
The Shambling One fell to its knees, its head turned at an awful angle. Kaslov hoped for a moment that it might be over… but then the thing began to stir once more. It rose to its feet again, turning its head with a bone-grinding noise.
“I cannot be killed by conventional means,” it said mockingly. “We do not share the frailties of your flesh.”
“You also don’t share our capacity for greatness,” Kaslov muttered, catching the Shambling One with a blow to the side of its head.
“What do you mean?” the creature asked, slashing out with his claws and just missing opening up a cut on Kaslov’s chest.
“Part of what makes us so special is our own mortality,” the Russian explained, shoving the Shambling One away with a well-placed kick. “We know we only have so long on this earth and so we have to make every second count. The ticking of our internal clock propels us to make amazing leaps in logic and science. We become a people of passion and invention!”
The Shambling One sneered at the words. “You become nothing more than dust upon dying! You rot in the ground as worms feast on your flesh! And you still think yourselves our superiors?! We, who are endless and ever-present?”
Kaslov studied the monster, their movements cast in flickering shadow by the candlelight. The entire time they were talking and fighting, his keen intellect was studying the problem before him: namely, how could he defeat a seemingly tireless and immortal foe? From what he could tell, a Shambling One was basically a highly evolved version of the traditional zombie: a living dead creature that hungered for the human flesh but who also possessed intelligence and superior strength. Leonid wondered if, perhaps, their weaknesses were still the same…
The Russian cast his gaze around quickly, spotting a blood-stained knife on the floor next to the corpse of Dr. Zero. Throwing himself past the Shambling One, Kaslov slid along the carpet and plucked up the weapon. He turned back to face the undead slayer and took careful aim.
The Russian launched the knife like a missile and it struck home, embedding itself firmly in the left eye socket of the Shambling One. The blade was long and thin enough to pop through the deep-set eye and into the brain. Grayish-brown ooze dripped from the wound and the Shambling One twitched like a cat on a hot tin roof. Its mangled body fell to the floor, flopping about for almost a minute before falling silent and still.
Kaslov stared at it, closing his eyes momentarily. “The fear of death prompts us to great achievements,” he reasoned aloud. There was no response from the Shambling One.
* * *
The Peregrine ducked under a sword strike from Keane, his eyes narrowed. The necromancer was proving to be a deadly foe, with skill and speed in equal amounts. The Peregrine had attempted to reach into his mind with his telepathy, a tactic he employed only under the most arduous of circumstances, due to the extreme pain and difficult associated with it. But his attempts were blocked by Keane’s mental shields, which proved too hard for the Peregrine to shatter.
“Your plan is lost,” Max pointed out, jabbing his opponent with his own blade, the mystical Knife of Elohim. The weapon had opened several small gashes on Keane’s arms and one jagged cut on his chin. “Just give up and all you’ll walk away with is a prison sentence.”
“And your brand, can’t forget that, can we?” Keane taunted. “Does it make you feel like a big, strong hero to scar someone for life as you recite some sanctimonious oath?”
The Peregrine’s blade caught Keane’s in midair. “Yes. It does.”
Keane spat at him, the phlegm just missing its target. “You’re just as vile as the rest of us… chasing around in shadows, using your abilities to force your will onto others. How dare you stand in judgment?!”
“We’re nothing alike,” Max responded, catching Keane with a well-timed strike. Blood welled from a cut on the man’s cheek, burning like fire. “I protect the innocent… you abuse them. I cherish life… you squander it.”
“Squander it?” Keane asked in disbelief. He wiped at the blood on his face, succeeding only in leaving a large streak in its place. “I’m trying to better myself! I rose from nothing to where I am! I’ve always known I deserved more than God chose to give me… and by damn, I’m going to have it! If I have to carve it from the beating hearts of those around me, I’m going to have it!”
Keane let out a cry of madness and charged, swinging his sword in a series of deadly thrusts. He stabbed the Peregrine in the shoulder and again in the hip but Max refused to back away. Instead, he found the hole in the man’s defenses, one that was left open by the ferocity of his attack. The Knife of Elohim plunged threw Keane’s neck, the blade extending through one side and out the other.
Keane’s words were lost in a gurgle of surprise as his own weapon dropped to the floor with a clatter. He reached up and clawed at the wounds he possessed, eyes growing wide.
The Peregrine reached out with one hand and gave a little shove, toppling Keane to the floor. The necromancer died mere feet from his mentor and rival, Dr. Zero.

CHAPTER X
For At Least One Night: Peace on Earth

Christmas day was filled with good food and even better company. Both Max and Leonid had wounds that needed tending but Flynn had emerged unscathed, a point that he found delightfully humorous.
Near dusk, Leonid and his companions began to pack for their return trip. While Flynn and Libby spoke with a visiting McKenzie, Max pulled Leonid and Evelyn aside. Kenneth was on the floor, watching young William at play. The baby was healthy, having healed from its knife wound with astonishing speed.
“Leo and I have talked,” Max began, taking his wife’s hand. “We think that Kenneth should be taken to the Nova Alliance,” he said, referencing the adventurer’s club to whom both Leo and Max belonged. “Leopold Grace is an expert when it comes to studying dark manuscripts and he’s playing host to Felix Cole for the holidays. If anyone can figure out how to find a cure for Kenneth’s condition, it’s them.”
Evelyn bit her lip, looking uncertain. “But will they care for him? That’s the bigger concern… Will they love him and hold him? I can’t see Mr. Cole doing that.”
Leonid put a hand on her shoulder. “You might be surprised. But I know for a fact that Leopold will treat the baby well. Being a confirmed bachelor who’s now into his fifties, he’s given up hope of having a child of his own. He told Max and I that he’d like to help Kenneth and raise him as his own…”
Evelyn relaxed a bit. She liked Leopold and knew he was one of Max’s oldest and most trusted of friends. The son of noted explorer and hero Eobard Grace, Leopold also knew plenty about the macabre. If anyone could truly save Kenneth from his odd condition, it was him. Still, she hated to give the child up. She felt such pity for him.
Sensing her reluctance, Max brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “We’ll visit constantly.”
“You promise?”
“With all my heart. You’re a good woman, Evelyn. I knew it from the moment I first met you.”
Evelyn smiled and stepped over to pick up Kenneth. She gave him a squeeze, not even noticing the blood-tinged eyes anymore. He was a baby — a special one, true — but that didn’t change the fact that he needed to be loved. “I’m going to miss you,” she whispered, kissing him on the cheek. “Merry Christmas, little Kenneth.”
Max turned away from them, wondering what the New Year would bring. It was almost 1941 and the world was seemingly standing on the edge of a terrible conflagration. Already stories about the horrors in the Pacific and in Europe were reaching American ears, but thus far the American people had steadfastly maintained an isolationist bent. How much longer could that continue? And what kind of world would be left behind when all was said and done?
Max clenched a fist and closed his eyes for the moment. No matter what, the Peregrine would stand firm against the encroaching darkness, doing what he could to protect the innocents of this world.
THE END
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ORIGINS

An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese
—: —
January 1, 1941—Atlanta, Georgia
Philip Gallagher sat in front of his battered old typewriter, a half-finished bottle of whiskey set atop a pile of papers. He held a cigarette in one shaking hand, bringing it mechanically to his lips every minute or so. How long he’d sat like this, his room illuminated by the soft neon glow of the hotel sign outside his window, he could not say. Most of the city — hell, most of the world, he reasoned — was celebrating the turn of the year, basking in the affections of their loved ones.
But for Philip Gallagher, there were no loved ones. His addiction to womanizing and drinking had driven away everyone who could have possibly been considered a friend or lover, leaving him with only his failing career as a journalist to occupy his time.
He was only 35 but he looked far older, easily passing for a man in his fifties. Life had not been kind to him, giving him leathery skin and deep-set eyes. He wore a perpetual five o’clock shadow and his clothing was wrinkled from having been slept in for far too long.
The words stared at him from the sheet of paper tucked into the typewriter and he wondered again if he should be doing this. For so long he’d been a cynic, thinking that no one and no thing in this world could truly be trusted — altruism was a lie, a cover for the actions of men and women who secretly profited from their deeds.
But the things he’d uncovered… they made him wonder.
Philip pulled the paper from the typewriter and read the words aloud, allowing himself to sink into the world he’d brought to life. Despite all the things he’d done to screw himself up in this world, the one thing that had always remained constant was his writing ability. He was certain that this was his greatest work and would be just what he needed to get back on his own two feet… if he decided to submit it to his editor.
* * *
It was a summer’s evening in 1908 when Max Davies saw his world crumble to pieces, destroyed in the blast of a gun.
Max was the only child of Warren and Margaret Davies, two of Boston’s most prominent citizens. Margaret was the heiress to a vast fortune while Warren had earned every cent of his own money, founding a publishing company that now included three newspapers, two magazines and even a line of encyclopedias. When Warren and Margaret had met by chance at a charity function, it had been love at first sight. They’d courted for just over six months before Warren had proposed to her.
Max had been born two years into their marriage, a healthy baby boy who had charmed all who knew him. His ever-present smile had brightened the spirits of his parents, who genuinely considered themselves the luckiest people alive.
But there were dangers lurking on the periphery of their happy lives. Warren had become increasingly disturbed at the graft and corruption surrounding them. Taking the editorial reigns of one of his newspapers, he’d launched a blistering series of articles detailing the problems facing the city and the manner in which elected officials had sold themselves to the mob.
Death threats and harassment did not deter Warren Davies from his pursuit of the truth and his wife adored him all the more for it.
The enemies he had made finally tired of the game, however, hiring a gang led by a cold-blooded killer named Ted Grossett to deal with the crusading Davies. Grossett had earned a terrible nickname over the years: Death’s Head. The identity was one that he enjoyed and he’d taken to carving an image of a death’s head onto the backs of his victim’s hands, a grisly calling card that played to his ego.
He studied Warren Davies for several days before finally choosing to act. Following the elder Davies and his 8-year old son Max on their errands, Death’s Head wondered about what to do with the child. Should he kill him, too? He’d offed children before but it had always left a bad taste in his mouth. Better to do the deed quickly and let the boy live, he reasoned. If he moved quick enough in the approaching twilight, little Max would never be able to recognize his father’s killer later on.
The ambush had occurred as Warren and his son had walked towards their car, which was parked just behind one of his business offices. Death’s Head had stepped from the shadows, two of his men close behind in case things got out of hand. Grossett was a massive figure, with broad shoulders and thick, bristly beard. He favored dark clothing and low-brimmed hats, the better to hide his features.
“Mr. Davies. The time’s come.”
Max had started at the sudden intrusion. He’d instinctively reached out to his father, who put a hand protectively around him. “Who are you? What’s the meaning of this?”
Death’s Head had pulled out a gun at that moment, making his intentions all too clear. “You should have learned when to stop asking so many questions. Now push your kid away unless you want to risk him taking a bullet.”
Max had clung ever tighter but Warren had pushed him away, kneeling beside him. He kept a wary eye on the gun at all times. “You’ll let him go?” he asked the gunman.
“If you hurry up. Make me keep waiting and I might lose my patience.”
“Max,” Warren had said, prying his son’s attention away from the killer. “You have to take care of your mother for me. Do you understand?”
“Why are they doing this?” Max had asked, unable to fathom why anyone would want to kill his father.
“Because sometimes people suffer for doing the right thing, son… but that doesn’t mean it’s not worth it. The most horrible thing you can be is someone so afraid of the consequences that you stand aside and let others take the fall. You stand up for what you believe. You fight against those who—”
“That’s enough!” Death’s Head had barked. With a gesture from their leader, the two goons had sprung forward, gripping Max with strong hands. They’d pulled him away from Warren, who remained staring into the eyes of his attacker.
“You tell your boss,” Warren had hissed, “that he’s going down. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But eventually… someone’s going to come along who won’t be stopped!”
“Maybe,” Death’s Head had agreed. “But that day sure as hell ain’t today.”
Three gunshots then rang out, their booms drowning out the screams of young Max. He’d watched in stunned horror as Death’s Head then approached Warren’s still-warm corpse and carved the image of a skull onto his hand. When that deed was done, the killer had turned to stare into Max’s eyes.
“Learn from your father’s mistakes, little boy. Don’t poke into things that aren’t your affairs.”
Max had begun to shake then, filled with fury. “Someday… someone’s going to stop you. Going to stop all of you!”
Grossett covered the distance between them in two strides, smashing the butt of his pistol down on Max’s skull. As the boy fell unconscious, Death’s Head had shaken his head in disgust. “Like father like son, eh boys? Let’s hope we don’t get a call to take him out someday.”
The sounds of their taunting laughter echoed in the evening air.
* * *
Gallagher finished off the last of the booze and glanced over to the window. The flashing of the neon sign kept his attention for a moment and in that time something moved behind him. Gallagher felt the man’s presence long before he actually heard a sound. “Figured you’d show up,” the journalist said, slurring his words slightly. “You got the envelope I sent you, I take it?”
“I did,” a man said in response. Gallagher turned in his chair to see an imposing figure half-shrouded by darkness. Cloaked in a long coat and a well-tailored suit, the Peregrine’s face was partially hidden by a small domino mask adorned with a bird’s beak. The vigilante was an attractive, well-built man with olive complexioned skin and wavy hair, giving strong evidence to a Mediterranean heritage. “You should have been a private detective,” the Peregrine continued, standing so still that Gallagher felt a sense of amazement. The man’s lips barely seemed to move when he spoke and yet his voice was commanding and firm.
Gallagher cleared his throat, finding it difficult to speak in the presence of such an imposing figure. “So… is it all true? Did I piece it all together correctly?”
The Peregrine stared into him for a long moment and Gallagher wondered if he’d overstepped his bounds. Would the vigilante kill him? Or would he simply brand him with that signet ring of his, reciting the words that now struck fear into the underworld: When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!
“You mentioned in the papers you sent me that you wouldn’t reveal my identity… if I agreed to answer a few questions for you. Is that true?”
“Yes.”
Then Peregrine leaned closer, putting his impressive bulk imposingly in front of the journalist. “Then ask your questions.”
Gallagher nodded, averting his eyes. He let himself calm down for a moment, returning to the curiosity that had driven him down this path. When he’d first started pursuing the truth about the Peregrine, it had been with greed in his heart. Who was this masked man who stalked the streets of Atlanta, occasionally taking his fight against evil to other cities and even other nations from time to time? What fueled his actions? Gallagher had felt certain that he’d either get a blockbuster story out of it or at the least he’d be able to blackmail the Peregrine into paying him whatever he’d demanded. But along the way, things had gotten a bit murkier…
“Your father,” he began, “died when you were eight. Your mother was by all accounts a shell of herself afterwards. She lost her will to live, slowly withering away until she finally passed on in her sleep just days after your fourteenth birthday.”
“Those aren’t questions,” the Peregrine said menacingly, giving warning that he lacked the patience for games.
Gallagher ignored him, still trying to set up exactly what it was he wanted to know. “I know that your uncle became your guardian — Reginald Davies. He was away a lot of the time and frequently left you in the care of his butler. You were still living in Boston but you’d gained a private tutor, dropping out of the private school you’d been attending because you were described as morose and borderline psychotic. I’ve read some of the papers they put in your files… they said you sometimes screamed out in class, claimed to have phantom pains in your skull… and that you heard voices. If you hadn’t been so well off financially, they would have recommended that you be committed.”
Gallagher paused long enough to light another cigarette. His eyes remained away from the vigilante, staring off into the past. “As soon as you were old enough to take control of your fortune, you left your uncle’s care and began traveling the world, spending years in Tibet and throughout Europe. By the time you’d returned to Boston, you’d studied under virtually every martial arts master in the world, including the infamous Warlike Manchu, and became a brilliant scientist. You used those skills to fashion the identity of the Peregrine, operating first in Boston and then later in Atlanta… but all of these are simply facts. They don’t explain the why. Is it simply because you want to punish criminals like the ones who hurt your father? Are you trying to protect other little boys like you were? Why do this thing?”
The Peregrine had maintained his silence during this spiel, acutely aware that Gallagher was deeply troubled by his inability to understand. “The world’s not black and white for you, is it?” he asked. “Everything’s dirty shades of gray.”
“There has to be some angle that I’m not getting!” Gallagher exclaimed. “You burn off your fortune creating these gadgets of yours… and for what? What are you getting out of it?”
“There are things you couldn’t know from digging through the scraps of my past,” the Peregrine whispered. “But I can show you. I can make you understand… if you truly want to.”
“I… do.” Gallagher glanced back into the Peregrine’s eyes, wondering if this man before him was simply insane. That was the easiest explanation for everything but somehow he couldn’t quite believe it.
“Then relax… because you’re in for a strange trip.” The Peregrine reached out and brushed his gloved fingers over Gallagher’s forehead, linking their minds via the strange telepathic powers he possessed. He rarely attempted this sort of thing, for it was an oddly intimate sensation, but in this case it seemed to be called for.
Gallagher gasped aloud as his mind filled with not just images but emotions as well…
* * *
Max Davies had begun to suffer from terrifying visions within weeks of his father’s death. They would come suddenly and without warning, sometimes so powerful that they would drive him to his knees in agony. The first of them had taken place while Max and his mother were visiting friends of hers in the countryside. She had hoped the fresh air would do them both some good and she simply couldn’t abide being in the house any longer — there were far too many reminders of Warren to be found there.
Max had wandered out of the house while his mother and her friend had tea. The home was an expansive one, with stables and enough ground for several horses to roam about in. Max could barely enjoy his surroundings, however, for he missed his father horribly. It angered him to think that the killer known as Death’s Head was wandering about freely while Warren Davies lay in a grave.
As Max approached the stables, a pain suddenly made him cry out. It felt just like someone had taken a railroad spike and begun driving it heartily into Max’s skull. His vision swam and he saw very clearly a well-muscled man with blond hair and blue eyes stepping into the country home belonging to his mother’s friend. Seconds later there were screams and his mother’s friend came running from the house, her dress torn. The man chased after her, tackling her to the ground and proceeding to launch a vile attack on her modesty.
Max had come to his senses, lying face down on the ground, drool falling from his open mouth. He heard someone shaking him, asking if he was okay… and when he looked up, he was staring into the face of the man from his dreams.
Max had kept silent about what he’d seen, even after he’d learned several days later that his mother’s friend had been violently assaulted by her farmhand.
It was only the first such occurrence. Wracked with guilt over having done nothing to help that poor woman, Max began taking action. This sometimes led to fights, absence from school and more. It only further drove his mother into depression as she felt her son growing distant from her. When she died, Max was left alone with his visions and the sense that he had to do something — that the world needed him. His uncle had been kind but uninterested in being a surrogate father. This left Max time to prowl the city streets. His lack of training left him vulnerable, however, and several times he barely escaped conflicts with his life intact.
Realizing that he had to better himself, Max had taken off as soon as he’d turned eighteen. He’d spent time in Kyoto, in Tibet and in France, amongst a dozen other places. He’d become a master in various sciences and in the killing arts… and the painful visions had kept coming.
Max had fashioned the Peregrine identity to keep his friends and lovers safe from harm. Let the denizens of the dark fear the masked vigilante known as the Peregrine, allowing Max to have some semblance of a normal life.
After years of travel, Max returned to the United States and became a member of the Nova Alliance, an adventurer’s guild based out of Boston. The Peregrine became a prominent figure in the city, reports of his nocturnal exploits dominating the headlines. But Max had become sloppy in protecting his identity and whispers became to circulate that the son of Warren Davies might be more than he appeared to be. When the Peregrine had made an appearance at a New Year’s Eve bash in Max’s own penthouse, police commissioner Croft had seen enough — he wanted answers.
Max evaded the questions as best he could and took off to Colorado, where he was once again prompted by painful visions to take action against a local killer. Max fled one more time, this time settling in an old plantation house outside Atlanta… and the sense that his world was slowly crumbling began to overwhelm him.
Max became more and more self-destructive, as if secretly wanting to be discovered… but a series of incidents involving occult killers named Felix Darkholme and Jacob Trench helped solidify Max’s sense of purpose. He met and fell in love with young actress Evelyn Gould… and he discovered the truth behind his visions: they were coming from an outside source.
They were coming from his father beyond the grave.
* * *
Max uncovered the truth during the affair involving Lucifer’s Cage, a device which contained the essence of a demon believed to be the biblical devil. The Peregrine’s investigations had led to his near death, during which he’d been transported to another plane of reality… where he’d found his father waiting for him. Their conversation remained fresh in Max’s mind for the rest of his life:
Warren Davies had looked the exact same as he had the day he’d died. His voice had been strong and sure, just as Max had always remembered. “You’ve always been gifted, Max… even when you were a little boy. That’s the reason I was able to guide you over the years. Make myself heard. But with the walls between the living and the dead becoming so weak these days…” Max’s father had opened his arms, as if to welcome his son into his embrace. “Well, you can see that I’m capable of a lot more now.”
“You’re telling me that the voice in my head… the source of my visions and the headaches… is my own dead father?” Max’s voice had dripped with disbelief. “This is a trick.”
“No. It’s not.”
Max then paused, letting the implications sink in. “Why would you do this to me? Make me become a vigilante?”
“I didn’t make you do anything. I merely offered certain paths to you and you chose to take them.”
“Or else suffer those headaches of yours! Not a fair choice, from where I’m standing!”
“You sound like a little boy, Max. Stop. Listen.”
Max had done exactly that and, in time, the two of them had forged a relationship of sorts, though it was always one fraught with tension. Max was torn between love for his father and fury that he’d been manipulated.
Max had gone on to clash with a variety of deadly threats, most notably the Kingdom of Blood, Professor Lycos, Rasputin, the Shinigami and the Shambling Ones… and always Warren Davies lurked in the background, sometimes appearing out of the ether, other times content to observe his son from afar.
* * *
Gallagher swallowed hard, finding his throat suddenly dry. “Your… dad… he forces you to do this?”
“Not quite. He certainly did in the beginning… but it’s a part of me now. Even without the visions — and sometimes I go weeks or months without them these days — I still put on the mask and do what I can to help.” The Peregrine gestured to the paper sticking out of the journalist’s typewriter. “You haven’t written the end yet, have you?”
“I wasn’t sure what to say…”
The Peregrine moved past him, his long jacket rustling as he walked. He stared out the window, leaving Gallagher to watch his back. “I’ve done some research on you, too, Philip. I know that your career’s in the toilet and your personal life is a wreck. You want something to believe in. You need something to believe in.”
“I figured you had some kind of angle,” Gallagher whispered. “You know… skimming money off the crooks or something.”
“There are people who huddle in the shadows, fearful that their next breath might be their last. I’ve seen men, women and children butchered by monsters who defy description.” The Peregrine looked over his shoulder, projecting images into Gallagher’s head through their still lingering mental link. The journalist saw vampires, werewolves and worst of all… the all-too human killers and rapists who prowled the streets. “I risk my life so that others can sleep easier.”
Gallagher suddenly felt ashamed. “I’m sorry.”
“You shouldn’t be. You should be agreeing to help me.”
That brought Gallagher’s eyes up in surprise. “Me? But I can’t do anything…”
“You’re a reporter, with sources you can call upon for information. I have friends and associates who aid me in my work. The police chief… stool pigeons… other vigilantes… all of them play an integral role in making sure the bad guys are punished. You can have a part in this.”
Gallagher stood up and ran a hand through his thinning hair. “I… don’t know what to say.”
“Yes. You do. I think you were hoping I’d give you an offer like this. In fact, I know you were.”
Gallagher looked at him in amazement, a smile touching his lips as the Peregrine tapped the side of his own head. “That thing you did… where I could see your memories. You read my mind when you did that.”
“You’re a smart man, Philip. Too smart to waste your life like this. Let me help you clean yourself up… you’ll be doing something vital and important, for maybe the first time in your life.”
“I…” Gallagher hesitated a moment and then laughed. The first real laugh he’d had in a long, long time. “One condition,” he said at last.
The Peregrine put his crossed arms over his chest, nodding. “Name it.”
“Did you ever track down the man who killed your father? Death’s Head?”
“Yes.”
“What happened?”
1932
The Peregrine crouched atop the roof of a small shack, across the street from Grossett’s home. The assassin had retired some years back, the victim of advancing age. Death’s Head now possessed a tremor that made it impossible to hold a gun. The killer had retreated to a small village in Asia, living off the ill-gotten gains of a hundred murders.
Max clenched his gloved hands into fists, anger burning in his heart. He had tracked this man for years, always wondering what he would do at this moment. The Peregrine had certainly killed before and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again if there was no other recourse. But he wasn’t sure if he wanted that to be the ending of the meeting he was about to have.
Killing Grossett would be an act of revenge, pure and simple. But he wasn’t sure he could find enough evidence to get the man convicted — and at Grossett’s age, he would probably only survive a few months in a jail cell.
Nevertheless, the Peregrine had taken flight to this tiny village and nothing would deter him from coming face to face with the man who had, in so many ways, caused him to come into being.
Casting a wary glance up and down the street to make sure no one was watching, the Peregrine jumped to the ground and lifted a small automatic from a holster under his coat. He approached the door and kicked it in quickly, stepping inside before Grossett could recover.
The old man still sported a beard but his physique was not nearly as impressive as Max had remembered. He was thinner now and his skin hung loosely over a frame that now seemed too small for it. The former assassin was seated on a dirt floor, a small boy sitting near him, a picture book open before him.
The Peregrine’s gun was leveled at Grossett’s head but the big man didn’t blink an eye. “Who’s the boy?” Max demanded.
“My grandson,” Death’s Head answered. “And you…?”
The Peregrine paused, staring at the young boy, who could have been no more than four years old. His mixed ancestry was apparent, but he was a handsome enough child, with an intelligent air about him. Max forced himself to look back at Grossett, keeping his voice level. “You killed my father.”
“I killed a lot of people’s fathers.” Grossett forced himself to stand, his knees creaking. “Figured no one would find me here. Thought I could live out the rest of my life with my family… but I guess men like me don’t get that kind of luxury.” Grossett spread his arms. “Go ahead and do it.”
Grossett’s grandson jumped up and ran in front of the old man, clutching at his legs. “No, papa!”
The Peregrine sighed, not missing the irony of the situation. Would he be willing to scar another boy… one who probably looked up to his grandfather, never realizing the crimes the older man had committed. “I’m not going to kill you. Not in front of the child.”
“Do you want me to send him away?”
“You seem very eager to die.”
Grossett shrugged wearily. “I am going to Hell soon enough. I am dying and there is nothing the doctors can do. Like I said, I thought I would live out my days with my family… but this might be the better way for me to go. It’s how I lived my life.”
The Peregrine moved towards him, closing the distance between them very quickly. He pushed the barrel of his gun against Grossettt’s temple and the little boy whimpered loudly, fearing for his grandfather’s life. “You took him from me,” Max whispered. “He was worth a thousand men like you and he was my hero.”
Death’s Head swallowed hard. “My killing him… it made you into this…? A man who wears a mask and brandishes a gun?”
“I hunt down men like you and I punish them.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“Yes. You made me into this.”
Grossett smiled crookedly. “Then I can die in peace. Because you seem like a good man and the world needs as many of those as possible. So if some good came from all the terrible deeds I committed, then maybe St. Peter will take pity on me when I stand before at the heavenly gates.”
The Peregrine muttered something under his breath and turned away. “I’ll be watching you, Grossett. Keep your nose clean and I’ll let God sort out the details.” Max stepped outside, feeling a sense of calm settling over him. He was proud of himself for not having slain Death’s Head and comforted in the knowledge that fate had chosen its own way of dealing with the scum. He still felt an ache in his heart when he pictured his father… but perhaps that would eventually heal in time, now that he had found the man’s killer.
Inside the small hut, the little boy looked up at his grandfather and asked “Papa… who was that man?”
Grossett thought it over before answering. “That… that was a hero.”
* * *
Philip Gallagher poured out the last of the bottle of whiskey, using it to fuel the small fire that raged in his wastebasket. The Peregrine was gone, choosing not to watch as Gallagher ignited the story of a lifetime and let it burn.
Tomorrow was a whole new day and it would be the start of something wonderful.
From one violent act, a hero had been forged… and through his actions, others had been inspired to take up the cause.
Gallagher smiled to himself as an old saying come unbidden to his mind:
Heroism is the divine relation which, in all times, unites a great man to other men.
“Thank you,” Gallagher whispered aloud. “Thank you for fighting for us, even when we didn’t know you were there.”
* * *
On the city streets of Atlanta, the sleek roadster belonging to the Peregrine cut a silent swath through the shadows, its master keeping a keen eye on those whom he would protect.
The Peregrine flew on.
THE END

THE BLEEDING HELLS


An adventure teaming
the Peregrine, Ascott Keane, the Black Bat & Doctor Satan
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Diseased Dreams

February, 1941—Atlanta, Georgia
The dream was disturbing on many levels.
Max Davies wandered through the halls of an abandoned mental hospital, his arms bound by a straitjacket. There was little illumination, for most of the lights were dim and those few that still worked were flickering madly. There appeared to be no others present in the facility, for none answered Max’s cries for help. The few rooms he ventured into looked like they’d been ransacked by the structure’s former patients. Feces and blood were smeared across the walls while desks and chairs were overturned and smashed.
A rustling sound, like a cloth being drawn over a table, made Max bang to a stop. His shoulder collided with a wall, knocking several chips of peeling paint to the floor. He turned, looking for the source of the sound, and found it at once.
There, at the end of the hallway, was a man. He was shrouded in shadow but every few seconds the light above him would flicker to life, bathing him in a yellow glow. He was dressed in the most garish manner conceivable: a red bodysuit clung tightly to his fit body and a raised hooded cloak revealed hints of a masked face. Most eerie of all were the horns that adorned the stranger’s head, giving him a devilish appearance.
“Who are you?” Max asked, his voice sounding strained to his own ears. Something about the stranger seemed familiar, as if he matched the description of a figure that Max had read about but never personally seen.
“The better question,” the man answered, “is who are you? Are you Max Davies, wealthy philanthropist? Or are you something far more: something that takes flight under the stars, striking down the guilty?”
The blood seemed to freeze in Max’s veins and the flickering lights made him feel nauseous. “You know my secret?” he whispered aloud.
“I know many secrets,” the devil replied with a mocking laugh.
“Who are you?” Max repeated. His identity had been uncovered several times over the years, but most of those people were either confidantes or criminals who had met their just-deserved fates.
“I’m envious of your ability to balance your adventures with raising a family,” the man in red continued, ignoring the question once again. “I’ve never found the time to settle down myself. Perhaps soon… when my goals have been accomplished” The figure came to a halt just a few steps away from Max, offering a gloved hand. “Be free.”
The bonds constraining Max’s arms suddenly vanished into thin air and he flexed his limbs to stimulate the blood flow.
The red-garbed man smiled somewhat smugly. “There are many who would like to possess what you have. Not your family, mind you, though I’m sure that some of those who will pursue you are like me and covet even that. I speak instead of objects that are in your possession. What do you know of the Knife of Elohim?”
Max felt a cloud of mental energy enter his brain, fuzzing his logic. He tried to resist but the pressure was too great. He recited all that he knew of the knife’s origins, repeating it word-for-word from the scroll he possessed, detailing its history:
“The mystic blade known as the Knife of Elohim is said to have been soaked in the blood of Christ on the day of his crucifixion. It has had many owners, but came into the possession of the Knights in the 11th Century, becoming one of our most potent weapons against evil. The wielder of the blade is able to pierce the hides of animals that are immune to all other weapons and the wielder is protected by the grace of our savior.”

The hooded figure chuckled. “Did you know that the Knife is only one of a set of weapons, all soaked in the blood of Christ?”
“No,” Max admitted, narrowing his eyes. Where had he seen this man before? He was certain of it now, certain that he had seen images of this figure…
“I want the Knife,” the man said, breaking Max’s reverie. “I want it before anyone else can find it. You see, there are four such weapons. I have two. Another has one. And you… you have the final piece in the set.”
Something suddenly clicked in Max’s mind and he reached out quickly, gripping the crimson figure’s cloak in his hands. He pulled the man close enough that their noses nearly touched. “I know you now! You’re the madman the papers call Dr. Satan!”
Dr. Satan’s laughter grew so loud that it seemed to echo through the empty hospital. He gripped Max’s wrists and sneered. “Prepare yourself, Max Davies! Prepare yourself! I am coming!”
* * *
Max opened his eyes, rolling free of his covers and falling to the floor in a crouch. Beneath his pillow was always kept the Knife of Elohim, for its blade could slice through any defense, and he snatched it out in a fluid movement.
“Max?”
Max looked over his shoulder, where his wife Evelyn was sitting up. She was beautiful, with auburn hair that hung about her bare shoulders in tiny ringlets. The sight of her calmed Max and made him realize that what he’d experienced was a nightmare: a prescient one, to be sure, but nothing more substantial than that.
“I’m sorry,” he said, standing tall and pushing the dagger back beneath his pillow. “I was… dreaming.”
“Must have been some dream,” she muttered. “Coming back to bed?”
Max looked at the clock, shaking his head. “No… it’s almost dawn. I’ll just stay up.”
Evelyn frowned disapprovingly. “Almost dawn? Honey, it’s only 3 a.m.!”
“I wouldn’t be able to sleep.” Max looked away, closing his eyes briefly. Somewhere else in this old plantation house, his son William was sleeping soundly. He was a father and a man now in his forties… how much longer could he continue stalking the nights, putting his family at risk? Just last year, the Warlike Manchu had taunted Max with his knowledge about the Peregrine’s dual identity. William had been kidnapped and Evelyn had been badly beaten, leaving Max a guilty wreck. If this Doctor Satan was now threatening them, with his reputation for cruelty…
“Max?”
He opened his eyes, seeing that Evelyn had dropped the covers, revealing her nude torso. His blood quickened at the sight. “Yes?”
“If you don’t feel like sleeping, no one said we had to.”
Max grinned, feeling his confidence begin to return. With Evelyn at his side, everything would be fine. But in the morning, the Peregrine would be taking flight, striking first before Satan could continue his plans.
* * *
While Max Davies sat up in his bed, drenched in sweat, two men exchanged smiles of satisfaction many miles away, in the great city of New York. One of them, seated on the floor of a well-tended office, was rail-thin with long reddish-tinged blond hair. He wore old-fashioned clothing, looking like someone who had just stepped out of the Victorian age. He bore a striking scar along his left cheek. Its pale white expanse seemed to glow against his tan skin.
The other figure was taller and broader across, dressing in a contemporary suit and tie. His moustache was jet-black, matching his hair, and both gleamed from the oils he put in them. “Did he fall for it?” the tall man asked, greed shining in his eyes.
“I think he did,” the other answered. “Marlon, that idea was simply brilliant. I commend you.”
Marlon Woodson grinned at his compatriot, accepting the compliment. The two of them had become partners several years ago, bringing to the table two very different styles of operation. Marlon was a former mob enforcer, quick to breaking knees and offering up threats. On the other hand, Arias was a methodical planner, who specialized in matters dealing with the occult. “That oughtta keep Satan out of our hair for a little while. With the Peregrine chasing after him, we’ll be free and clear to get our own business done! By the time they realized they’ve been duped, we’ll be sittin’ like kings! Too bad we don’t really know his identity, though. You’re sure that the dreams you sent made it to the right person?”
“Positive. We have very accurate descriptions of what this Peregrine looks like. It was easy for me to create a dream that would seek out its proper owner, like a homing pigeon. Once it took root in his mind, I have no idea what form it took — but it’s certain that it would be something that will direct his attention towards Dr. Satan.”
Arias rose from his lotus position on the floor and adjusted the cuff of his sleeves. His primping had bothered Marlon at first but their partnership had flourished so he overlooked such eccentricities. “It’s a dangerous game we’re playing, my friend. Both the Peregrine and Satan are known for being fierce foes.”
Marlon lit up a cigarette, nodding. “Yeah. And that ain’t even takin’ into account the last guy on our agenda.”
Arias crossed over to a large mahogany desk and picked up a small black box. Inside lay two identical daggers, sisters to the one possessed by the Peregrine. These two had recently been stolen from Dr. Satan. The act had put the master criminal on the tails of Arias and Marlon, prompting them to come up with a plan to distract Dr. Satan by pitting him against the Peregrine. While both men were occupied with each other, Arias hoped to find a moment to steal away the dagger currently held by the Peregrine.
And then there was the matter of retrieving the fourth and final Elohim knife.
“Ah, yes,” Arias agreed. “It is about that time, isn’t it?”
Marlon stared at him blankly. “Time for what?”
“To launch our assault against the Black Bat, of course.”

CHAPTER II
The Bat

Tony Quinn’s life was defined a great and powerful lie. The attorney’s face had been badly scarred by a criminal, leaving him with horrific scratches across both eyes, as if a large jungle cat had taken a swipe at him. In the aftermath of this, the suddenly blind Quinn thought his pursuit of justice would come to an end… until a secret operation changed everything. Receiving a double eye transplant from a murdered police officer, Quinn found that not only had his normal vision been restored but he now possessed perfect night vision. His other senses had been enhanced as well, giving him uncanny hearing, pinpoint accurate smell and acute touch.
With those talents added to his brilliant mind, Tony Quinn adopted a double life. During the day, he pretended to be blind, operating as best he could within the legal system. But at night, he donned a black bodysuit equipped with crepe-sole shoes and thin nylon gloves with rubber tips for better gripping ability. Strapped in holsters under his armpits were two large .45 automatics and around his waist was a utility belt containing a wide variety of tools and gasses. A black hood hid identity, though his strangely penetrating eyes remained visible.
Aided by a gorgeous blonde named Carol Baldwin, whose father had donated his eyes to Tony; a former con man named ‘Silk’ Kirby; and the hulking Butch O’Leary, the Black Bat had become one of the most feared entities in New York City. His battles with the criminal element had become the stuff of legend, though he was often pursued by the police for his blatant disregard for the law.
A confident smile played across the Black Bat’s lips as his mind ran through all of that. He often gave pause to reflect on the many strange paths his life had taken, having long ago decided that only by studying the past could one forge a new future.
Studying the past actions of a thug like Moses Smith had allowed the Black Bat to predict that upon receiving his freedom from the state pen, the goon would head straight into the shadowy underworld of New York City, looking for work. That had proven to be the case and Moses had spent the last two weeks ingratiating himself back into the mob.
Moses now stood in a darkened alleyway behind a nightclub called Lucy’s, from which the sounds of debauchery and music drifted into the night. Moses lit a smoke and leaned against the brick wall, enjoying himself immensely. As soon as that busty brunette, Mindy or Miranda, whatever her name was, got off shift as a dancer, Moses was going to ask her to have a drink and maybe head back to his place. She’d been making doe-eyes at him all night so he thought he had a good chance to score with her.
A cold, deadly voice came down from above, making Moses freeze in place. He knew that voice, for it had kept him awake nights at the state pen. It was the voice of the man who had put him away. “Back to your old habits, I see.”
Moses swallowed hard, tossing away his cigarette. He looked upwards but could see nothing save for the twinkling of stars. And then there was the briefest of movements, the rustle of a cape, and the Black Bat had dropped from the rooftop to stand in front of Moses.
The vigilante’s right hand shot out, his fingers gripping Moses around the throat. The Black Bat lifted Moses off the ground, his face impassive and cold.
“I ain’t done anything wrong,” the criminal gasped, trying to pull the Bat’s hand away so he could breathe.
“You were involved in that heist at Davidson’s Jewelers,” the Black Bat hissed. “Don’t deny it. The other boys have already fingered you.”
The crook’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets as he realized he faced another trip down the river.
“I might be willing to forget that information if you can help me.”
Offers of a deal made Moses relax at once. He nodded enthusiastically. “Sure, sure! Whatever you want!”
“I’ve heard rumors about a pair of masterminds who are making ripples in the underworld. You know about them?”
“Yeah, I know about ’em. A longhaired guy, kind of prissy-like. He’s called Arias or somethin’. And the other guy is Marlon Woodson. Me and him go way back. He’s a tough guy.”
“You have any idea what they’re after?”
“I heard they’re looking for magic stuff… you know, magic, voodoo, the whole thing. Marlon used to be a straight shooter but I guess he’s gotten into all this mystical mumbo-jumbo.” Moses licked his lips in anticipation. “You want me to find out more for you?”
The Black Bat narrowed his eyes. “Yes. You can do that for me, Moses. Try and find out what sort of objects — specifically — they’re after. I’ll come and find you when I think enough time has passed.”
Moses found himself tossed to the ground. He cursed under his breath and rose to his feet slowly. When he looked around, there was no sign of the mysterious vigilante. It was as if he had never been there at all.
* * *
When Tony Quinn returned to the heavily modified car that served as his transportation to and from his mansion estate, he found that a dapper looking fellow was waiting for him. The car was designed to look like any other on the street, so there was no reason for anyone to take a special interest in the vehicle. It was quite obvious, however, that this gentleman recognized its importance.
The Black Bat slid along the shadows, meaning to approach the man from behind, but he was shocked into halting his progress when the man looked directly at him. “No need for such stealth. I’m a friend.”
Tony lowered his voice, adopting the dangerous tones of the Black Bat. “I have precious few of those. Who do you think you are?”
“My name is Ascott Keane and I’m a criminologist. I happen to believe that you are in very grave danger.”
Tony tried to hide his surprise at hearing the man’s name. He was familiar with the literature on Keane and his tireless crusade against evil. Most notable amongst his exploits were Keane’s battles with the madman known as Doctor Satan. “If you’re planning to bring me in for questioning, you’re going to be disappointed.”
“I harbor no conceptions of doing so,” Keane replied. “I don’t believe the sensationalistic stories that paint you as some sort of dangerous killer. I believe you are a man pushed to the extremes but for whom his costumed career is an outlet of his desire to see justice delivered.”
“That sounds accurate.” The Black Bat’s gloved hands danced dangerously close to his holstered .45s. “Now tell me what you want.”
“You have in your possession a trophy from a previous case. It is something dubbed the Knife of Elohim. There are three others in existence. Recently, two of them were stolen from Dr. Satan, which has driven the villain nearly insane with rage. I have no doubt that the parties responsible will be coming for your own blade next.”
“I remember the weapon,” Quinn admitted. “A strange thing. I never used it much. I trust my guns more than magic.”
Keane nodded, knowing that many shared such a view. “If you trust me, I would like to assist you in this matter. Anything involving Doctor Satan attracts my attention and my readings on the matter of the Elohim blades indicate that anyone bringing together all four of them could unleash a terrible evil.”
The Black Bat shifted, studying the man before him. Though he had little reason to do so besides Keane’s impeccable reputation, Quinn found himself trusting what he was being told. “Suit yourself, Keane. I’d heard rumors that two men named Arias and Malone were asking questions about me, trying to find out where my lair was. I’d bet my last dime they’re the ones who are after that knife.”
Ascott pursed his lips. Arias… that name was familiar to him. “My friend,” he whispered, “I believe this affair may be much more dangerous than I’d previously believed.”

CHAPTER III
His Satanic Majesty

Doctor Satan pushed the dead man’s neck over the large bowl, letting the blood drip steadily from the massive neck wound that had ended the poor fool’s life. Once the bowl was full, he shoved the corpse away from him, letting it fall to the floor like a discarded piece of trash.
Though Satan normally relied on the apelike Girse and the legless giant Bostiff, he sometimes employed outside agents for small tasks. One such task had recently been given to the man who now lay dead at Satan’s feet. All the idiot had to do was watch over the small brownstone currently occupied by Satan and his men when they were out of town. During one such time recently, someone — or a group of someones — had managed to get past the sentry and through Satan’s mystical wards. Two ancient weapons had been taken, which was an affront to Satan’s pride.
“What do you see, boss?” Girse asked. The brute stood next to the door, ready to flee if his employer’s temper should turn on him. A rolled up newspaper lay under one armpit, having been hastily set aside when Satan began his work.
Doctor Satan leaned forward, his eyes glittering as images began to form in the blood. “I’m trying to pinpoint exactly who came through my home, so that we might repay their kindness. I see… a man… but there are spells in place to prevent his face from showing through.”
“Think it’s Keane?”
“I wouldn’t be at all surprised.” Satan moved a red gloved hand over the pool of blood, casting a second spell to enhance the power of the first. Truth be told, he didn’t think Ascott Keane had done this act of thievery, but there was no reason to share that with Girse. If Keane had located Satan’s hideout, he would have stopped at nothing to capture the criminal. Stealing two daggers was hardly the type of thing the criminologist would engage in.
As the secondary spell took effect, the images in the blood pool swirled and began to clear. A man dressed in a long coat and tie shimmered into view, his face partially hidden by an odd domino mask adorned by a bird’s beak. In the man’s right hand was clutched a dagger almost identical to the ones stolen from Doctor Satan.
“Aha,” Satan whispered. “So now I know what you look like.”
Girse lumbered over and peered over his master’s shoulder. “I know who that is, boss!”
Satan turned to his attention this aide, a dangerous smile on his face. “You know the man who broke into my lair?”
“No, boss, it ain’t like that! I just know who he is, that’s all. I’ve heard people talk about him!”
“Go on.”
“They call ‘im the Peregrine. Say he used to hang out in Boston but he moved to Atlanta a few years back.”
Satan reached out and touched Girse on the arm. The goon’s simian-like face blanched in fear but he relaxed as his employer merely patted him like a puppy. “Very good, Girse. I’m impressed. I recognize that name now that you mention it.”
The criminal mastermind pushed past his accomplice and strode towards a shelf that bent under the weight of several large leather-bound books. He retrieved one and opened it, flipping to the center pages. There, tucked in amongst occult symbols and scribblings, were a collection of newspaper articles and letters. Satan pulled out an envelope and emptied its contents.
“Yes. The Peregrine,” he whispered. “An occult contact of mine wrote me some time back revealing that there was a vigilante with an interest in the macabre. The Peregrine is alleged to have come into contact with Nyarlathotep, the cult of the Shambling Ones and even the Bloodwerks organization. He certainly gets around, doesn’t he?”
Girse scratched his head uncertainly. “So the Peregrine broke in and took the knives?”
Doctor Satan placed the letter back in its original place, pursing his lips. Girse was an idiot but the doubt in his voice was echoed in Satan’s own heart. Something about all of this seemed… wrong, somehow. Nevertheless, the fact that the Peregrine already possessed one of the Elohim blades made it likely that perhaps he knew of the prophecy and wanted to prevent it from coming to pass. If all four blades were brought together… Satan nearly shivered at the thought, for it had long been a goal of his to someday attempt such a thing.
“I’m not certain what he had in mind when he came here,” Satan admitted. “But one thing is certain: I intend to get back what is mine and the first place to look seems to be with the Peregrine.”
“You want me and Bostiff to pack your things?”
Satan paused, thinking things through. “No,” he finally said after much deliberation. “Something tells me that our foe won’t be so away as that.” The villain cackled suddenly, snapping his fingers in the air. “In fact, given what we know of him, I suspect we can entice him into coming to a spot of our choosing.”
Girse stared at him blankly, eliciting a painful slap to the side of the head from Dr. Satan.
“We know this Peregrine fancies himself a hero and that he was once a resident of Boston,” Doctor Satan began to explain. “I happen to know that many vigilantes and adventurers frequent a club known as the Nova Alliance that’s in that city. It only makes sense that the Peregrine might have been a member as well. And if he is… then he might be interested in this man.” Satan snatched away the newspaper that still lay under Girse’s arm. There, on bottom of the front page, was a small article stating that renowned author and philanthropist Leopold Grace was in town for a speaking engagement.
“But… who’s that?” Girse asked dumbly.
“Leopold Grace is the chairman of the Nova Alliance… and he just might be the key to drawing the Peregrine out of his nest!” Doctor Satan laughed aloud at his joke, striding from the room with a flourish of his crimson cape.

CHAPTER IV
The Peregrine in Flight

The sleek black plane that cut through the air towards New York City was a specially modified one, whose passage was so silent that it was virtually undetectable. Most impressive of all was its speed and long-range flight capability, both of which outstripped most contemporary military designs.
The plane was the product of the Peregrine’s intelligent design and he felt wracked with guilt every time he took it to the air. War was coming to America, no matter how hard the United States might want to avoid getting caught up in the European or Asian conflicts. Max knew that his designs — not only for the plane but also for his pistols and his cars — could easily turn the tide. But what about when those designs were inevitably copied by the enemy? How many more might die eventually?
“You’re looking even more pensive than normal this morning,” Evelyn said, sipping a small cup of coffee in the passenger seat. She wore a pair of black slacks and a matching button-up shirt, with a small jacket worn over both. It was what she had taken to calling her ‘action attire’ when accompanying her husband on his nocturnal adventures. A domino-style mask that was similar to the Peregrine’s own lay on her lap.
“Just thinking about the troubles with Hitler and his cronies,” Max admitted.
“You still think there’s no way we can stay out of it all?”
“None whatsoever,” he answered. “If we don’t choose to enter the war, something will force our hand. I just hope we’re ready when the day comes.”
Evelyn took another sip, trying to push thoughts of war from her mind. She hated to think about her son William growing up in a world decimated by the kinds of horrors she’d heard the Japanese were committing. And Max, who had visited Germany just last year, said things weren’t much better there.
Changing the subject, Evelyn asked “So did you get in contact with that fellow who’s always chasing after Doctor Satan?”
“Ascott Keane. Yes, I called his office but he was out. A man named Shakir answered but he refused to tell me where Keane was or when he would return.”
“Did you tell him you were the Peregrine?”
Max laughed. “No, I didn’t go into that.”
Evelyn shrugged, not seeing the humor in her question. If this Shakir hung about with Keane, he was probably used to much stranger things than phone calls from vigilantes.
* * *
Less than an hour later, the Peregrine’s plane had touched down at a private airfield and the husband and wife duo had rented a car. Ordinarily, Max would have preferred to somehow have his own modified roadster with him but there was no way to fit the car within the narrow hold of the plane.
Evelyn cast admiring glances out the window, recognizing landmarks here and there. Her career as an actress had been entirely off-Broadway (way, way off, she sometimes thought to herself), with stints on the Atlanta stage and in a string of B-movies. Most recently, in fact, she’d been starring as Tess Pureblood, the alleged girlfriend of the Peregrine in a series of god-awful movie serials based on the vigilante’s exploits. The stories were nowhere near the truth but they were popular enough and kept Evelyn from going stir-crazy at their plantation home.
Even with the relative success she’d had as an actress, Evelyn had always dreamed of Broadway. As they passed down the fabled streets, she could easily picture herself up on the stage as applause rained down upon her. I’m not too old yet, she told herself, though she knew that women in their thirties didn’t usually vault to the top of the showbiz ladders very often.
“Now it’s your turn to be contemplative,” Max whispered with an amused tone to his voice.
Evelyn smiled wanly, putting aside her foolish thoughts. She was a wife and mother, both decisions that had cost her some things in life… but which had proven to be far more rewarding than she had ever imagined. “Just thinking how lucky I am to be Mrs. Davies.”
Max took a hand away from the steering wheel to squeeze his wife’s arm. Then he turned his car into the driveway of the hotel at which Leopold Grace was staying. Before he went after Doctor Satan, Max wanted as much information as possible. If he couldn’t reach Ascott Keane, then Max was willing to bet that Leopold would know something of the shadowy villain.
Together, the husband and wife sleuths made their way to the third floor. Evelyn hid her “action attire” under a long trench coat that matched her husband’s. As they stood outside Leopold’s room, Max raised a fist to lightly rap at the door. His knuckles had barely brushed the wooden surface when the sound of something heavy hitting the floor within made him pause. The noise was quickly followed by an exclamation of pain.
“Leopold!” Max shouted. The noise within silenced immediately, falling so quiet that the hairs on the back of Max’s neck stood up. He took a step back and raised his foot, driving it hard against the door. It was necessary to repeat the action twice more before the door cracked and allowed him to push his way inside.
What he saw within froze the blood in his veins. A legless giant was lumbering about, using his arms, punctuated by two strong calloused hands, as a mean to move, while another fellow — this one with a rather Simian appearance, was lifting an unconscious Leopold off the floor, flinging him over his shoulder with ease.
Leopold was a thin man, a decade or so older than Max, but in fit condition. His hair had gone white over the years but was still full and somewhat curly. A cane lay on the floor near an overturned table and Max recognized it as his friend’s specially modified weapon. Within its hollow casing was a razor-sharp sword.
Max spared a quick glance over his shoulder. “Go and fetch the police!” he shouted to his wife, who responded with a quick nod of her head. Then she was gone, leaving her husband to deal with the two brutes before him.
Max was well aware that he was not wearing his mask but he hoped that his sudden movements might prevent them from getting a good look at him. He threw himself to the floor, rolling along the back of a small couch and freeing one of his pistols. He stood up and took fire quickly, aiming his shots at the legless man. Despite the fellow’s disability, he was astonishingly fast and only one of Max’s bullets found a home — landing squarely in the thug’s right shoulder.
Max then whirled on the ape-like figure, certain details starting to click in his head. The basic research he’d done on Doctor Satan had revealed that the villain frequently made use of two servants, both men of unusual appearance. “Girse?” Max asked. Seeing the shocked expression on the big man’s face, he continued on. “Your friend Bostiff is hurt but it’s not fatal… not yet. I’ll kill both of you if force me to do so.”
“Nothing you could do would be as bad as what Satan would do to us,” Girse muttered. He eyed the open window and Max wondered how he and Bostiff had entered the building. It was on the third floor and Max was certain that the fire escape was on the other side of the building.
“Set Leopold down,” Max continued, stepping around the couch so that he was slowly closing the distance between himself and Girse. Bostiff was on the ground, moaning and holding his injured limb. “I swear to you that I’ll push for leniency with your cases. And if there’s some hold that Satan has over you, I’ll work to free you from it!”
That brought a harsh laugh from Bostiff. When Max looked at him, Girse hurled the limp form of Leopold Grace straight at the hero. Max tried to dodge but it was too late. The impact knocked him to the floor and in that moment the ape-like brute was upon him, flinging fists the size of hams against Max’s head.
Any normal man would have broken under the powerful assault but the Peregrine had studied with the great martial arts masters of the world. He was able to compartmentalize his pain, separating it from his line of thinking. In that clarity, he focused on a plan: Max shot up a hand, extending his fingers out into hard points. These he drove into a set of nerves located on the side of Girse’s neck. The blunt trauma sent the henchman into a shock, as his body began flopping about in a seizure.
Max rose to his feet again, his face covered in bruises and a swollen lip. Both Leopold and Bostiff were gone, sending Max running to the window. Peering out, Max saw a horned figure dressed in red standing atop what appeared to be a moving cloud. With him were the legless henchmen and the still unconscious form of Leopold Grace.
Satan’s taunting voice came to him from afar, growing fainter as the mobile cloud suddenly picked up speed, carrying him farther and farther away from the Peregrine. “I’ll have back what you’ve taken from me,” the villain bellowed. “Doctor Satan shall have vengeance!”
Max turned away from the window, growing thoughtful. He trussed up Girse as the man began to calm again, using a special high-tensile cord from the various pockets of his jacket.
When Evelyn burst into the room with a police officer in tow, Max had come to an inescapable conclusion: Doctor Satan had accused him of being a thief, which was patently untrue.
Someone was attempting to play the Peregrine against Doctor Satan… but who? And for what purpose?
“One way or the other, I’m going to find out,” he whispered to himself. “And I’m betting that Doctor Satan would be interested in finding out the truth as well…”

CHAPTER V
The Black Bat’s Cave

Ascott Keane had to admit that he was impressed. The Black Bat’s private laboratory would have been the envy of virtually any scientist in the world. Beakers of brightly colored liquids were intermingled amongst spectroscopes, x-ray machines and several devices that Keane could not positively identify.
The Black Bat had remained in full costume after bringing the criminologist to his lair, taking care to arrive via the secret tunnel that led beneath his stately home. There should be no way that Keane could link the lair to the house above, though something in the detective’s manner suggested to Quinn that Keane probably knew more about the Black Bat than Tony would have wanted.
“You know this Arias person?” the Bat inquired, sitting down near a table where he’d earlier been practicing with various types of smoke canisters.
“I am familiar with him,” Keane admitted. “Several years ago, I consulted with several officers in a Texas town just north of the border. They were having trouble with a number of cattle mutilations and some people were beginning to suspect the occult. I was able to confirm this and track down the culprit: a red-haired gentleman named Arias.”
“Why was he doing those things? Mutilating cows?”
“It was part of a complex ritual involving the reanimation of an ancient entity that was built from the remains of animals.”
“And did he succeed?” Tony asked, shifting a bit. He preferred his villains to be packing lead not magical spells.
“In summoning his demon? Yes. But I was able to destroy it before it fully came into its power.” Keane tapped his chin thoughtfully. “As for why he might want the weapon you have currently, I suspect they wish to open the gates to The Bleeding Hells.”
The Black Bat resisted the urge to sigh. Was Keane a madman or did he really believe in these things? “I suppose you’ll share with me exactly what a ‘Bleeding Hell’ is?”
“The knives were soaked in the blood of Christ and became powerful weapons against evil. The Knights Templar used them during the Crusades, entrusting each to one of their most powerful warriors. But there was a dark side to them.” Keane clasped his hands behind his back and began pacing as he spoke, making Quinn think of a college professor at work. “The knives were bathed in the blood of Christ during a terrible moment, when doubt plagued the mortal form of God. When the pain and sorrow of that moment is brought together in the form of all four blades, it’s powerful enough to open a doorway to a realm of pure pain. Of entities for whom torture and despair is a great Art.”
“Sounds like the biblical Hell.”
“In a way it is. But Hell is just a name given by mortals to any realm that revels in sin and agony. And the Bleeding Hells are certainly that.”
The Black Bat rose and crossed the laboratory, passing by a number of items that he had collected over the years, each mounted on the walls: a blood-stained playing card, an oversized penny with a jagged scar across its surface and a golden face mask were ones that caught Ascott’s attention in particular.
“I don’t think the thug I got the knife from knew any of its history,” Quinn said, unlocking a small cabinet in which he kept some of the more dangerous souvenirs in his collection.
“I’m not surprised. The Elohim blades have been handed down from one person to the next since the Middle Ages and very few of them knew exactly what they were holding.”
The Black Bat held aloft the dagger, which glowed with a brilliant yellow light. “So why do think Arias and Marlon Woodson want to open the Bleeding Hells? It sounds like it would be just as awful for them as for anyone else.”
“I’ve thought about that,” Ascott said, taking the weapon in hand. He found it was wonderfully light, as if it were made for combat. “In the case of Mr. Woodson, it could be as simple as human idiocy: many men who have experienced the gamut of pleasures and pain that his world has to offer begin to lust after something new. They become jaded by drugs, alcohol and sex… they want the next hit, the next big buzz. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Mr. Woodson wasn’t one of those men.”
“As for Arias, he desires power. Open the gateway and the denizens of the Bleeding Hells will, he believes, offer him great rewards for his service.”
The Black Bat looked up as the sound of a phone ringing filled the air. He quickly answered a small black handset located near the spectroscope. “Yes?”
The smooth tones of Carol Baldwin, Quinn’s lover and confidante, came through the line. “Tony, I hate to bother you, but there’s something strange going on up here.”
“You’re in the house?” Quinn asked.
“Yes… and… well, there are two men outside. And one of them — you’re going to think I’ve been drinking and I haven’t — but one of them appears to be glowing.”
The Black Bat slammed the receiver down into its cradle and bolted for the elevator shaft that led into the house above. He no longer cared if Keane realized the truth about who he was any longer; Carol was in danger.
The criminologist placed the Knife of Elohim into the inner pocket of his coat and followed the costumed vigilante. “What’s wrong?”
“They’re here,” was all the Black Bat said before he drew one of his .45 automatics.
* * *
Marlon let out a whistle as he stared at Carol Baldwin through one of the windows of the house. “Gotta hand it to Quinn. For a blind guy, he sure knows how to pick out some great looking furniture.”
Arias laughed, pointing his hands at the front door. The only obstruction to their entering the house dissolved away in a wisp of smoke, allowing the two men to enter at will. “Just remember why we’re here, Marlon. The girl isn’t part of the plan.”
“If we’re going to kidnap Quinn, why not take the dame with him?”
“Don’t get greedy.” Arias strode through the living room, straight towards the beautiful blonde, who was standing with her back pressed against the wall. The living room was a quiet, staid place, but Carol’s lovely form illuminated it more than any decadent furniture or expensive lighting. “Hello, Miss Baldwin. My name is Arias. My friend is named Marlon. We’re here for your employer.”
A thousand things ran through Carol’s mind, but first amongst them was that somehow these men knew Tony’s secret identity. But something made her pause before confirming that, in hopes that they were here for some other reason. “Tony Quinn is a good man and he wouldn’t want anything to do with the likes of you!” she answered, raising her chin in defiance.
Marlon closed the distance between them in three long strides. He pushed the barrel of his gun up against her cheek. “Honey, from what I’ve heard, your boss spends way too much time with guys like us. The police have investigated him how many times about being the Black Bat? Now, I don’t know if he is or he isn’t, but one way or another, I bet he can lead us to him.”
Arias looked away from the scene taking place before him. He’d heard something down the hallway, an opening of doors followed by a set of quiet footfalls. Was Quinn trying to evade them? Or was there someone else loose in the house?
Before the magician could speak a warning to his friend, the Black Bat and Ascott Keane burst into the room. The black-garbed vigilante headed straight towards Marlon and Carol, delivering a powerful backhanded blow with the butt of his pistol to the villain’s chin.
Marlon tumbled over a table, knocking a vase full of flowers to the floor. He spat out blood and raised his own gun, firing at the vigilante.
The Black Bat threw Carol to safety, the bullets ripping through the gossamer-like wings of his cloak.
Ascott, meanwhile, cast a small spell on Arias, hoping to bind him in place. The red-haired mage was prepared for him and easily dispelled the charm.
“You’ve been caught at last,” Keane taunted. “Give yourself up before it’s too late. The last thing you want to do is earn the wrath of Doctor Satan — let me protect you from that!”
Arias sneered in response. “Ascott Keane. How droll. I suppose it was inevitable that I’d run into you with our dealings with Satan. Have the two of you ever thought about running away together? Considering all the time you spend chasing after him, I’d daresay your feelings for him are inappropriate!”
Keane gasped as a powerful thunder ball spell shot forth from Arias, an incantation that charged the air about them until it exploded in an ionized state. Keane was thrown off his feet, slamming back against the wall. His head struck with a loud crack and darkness began to press in around the corners of his vision.
The Black Bat and Marlon were trading gunshots, tearing holes in the furniture and walls of the living room. Marlon cursed under his breath, wishing they’d planned this better. They’d assumed it would be child’s play to capture a blind man and hold him ransom, leading the Black Bat into a trap. But given the vigilante’s presence here, it made Marlon wonder if the rumors weren’t true — was the blind attorney secretly the Black Bat?
“Marlon! It’s time to go!”
Marlon looked over at Arias, who was rifling through Keane’s jacket. His hands came away holding the Knife of Elohim.
Marlon fired one more shot at the Black Bat as the world shimmered around him, transporting both himself and his partner away from the scene.
The Black Bat holstered his weapon and moved to check on Keane’s condition. When the criminologist began to stir, Quinn stated an inarguable fact. “Ascott, things have just gone from bad to worse.”

CHAPTER VI
Villainous Liaisons

Doctor Satan was very, very angry. He sat half-hidden in shadow before the bound form of Leopold Grace, who was strapped to a chair in the center of an otherwise empty room. Satan was sitting lotus-style on the carpeted floor, his head leaned back against the wall. A floor lamp was turned so that its light shone directly in Leopold’s face.
Grace groaned quietly, blinking and slowly lifting his head. As his eyes adjusted, he made out the silhouette of a horned man sitting on the floor.
Satan had to admit that he was impressed by what the captive man did next, for it definitely showed a resilient strength of will.
Leopold Grace stared into the shadow figure’s eyes and said “Go back to whatever hell you crawled your way out of.”
“I’m not going to play games with you,” Satan said, his eyes flashing with malevolence. “You are a close ally of the Peregrine’s… and that vigilante has stolen things that belong to me.”
Leopold smiled coldly, looking confident in his words. “You’re making a terrible mistake by engaging him. The Peregrine has taken down much bigger criminals than you.”
“I could care less about his exploits — except where they impact the things that belong to me!” In the blink of an eye, Doctor Satan teleported from his seat on the floor to stand directly in front of Leopold. “That man who interrupted my agents at your hotel… that was him, wasn’t it?”
Leopold said nothing, instead looking off into the shadows. Like his friend Max Davies, Leopold’s life had been repeatedly touched by the supernatural. His father, Eobard, had found a portal into another reality, one that was dubbed the World of Shadows. Eobard had become a hero in that realm and Leopold had taken part in quite a few adventures of his own as a result. He was not someone easily given to fear and he steeled himself now for what he assumed would be a lengthy interrogation.
Doctor Satan saw the resolute look in his prisoner’s eyes and pulled his crimson cloak about himself. “I admire you, Mr. Grace. I had no idea that you were so brave. Or so stupid. I am not the sort of man who would use physical force to compel you to tell me the truth. I have means that are far worse.”
Leopold’s eyes flicked back to Satan, whose eyes were now glowing even more fiercely than before. Small bursts of flame now jetted from the deep-set orbs and as Satan leaned in closer, the stench of brimstone assaulted Leopold’s senses and nearly drove him mad. “Stare into my eyes,” Doctor Satan whispered, his voice carrying all the power he could muster. “And know fear.”
Leopold found that he could not tear his gaze away from the madman’s eyes. A preternatural fear began to build within Leopold’s heart, a pounding terror that seeped through every pore of his being. He began to scream, his voice carrying the tenor of one who was staring into a dark abyss from which there was no hope of escape.
As Leopold’s horror began to crescendo, Doctor Satan began to whisper soothing words into the trapped man’s ears. “Tell me what I want to know and I can release you from this. All you have to do… is tell me.”
Leopold struggled to resist, calling upon every reserve of willpower he possessed. He considered Max a brother to him and would ordinarily never divulge one of his secrets.
As beads of sweat began to appear on Leopold’s forehead, he bit down on his bottom lip so hard that he drew blood. In the end, the power of Satan’s magic was too strong to resist and Leopold found himself asking “What do you want to know? Please… I’ll tell you!”
“You can start by telling me what his real name is. Is he Max Davies, like some of the rumors have claimed?”
Leopold felt something snap inside his brain as the war waging within him reached a fever pitch. Blood spurted from his nose and he sagged in the bonds, forever winning the battle with Doctor Satan. The Peregrine’s identity would not be revealed on this day.
Doctor Satan let out a growl of anger and he began to beat Leopold’s corpse. When the aged adventurer was properly savaged, Doctor Satan turned from him and called for Bostiff.
The legless killer thumped his way into the room, casting a baleful glance at the dead man’s body. “Should I dispose of him?” he asked his master.
“Yes. Leave him on a street somewhere. If nothing else, he’ll be a warning to the Peregrine. Take something of mine… and I will take something of yours.”
As Satan moved past him, Bostiff shuffled around to face him. “Master. What of Girse? Will he betray us?”
Doctor Satan abruptly came to a halt. He whirled on Bostiff so quickly that the misshapen brute nearly toppled over in fright. “Yes! I think that he shall.” Satan began to laugh. “With the proper motivation, that is!”
* * *
Girse stared at the tiny black bird that was perched just outside his cell’s window. He watched it so intently that it almost looked as if he was having some sort of nonverbal conversation with it.
Which is exactly what he was doing.
Sent by Doctor Satan, the bird was informing Girse that he was to answer any and all questions that were posed to him in the hopes that it would lead the Peregrine into a trap of Satan’s devising.
The bird took flight just as the door to Girse’s cell opened, revealing the masked form of the Peregrine. Thanks to various ties he had in the police community — most notably William McKenzie, the chief of police in Atlanta — the Peregrine was sometimes given special discretion by the authorities. It was a nice change from the early years of his career, when the police wanted to arrest him for the murders of various criminals. A mysterious benefactor named Benson had helped smooth out those problems and the Peregrine would be forever grateful as a result.
Girse turned his apelike features towards the Peregrine. “I’m ready ta talk,” the big man stated matter-of-factly, “if you’re able to get the coppers to cut me some slack.”
The Peregrine successfully hid his surprise but he immediately became suspicious. Doctor Satan was a fearful figure and the idea that any agent of his would turn on him so quickly was baffling.
The Peregrine pulled up a chair and sat down near Girse, who was handcuffed still. Outside the cell, just down the hall, stood several police officers who were eager to find out if Girse would turn evidence on the much sought after Doctor Satan. A call had been placed to Ascott Keane, but as with the Peregrine’s earlier attempt to meet with the criminologist, there had been no success.
“Your master wants this weapon. Why?” The Peregrine withdrew the Knife of Elohim, which glowed brightly in the dim prison lighting.
Girse stared at the blade and then blinked, turning his gaze from it. The light burned his vision, imprinting itself on the back of his eyelids. “He wants the ones you took from him, that’s all. You already have one so why would you need more?”
The Peregrine reached out wit his mental powers, the ones that had been stimulated years before when his father had been brutally gunned down before his eyes. They were not something he liked to normally call upon but he did so now, trying to sense deception in Girse. He found none, though he knew it would take a deeper and more invasive scan to truly know for sure. Still, this confirmed his earlier suspicions: Doctor Satan believed the Peregrine to be his enemy, in much the same manner as the Peregrine had been led to believe that Satan was coming for him.
“I haven’t stolen anything from Doctor Satan. Why does he think I have?”
“Because someone broke into his lair and made off with two of his knives… and when he did a spell to show him who it was… it showed you!”
The Peregrine digested that information. Someone was pitting them against one another, but to what purpose? What could be gained from having the Peregrine and Doctor Satan at war with one another?
“Want me to tell you where you can find him?” Girse whispered.
Ah, here we go, Max thought to himself. Now we find out why Girse is turning yellow all of a sudden. He wants me to go to a specific place. “Tell me,” the Peregrine said, nodding as if to promise that this act on the part of Girse might make a difference in how the crook was treated.
Girse gave him the address of a tenement building in Brooklyn, after which the Peregrine exited the cell. He strode towards Evelyn, who was standing near several police officers.
“Did he tell you anything useful?” a police captain asked. He was a burly man with a bushy moustache, a horrible scar marring his appearance. It was given to him by Doctor Satan several years before and Max knew that this man was not the only officer wounded by the villain. There would be many who would want to rush in, heedless of the danger, if he told them about this address Girse had given him.
“Nothing. He’s staying loyal to his master.”
The cop looked disappointed but nodded as if this was exactly what he expected to hear. The officer looked pointedly at the Knife of Elohim for a moment and then turned away with a huff.
The Peregrine took his wife, also masked, by the arm and led her aside. “We need to get out of here. We’re being manipulated, both Satan and us.”
“Do you know who might be doing it?” Evelyn asked.
“No clue,” Max admitted. “But we have to find Satan and rescue Leopold — but we’re not going to play things the way he wants. And after that… we have to find out who’s really behind all this.”
Max squeezed her hand as he pictured Leopold in danger, feeling glad that Evelyn was with him. He always dreaded putting her in danger but when she was with him, he felt stronger somehow.
“Excuse me, but perhaps I might be able to illuminate the situation.”
The Peregrine looked over his shoulder to see a dapper looking figure standing near him. A heavy blood-stained bandage was wrapped around a wound on his head. With him was a handsome man whose eyes were hidden behind the sort of oversized dark glasses that the blind often wore. This fellow held a cane in one hand, tapping it from side to side in front of him.
“And you are…?” Max asked.
“I am Ascott Keane. My companion is Tony Quinn.”
“I’ve been trying to reach you,” Max began but Keane held up a hand to stop him.
“I know. I apologize for not having responded sooner but Mr. Quinn and I were… otherwise engaged.”
Quinn held out a hand, placing it several feet to the left of Max. Keane frowned but understood Quinn’s reticence to reveal the truth about his eyesight. Quinn wasn’t sure yet that he could trust the Peregrine but Keane knew that there was no time to waste. Trust was essential at this point. “Nice to meet you,” Quinn said.
Max accepted the hand and then proceeded to introduce his wife, though he did not give her name. She had never chosen a true codename and had balked at all the suggested ones that Max had come up with.
When the pleasantries had passed, Keane pressed on with the crucial part of their meeting. “You still have the Knife of Elohim?”
“Yes,” Max admitted, putting a hand over the sheathed weapon at his waist. “Your old enemy thinks I’m starting a collection.”
Keane offered a brief smile. “You’ve made a dangerous new enemy then. I believe you are in grave danger. Mr. Quinn was in possession of such a blade until it was stolen from him by the same men who took the weapons from Doctor Satan.”
“And you know who they are?” Evelyn asked, excitement beginning to bring a flush to her cheeks.
“You bet we do,” Quinn answered, speaking before Keane could do so. “And between the four of us, I’m betting that we can stop them before they wreak any more harm.”
“But,” Evelyn said, confused. “In your condition, I don’t mean to be rude but—”
“It’s all right,” Quinn replied. He fished into his coat pocket and brought forth a small rod with a stamp emblazoned on the end of it. He’d made his decision to trust them and was prepared to take the plunge. Holding the stamp up so that both Max and Evelyn could see the image of a bat in flight, he lowered his voice and said “Let’s just say that justice isn’t always blind.”
Max found himself laughing aloud and soon enough everyone else joined in. He unsheathed the Elohim blade and brought it forth, meaning to pass it over to Keane but what he pulled forth from the leather scabbard was not his normal blade. This was a poorly constructed forgery that was shocking to see. Max was momentarily speechless.
“That’s impossible,” Max stated. “I just had the blade in my hand.”
Keane snatched away the forgery, running his fingertips along it. “A shadow doppelganger,” he whispered with an impressed air. “Arias was here. The range for such a spell is only a few feet. Tell me, has anyone taken a strange interest in your blade since you arrived?”
Max thought back over the past few moments and the image of the scarred police officer came back to him. “A policeman. He had a scar and a moustache. I’d heard he got the wound from Satan years before…”
“The moustache was obviously a disguise but the scar was real enough. A mystic wound that Arias can’t hide.” Keane saw confusion in the Peregrine’s eyes and sighed. “Let’s go somewhere, shall we? There’s so much to explain and precious little time to do it. Very soon, two men named Arias and Marlon Woodson are about to make a terrible mistake — and all of humanity is going to pay the price!”

CHAPTER VII
An Alliance Forged

“My real name is Max Davies. When I was eight years old, my father was gunned down by criminals while I watched. Shortly thereafter, I began to experience visions of other crimes. I was compelled to do something about them. When I was old enough, I traveled the world and studied with every great master I could find. I’m now an expert in various sciences and every fighting skill known to man. As the Peregrine, I’ve patrolled the cities of Boston and Atlanta… and I’ve faced every kind of horror you can imagine and then some that defy classification. I guess you could say that I’m a creation of circumstance but that’s not quite true. The visions I experienced in my younger days were sent to me by my father, from beyond the grave. He wanted someone who could avenge his death and so he helped shape me into what I am today.”
Tony Quinn listened to Max Davies’ words and nodded along with them. Though their experiences were certainly different, there was something that bound them together: a sense that they had seen all the evil that any good man could bear but rather than being broken by the experience, they had chosen to fight back against the encroaching darkness.
The group was gathered in Quinn’s laboratory, where Carol Baldwin and a former crook named Silk Kirby had joined them. The two confidantes of the Black Bat had stayed mostly quiet during the sharing session that had begun almost immediately upon the group’s arrival. Every now and again Carol and Silk exchanged a glance of curiosity. Would Tony really open up to these almost-strangers?
To answer their question, Tony leaned forward and began to speak. “Several years ago I was a district attorney in this city. I loved my work and I loved putting criminals behind bars, where they couldn’t prey on the innocent any longer. One day, an enemy thought I was becoming a bit too successful in my work. He threw acid in my face, blinding me and leaving me with this latticework of scars around my eyes. I’m not sure what I would have done with myself if Carol hadn’t come forward shortly thereafter with an incredible offer: her father had been a police officer and on his deathbed he’d asked her to offer me his eyes. The surgery worked better than anyone had ever dreamed — not only did it restore my sight but I gained the added ability to see in perfect darkness. Fashioning the identity of the Black Bat, I decided to let the world continue believing that I was blind. It seemed a good way of protecting my identity. With Carol and Silk’s help, I like to think I’ve helped this city a lot… but the police don’t always agree.”
At this point, all eyes turned towards Ascott Keane. The dapper and handsome criminologist smiled softly, locking his fingers before him as he leaned back in his chair. “My story is not nearly so romantic and, at the risk of seeming somewhat cold, I would prefer to stick to those elements of my life that are pertinent to our alliance. I have traveled the world, learning the secrets to things that lie outside man’s normal mode of thinking. The occult world is one that interacts and intersects with our day-to-day lives in ways that most people never notice. I’ve dedicated my existence to protecting all those who know nothing of the supernatural, for there are men like Doctor Satan who would stop at nothing to take control of their lives. Like both of you,” he nodded towards Max and Tony at this moment, “I have been lucky enough to find help in this endeavor. A Sikh warrior named Shakir assists me frequently, as does the lovely and talented Beatrice Dale.”
“It feels good to be around people who can actually understand what I’ve gone through,” Tony added, then looked sheepishly at Carol and Silk. “I mean—”
“It’s okay, boss,” Silk responded. “We understand.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t let this be a one-time thing,” Max said. “There might be times in the future when the Black Bat, the Peregrine and Ascott Keane might be a useful team.”
“An adventurer’s club, like the one you are a part of in Boston?” Keane inquired.
“Not quite. More of an actual unit… but I’m just talking off the top of my head here. We need to plan. Speaking of that adventurer’s club just reminds me that Leopold is in danger.”
Ascott made a pained face and issued forth a long sigh. “I am afraid that your friend… is beyond help.”
Max blinked in surprise. “How could you…?”
“After you told me that he had been captured by Doctor Satan, I put into place a scrying spell to help me ascertain what sort of situation he was in. I have found no trace of him on this plane. His spirit has moved on.”
Evelyn moved closer to her husband, who looked stricken with grief. She knew that Leopold was a longtime friend of Max’s and that he had recently become the caretaker for an infant named Kenneth, whom Max and Evelyn had rescued from a cult. “Max, I’m so sorry…”
“He was a good man,” Max said. “One of the best. I swear to God that I’m going to make Doctor Satan pay!”
“We need him at present,” Keane counseled. “Arias has been able to stay one step ahead of us during this entire affair. He’s grown very powerful and I’m not certain that my mystical knowledge alone will be up to the task of stopping him. We need Satan’s assistance in this matter.”
“You honestly think we can trust him?” the Black Bat asked, dubious about allying with a known murderer and thief.
“Of course not,” Keane admitted. “But it is necessary. We have the address where he has planned his ambush of the Peregrine. I recommend that the Peregrine and myself go forth and meet with him.”
The Peregrine pursed his lips, knowing that he would be forced to reign in his instincts to seek vengeance, at least for a brief time.
The Black Bat, however, seemed confused. “Why not have all of us go? If it’s an ambush, you might need help.”
Keane reached into his pocket and brought forth a small scrap of paper. He smoothed it out flat on the tabletop the group was seated around. “Arias and Marlon have all four Knives of Elohim. With them, they plan to cut open a portal to The Bleeding Hells. The creatures within are immensely powerful and extremely dangerous. The only way to truly defeat them is to force them back through the portal and close it again. To do that we need an object called the Jewel of the Seraphim. It was bought at auction about twenty years ago by a man named E. Scott Duval. He passed away 14 months ago, passing the Jewel on to his son, Jacob. This Jewel supposedly contains the distilled essence of an angel and should be powerful enough to fuel a spell to close the rift.”
“And you want me to go get this Jewel?” Quinn asked.
“Yes, though I’m sure that Mrs. Davies would be willing to accompany you.”
“Of course,” she said with a brilliant flash of smile. “That is, if Miss Baldwin wouldn’t mind.”
Carol laughed. “Seeing that you’re a married woman, I don’t mind a bit. Maybe you can keep him out of trouble.”
“If he’s anything like Max that might be too much to ask.”
While the ladies exchanged a laugh, Quinn locked eyes with Max. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Yes,” Max said with a nod. “But once we’re done using Satan, I will bring him to justice.”
“You’ll have my assistance, I promise you that.”
Keane joined in at that point. “And mine as well.”

CHAPTER VIII
To Battle the Devil

The address given by Girse was to an abandoned tenement building in one of the worst slums of the city. A very large ‘Condemned’ sign hung on the wrought iron fencing surrounding the property. The property was overgrown and rat-infested. Something about the place caused a dull ache in the back of the Peregrine’s jaw, like a tooth that was starting to go rotten at its core.
Ascott Keane, looking suave in his dark suit, held an ankh-shaped weapon in his right hand. He held it in front of him like it was a flashlight and the device cast a steady white glow that seemed to knife through the darkness.
“Given that we’re here to talk to him, shouldn’t we shout out our arrival?” Max asked. “Might save us the trouble of fighting our way through first,” he added.
“Look there and see if you still wish to trust that our host won’t merely open fire upon us,” Ascott whispered. He directed his light towards the front door, to which the corpse of Leopold Grace had been cruelly nailed.
The Peregrine started to rush forward but Ascott managed to grab hold of him.
“Don’t do what he wants of you!” Ascott warned. “The moment your foot touched that first step leading to the door, you’d set off a spell that would leave your body smoking in the grass!”
The Peregrine nodded coolly, trusting that Keane knew about Doctor Satan’s tactics. He still seethed inside over the death of Leopold but he knew his old friend would understand that vengeance had to be set aside for now. Leopold had possessed the spirit of a warrior but it had been tempered by a patience that Max had always envied.
Keane led the masked vigilante away from Leopold’s corpse, whispering an assurance that they would see to the proper disposal of Max’s friend at a later time. The two men crept to the rear of the building, where Max spied Bostiff standing guard. The giant was hobbling about, a rifle held tightly in his hands.
“Allow me,” the Peregrine whispered. He withdrew a shiny star-shaped weapon known as a shuriken. Max had trained with the device during his time in the Orient but rarely had call to use it. With a practiced flick of his wrist, the shuriken whistled through the air and embedded itself in Bostiff’s neck. The wound was not deep enough to be fatal but it was aimed so precisely that it lodged against an important cluster of nerves, rendering the villain instantly unconscious.
Keane led the way into the building through the rear entrance, narrowing his eyes as he seemed to sniff at the air, trying to detect the type of magics that had been used recently. He was about to warn the Peregrine that things of a foul nature were present when a horrible screeching sound filled their ears.
Towards them came a tentacled creature with mossy green skin and bulbous eyes. It was upright like a man but was without clothing, leaving its oddly inhuman figure bare to the naked eye. It stank like an open sewer and left glowing green footprints in its wake. The thing’s tentacles waved from atop its head like hair, each whip-like tendril easilyy as long as a large man’s arm.
The Peregrine took a quick glance around the hallway, which led to a set of stairs leading upwards. A small room that was obviously once an office of some kind was to Max’s right but like everything else he saw, it was rotting and looked like it had become home to rats and the homeless.
Keane let out a cry as the creature reached him, whipping out a tentacle from atop its head. The fleshy weapon lashed at Keane’s cheek, opening a nasty wound and a second tentacle knocked the ankh from the criminologist’s hand, plunging the room into darkness.
The Peregrine immediately moved to the aid of his partner. He drew both of his modified pistols and took quick aim. He fired a volley of bullets that tore the creature to shreds and left it thrashing about on the floor in a pool of greenish-yellow fluids.
“Are you all right?” Max asked, reaching out to steady Keane.
“I’m fine… though I’m beginning to feel embarrassed at the way I keep getting knocked about.”
The Peregrine was about to say that there was no need to be embarrassed when Keane suddenly shoved Max to the ground and threw up both his hands, shouting the words “Protectum explorit!”
The Peregrine looked up just in time to see a shield of reddish energy swell up around both himself and Keane, protecting them from a wave of hell fire that came down upon them.
When the flames died down, the Peregrine saw that Doctor Satan was marching towards them, a raging inferno beginning to form behind him.
“Ascott Keane,” the master criminal said with a sneer. “Why am I not surprised?”
Keane held his ground, even as the heat from the fire began to pierce his protective shield. The Peregrine rose to his feet at his side, pistols still in hand. “We’re not here to fight you, Doctor. If you’ll hear us out, you might find our information worthwhile.”
Doctor Satan halted some feet away from them. Beneath his hood, dark eyes blazed. “You came here for a bit of banter? How unlike you, Keane.”
The Peregrine could contain himself no further. “You killed my friend, you sadistic bastard! I swear that you’re going to pay!”
Satan threw back his head and laughed mockingly. It was then that Max noticed that the flames had paused as well. They continued to burn where they were but they no longer advanced. How could any mortal man contain such powers? Max wondered. The obvious answer was that Satan was not a mortal man at all…
“Leopold Grace died screaming like a woman,” Satan taunted, enjoying the pain that flickered across the Peregrine’s face. “A fitting punishment for one who befriends a thief like yourself!”
Keane held up a hand to cut off the Peregrine’s reply. “If you please,” he whispered, locking eyes with the vigilante. When the Peregrine nodded and backed away, Keane turned back to Satan. “The Knives of Elohim were not stolen by the Peregrine. Two criminals named Marlon Woodson and Arias set you and the Peregrine against each other to distract the two of you. I believe that Arias means to open a portal to The Bleeding Hells.”
Satan scoffed at the notion. “Those are mere rumors. There are no such things.”
“I believe you’re wrong. And more importantly, Arias believes you are wrong. When the portal opens, the first of the demons will come through and more will follow in short order. We must find Arias and Woodson. If you aid us, I can guarantee you free passage from the scene.”
“You’re suggesting that we… work together?” Satan stared at Keane in disbelief. “You’ve gone insane.”
“It’s an alliance of necessity,” Keane responded. “I wouldn’t be making this offer unless I was convinced that separately, none of us stand a chance of stopping Arias and the Bleeding Hells.”
“So it would be the three of us?” Satan asked, studying the Peregrine.
“Along with the Black Bat and the Peregrine’s female companion,” Keane said.
“Hmm.” Satan turned with a dramatic swirl of his cloak. He moved a few steps away, waving his hands to dispel the flames that had continued burning. “I want more than a mere promise of freedom when the task is completed.”
“I’m not going to agree to leave you alone in the future,” Keane warned.
“I wouldn’t think of it,” Satan laughed. “But I want my knives returned to me.”
“No,” the Peregrine said. “They’ll be put someplace safe, so that no one can try and open the Bleeding Hells again.”
Satan looked over his shoulder, a sneer on his lips. “Then I won’t help you.”
Keane sighed and whispered to his companion. “It’s a fair enough deal, I think. Everyone gets back what they had to begin with.”
“But now he knows that the Bleeding Hells exist,” Max countered. “He’ll want to bring them all together again so he can make a play for power, just like Arias is doing!”
“Then you’d best keep your own blade someplace well protected. Without all four, he can do nothing.”
The Peregrine sighed, knowing that Keane was right. He noticed that the force field surrounding himself and the criminologist was down, however, and elected to do something that would make his true feelings known.
The Peregrine jumped for Satan, who was shocked by the sudden turn of events. The vigilante drove a hard kick into the villain’s midsection, following it up with a powerful lefthanded blow to the man’s chin. Blood sprayed from Satan’s mouth as he staggered back.
“We’ll play it your way,” the Peregrine said, pointing a finger at Satan’s chest. “But if you try anything out of line, I’ll kill you where you stand. And someday, down the line, you’re going to get a visit from me. And we’re going to talk about what you did with my friend’s life.”
Doctor Satan wiped his wounded lip with the back of a crimson glove. His tongue then darted out to taste the still seeping fluids. “I can’t wait, Mr. Peregrine. I suspect you and I will have a lot to talk about…”

CHAPTER IX
The Jewel of the Seraphim

Jacob Duval pulled the shutters tight on the windows and tried to ignore the howling of the wind. A storm of some kind had moved in and brought with it a terrible chill that froze the blood in Jacob’s veins and made the whole house quake as powerful gales blew past.
Jacob was a young man in his early twenties with curly brown hair and a classically Jewish appearance. His beard was full but not overgrown and he was attractively thin. There was an earnestness to him that appealed to young ladies, many of whom sought to win his eye. But Jacob was a studious man and he ignored the fairer sex for now, seeking instead to become a lawyer.
He shivered, picking up a throw blanket that he wrapped about his shoulders. He wore only pajamas and socks, which did little against the sudden harshness of the cold. He began to prepare the fireplace for use when an odd sound caught his attention: it sounded like the wailing of a tiny voice, one whose gender could not immediately be determined.
Living in New York City meant that strange sounds were often heard in the dead of night… but the oddity of this one was that it sounded like it came from inside Jacob’s apartment. In fact, it seemed to be emanating from within the locked drawers of his work desk.
Jacob slowly approached his study, where the noise appeared to grow ever louder. He retrieved his keys from a nail on the wall and sat down in front of the desk, turning his head to the side. The little wail sounded frantic, reaching down deep inside Jacob’s head and stirring his soul. This was the call of something from Beyond, something that would not be ignored.
As a child, Jacob had been fascinated and repulsed by his father’s collection of occult oddities. They definitely caught hold of the young boy’s imagination but there was something unsettling about many of them: a crystal skull that was rumored to be cursed; an ancient Viking weapon known as the “Sword of Hel,” and a book bound in human flesh. When Jacob’s father had passed away, he had not wept upon hearing that his father wanted the collection sold and the proceeds to go to his son. Jacob wanted no part of the accursed things.
But his father had made one exception: a stunning blue-white gem set on a leather cord. The Jewel of the Seraphim, he had called it. Jacob had thrown in his desk drawer upon returning from his father’s funeral and not given it one more thought since.
But as Jacob unlocked the drawer and opened it to reveal the Jewel, Jacob wondered what strange story lay behind the piece of jewelry.
When the Jewel was revealed, Jacob stood up so quickly that his chair flipped over and slammed against the floor. Within the gem, Jacob could see what looked like a tiny winged figure. It was beautiful with smooth features and a soft glow that surrounded its body.
The wail now formed into words that shot forth into Jacob’s brain: Turn around now! The shadows come!
Jacob looked over his shoulder and felt a scream bubble up from within. It exploded out as he saw wisps of darkness slipping under his door and down through the chimney. These forms coalesced into solid shapes, looking cloaked figures with drawn hoods. They reached for Jacob, speaking in unison:
Give us the Jewel of the Seraphim. Give it to us and your life will be spared!
Jacob acted without thinking, snatching up the Jewel and dropping the leather strap about his neck. He then bolted for his bedroom, slamming the door in the faces of the shadow wraiths.
And then came sounds of gunfire and shouting. Jacob swallowed hard, wondering if this was all a dream somehow. But then a bullet tore through the door and embedded itself in the wall above his head, confirming the reality of the situation.
A woman’s voice came through loud and clear, saying “They seem to be hurt by the light! Let’s keep that on them!”
Jacob saw the flickering shadows beneath his door and realized that someone had started up the fire place. He smelled burning wood and heard the screeching of the inhuman shadow things.
Those are friends, the thing in the Jewel whispered, its words once again entering straight into Jacob’s mind.
“Who…? The people with the guns? And what the heck are you?”
My name cannot be pronounced by your mortal tongue, but I am bound to this gem. I have but one purpose and that is to close the gate to the realm of the cutters and the slicers. The ones with the guns are seeking to use me for that purpose. We must work with them.
“But… I don’t understand.”
Give me to them, Jacob. This is your purpose. To watch over me until I am needed. You have done well, even though you knew it not — just as your father did before you.
The sudden silence outside his bedroom door made Jacob pause in his internal conversation. The door suddenly flew open as a man dressed in black kicked it in. The only parts of the man’s face that were visible were his mouth and a pair of incredibly penetrating eyes. A long cloak, cut to resemble bat wings, fluttered after him and finned gloves adorned his hands.
Behind him was a trim woman of pleasant shape. Her auburn hair was tied back to avoid being distracting in battle, her eyes partially hidden by a domino style mask. She wore slacks and a button-up shirt, a long coat over both.
“Jacob?” the man in black asked. “I am the Black Bat. This is…” the man paused, glancing at his companion.
“Call me a friend,” she said with a smile.
“I’ve heard of the Black Bat,” Jacob admitted, thinking of the lurid newspaper headlines that alternately hailed the Bat as a hero and other times as a hardened killer.
“Then you know that I fight against criminals. I’m working on a case now that might put everyone in the city at risk. We need you to give us the necklace.”
Jacob stared past his rescuers, noting that his apartment was a wreck… but there were signs of the shadows any longer. “It says I should do it.”
Evelyn blinked in confusion. “Who says…?”
“The Jewel.” Jacob reached up and removed it, holding it out with trembling fingers to the Black Bat. “It told me that I should give it to you. It mentioned a ‘realm of cutters and slicers’—what does that mean?”
The Black Bat stared at the gem. “It’s an awful place: a sort of hell where these demons live, who exist only to cause pain. They think that hurting others is some form of high art.” Quinn blinked in surprise as the tiny angelic form within the gem suddenly fluttered about, a smile on its features.
“It’s beautiful,” Evelyn whispered from Quinn’s side. The light from the gem glittered in Evelyn’s eyes.
“Who sent those… monsters after me?” Jacob asked.
“Some very bad men,” Evelyn offered. She smiled again at him and Jacob felt his knees go weak. Even with the mask, she looked familiar somehow. He had seen her somewhere before? She looked a little like the girl from Amazonian Princesses from Mars, that cheesy B-movie he’d seen at the local theatre a few weeks back… but what in the world would an actress be doing running around with a man dressed as a bat?
“Is there something I can do to help?” Jacob said, surprising even himself.
The Black Bat regarded him for a moment before finally speaking. “I would prefer that you stay here, where you’re safe. I think it’s very brave of you to offer your assistance… especially after seeing some of these creatures face-to-face… but this is simply too dangerous to let you get involved in any further.”
Jacob ran a hand through his dark hair and nodded. “When it’s all done, can I… can I have that… back?” he wondered, gesturing towards the Jewel.
From within its surface came a warm burst of laughter, followed by the words If I survive, I will come back, Jacob. Perhaps our story is not finished, after all.

CHAPTER X
The Gates of Hell!

Arias reached back and pulled the small band from his hair. His reddish curls fell about his shoulders, giving him a somewhat feminine appearance. His full cupid-bow lips and soft skin accentuated the fact that he was not the most masculine of men. But Arias’ beauty was marred by the horrible scar he bore, a jagged line that had cost him much in the way of pain.
Arias sat nude on the floor of his lair, directly in the center of a meticulously drawn pentagram. His associate, Marlon stood nearby, just outside the occult symbol, smoking his third cigarette in the past fifteen minutes. Marlon smoked and drank heavily when he was nervous and he was most assuredly nervous now. He’d come to respect the abilities that Arias possessed but they still freaked him out.
Marlon was not a religious man but he believed with all his heart that there were things in life that no scientist could explain. The existence of the Bleeding Hells was something that he had doubted at first but as they had moved down the path towards this point, he’d come to believe in it. He wanted it.
Marlon had been with every kind of woman imaginable. He’d even dabbled with men. He’d tried it rough, soft and everything in between. Mixed in with all the sex had been drugs — mounds and mounds of them. But there was always a piece of Marlon that had wanted more, always wanted the next big high. If even half of what Arias said was true, then the Bleeding Hells would be the ultimate high. There would be pain, yes… but eventually the pain would become pleasure: a pleasure that, according to legend, would last for eternity.
And so he sold his soul in exchange for pleasures of the flesh.
Marlon stared at the four Knives of the Elohim, laid out before Arias. Their natural glows were much more intense now, as their proximity to each other seemed to increase the glare exponentially. “What now?” Marlon asked, blowing out smoke with each word. He took another drag on the cigarette and then tossed it to the floor, stamping it out with a foot.
“Now,” Arias said, closing his eyes and lifting the first of the knives. “We usher in a new age for the world.”
“Are you scared?” Marlon asked. “I mean, even a little?”
Arias laughed but did not open his eyes. “No. I’m more excited than anything. You?”
“Same,” Marlon lied.
“That’s good. It’s kind of late to back out now, Marlon.”
“I’m not.”
“We failed to stop them from getting the Jewel of the Seraphim. I sense it.”
“So they can stop us?”
“Only if they find us in the next few seconds.”
Arias slashed the air with the blade, whispering several words in ancient Sumerian. He repeated the ritual with each of the four blades before finally throwing his hands into the air and screaming “Painus volthoom anumus! Painus volthoom anumus!”
Marlon raised a hand to shield his eyes. The light from the blades was so bright now that the crook could barely make out the form of Arias in the center of the pentagram. It looked like Arias was rising to his feet, arms spread wide as if in supplication.
A noise like the cracking of a door echoed throughout the room and Marlon felt a gust of wind suddenly buffet his body backwards.
Through the glare, Marlon thought he saw a figure emerge to stand beside Arias. The figure was male and just as nude as Arias was, but he stood over seven feet tall and strange objects protruded from his body: something like a railroad spike bisected his skull and barbed wire wrapped about his chest and waist, digging into the skin.
Words filtered to him through the wailing of the wind, a conversation occurring between Arias and the newcomer. The strange creature’s voice sounded harsh and cruel, its words coming to him with the scent of rotting death.
“You have summoned us?”
“I wish to know your secrets,” Arias replied. “I am willing to be your vessel in this world.”
“My brothers and sisters cannot enter through this small rift. You have succeeded in freeing only myself and not all of our kind. Another spell needs to be enacted, on higher ground. What is the highest point in this city?”
“The Empire State Building. I can perform it there.” Arias sounded excited, exultant.
“Then there is only one more thing to be discussed. You have the sacrifice?”
“I do.” Marlon saw Arias point towards him. “He has grown bored with this life and wants to know your pleasure.”
The strange thing laughed then and it was a horrible sound, one that made Marlon immediately regret his decision to go along with this. He thought suddenly of his mother, whom he hadn’t seen in over a decade. She’d been so good to him and so sad when he’d turned to a life of crime. He wished that he hadn’t let her down.
Marlon fumbled in his pocket for his pistol as the monster approached. Marlon could see its flayed skin and the many wounds that marked it from head to toe. “No,” Marlon whimpered. “Arias, I helped you!”
Arias seemed to fade away then, into glittering bursts of starlight. The mage was absorbed into the demon, becoming one with him. It was the way of the spell, that a mortal should share his form with the demon so that the demon might better understand his new home. In exchange, Arias became one with an entity of pure power and ageless wisdom.
And the last payment was the blood of a mortal sacrifice.
It was with two voices that the demon thing now spoke. “Marlon, I’m inside here. It’s me — Arias.”
“Then please… help me!” Marlon pointed his gun at the horrible thing that approached. When it became apparent that his entreaties were falling on deaf ears, he began firing his weapon. The bullets ripped through sinew and bone but did nothing to deter the monster’s progress.
When the demon thing spoke again, there was little trace of Arias any longer. “I am more than I was before,” the creature said through blackened lips. A bloated tongue snaked out and tasted the air, as if sensing the almost tangible fear that leaked from Marlon. “No longer am I simply Arias. I am one with a greater power now. I am Ba’al.”
Marlon screamed as Ba’al reached out with a flayed hand and gripped him about the throat. The sudden pressure caused Marlon’s terror to quickly become soundless and he was lifted off the floor, his feet kicking at thin air. As he eyes bulged from their sockets, Ba’al seemed to smile.
“I hope you get what you always wanted, Marlon. Your physical death will only be the beginning. I can promise you that you’ll experience things you never imagined. Your every nerve ending will be excited until you beg for release, thinking that you can’t possibly take even one thing more. But there will always be more. More blessed pain to blot out your every thought.”
A single tear ran down from Marlon’s right eye and Ba’al leaned forward with his cracked, blackened tongue to lick it up.
A moment later and it was all over, at least in this world. Marlon’s spirit had been dispatched through the ether and his body was a bloodied ruin, several of its choicest organs having been ripped from the carcass and devoured by Ba’al.
Ba’al suppressed his human host’s glee at having turned the tables on the insufferable Marlon, instead focusing on the far more important task that lay ahead. In order for the gates to be opened, the spell would need to be performed one more time, on the highest ground possible. The Empire State Building would do nicely and there would be no need for a human sacrifice this time.
The demon closed its seared eyelids, preparing to use the human magician’s spell casting abilities to teleport straight to the Empire State Building. Surprisingly, he felt something blocking his path, an invisible barrier of mystical energy that restricted his ability to move freely on this plane.
Ba’al allowed his consciousness to expand outwards, until it sensed the source of this impediment. Doctor Satan and the villain’s nemesis, Ascott Keane, had worked this spell together. A surprise, to be sure, and not one that Ba’al found amusing.
The demon strode from the room, leaving behind the forgotten corpse of Marlon Woodson. The man who had sought the ultimate in physical sensation was now condemned to another place, one where his torments would continue for all eternity.
Ba’al, meanwhile, had chosen to move by more conventional means towards the Empire State Building. Outside, he found Marlon’s roadster waiting for him and the demon managed to call upon the memories of Arias in order to access the vehicle’s controls.
Down the streets of the city sped the demon from hell, a shining roadster under his command.

CHAPTER XI
Allies & Enemies

The two men were beautiful to watch, each having trained their bodies to physical perfection. Tony Quinn and Max Davies were very much alike, with Quinn standing just a bit taller and Max being just the smallest amount broader in the shoulder. But in terms of their grace and skill, they could be confused for being twins.
Evelyn Davies and Carol Baldwin stood just outside the mats that had been thrown on the floor, creating a small sparring area for the men in their lives. Evelyn had found that they were joking when Max and Tony had suggested a tussle to pass the time but soon enough her doubts were put to rest.
Max lunged for the taller man, narrowly missing him when Tony jumped aside and delivered a strong chop to the back of Max’s neck.
“I can’t believe this,” Carol whispered. The gorgeous blonde was chewing on a nail, her toes tapping in their high-heeled shoes. “The whole world hangs on the precipice and they’re showing off.”
“I bet you’re thinking that Tony’s not usually like this,” Evelyn said with a smirk.
“Well… yes. He’s normally so erudite that it’s hard to imagine him doing… well, this.”
“Max is the same way. But I’ve found that men’s collective IQ tends to drop when they get into large groups. Or even small ones.”
Carol laughed gently, wincing as Tony took a hard punch to his midsection. “That’s funny.” She looked at Evelyn, who still wore her adventuring gear and her tone suddenly became serious. “Do you think that going out with Max on these missions helps the two of you stay close? I sometimes think that Tony doesn’t completely confide in me because he thinks I won’t understand or that the details of the Black Bat’s exploits will upset me.”
Evelyn hesitated before answering, allowing herself to watch as Max’s lip was split by a well-placed kick from Tony’s left foot. “I used to think so. Now, I’m not so sure. There are still things that Max doesn’t share with me. Awhile back, he destroyed the human host for a demon of some kind — it was called Nyrlathotep. Before he died, ‘hotep showed him something, something awful. I think it was the future.”
“And he won’t tell you what it was?”
“Not even a hint. But I can see it in his eyes sometimes, when he thinks I’m not looking.” Evelyn shook herself, as if wrestling free of something unpleasant. “But it is sometimes fun to be with him, to know what it’s like for him when the guns are blazing. And I’ve even saved his life a time or two!”
Carol smiled at that, knowing that she’d used her wits to do the same for the Black Bat on occasion.
Evelyn’s next words froze the smile on Carol’s lips, however. “So… are you going to marry him?”
Carol blushed furiously. “It’s never come up.”
“Really? With the way he adores you, I’m surprised.”
“Well… I’m not sure adores is the right word. We’re… close. In love, I guess. But we both know how dangerous his work is. Would it be right to risk marriage and a child when he could be killed at any moment?”
Evelyn laughed, which brought a scowl to Carol’s face. Evelyn quickly put a hand on her new friend’s arm and apologized. “I’m not laughing at you, I swear. It’s just… well, Max and I have a child. William’s his name. And he’s the most precious thing in the world to both of us. The best reason in the world to get married is exactly what you just said: he could die at any time. Why waste the moments you have together worrying about what might happen? Embrace life! Besides, it’s not like you couldn’t be hit by a bus tomorrow… we could all die at any time, Carol.”
Carol regarded that advice in silence, while the man of her dreams tried and failed to drive a fist into the back of Max’s head. It had been eerie at first, knowing that Tony had her father’s eyes, but it was reassuring as well. Her father’s death while on the job had troubled her greatly but his eyes lived on in someone else, someone who hunted down the sort of men who had killed her father… there was a wonderful symmetry to it all and Carol sometimes thought she saw her father’s love for her when Tony gazed at her across the table.
“Tony Quinn,” she whispered to herself, “it’s time you and I had a long talk about our future.”
* * *
“The eldritch barrier should hold,” Doctor Satan muttered, pulling his scarlet cloak about his shoulders. He and Ascott Keane had sequestered themselves away from the others, bringing together their respective mystical powers. Satan paid close attention to every action that Keane undertook, knowing that he was gaining valuable knowledge about his opponent — knowledge that could eventually be used to bring about Keane’s demise.
Ascott was all too aware of Doctor Satan’s motives but he saw no alternative but to work with the villain. To hold anything back was to risk total victory for Arias. “We need to find out what they have planned,” Keane said. The two mystics were both seated on the floor of Quinn’s study, the room lit only by three flickering candles.
“Beyond the obvious?” Satan asked with a sneer. “They plan to tear open the Bleeding Hells, remember?”
“We need to know when and how they plan to do it.” Keane closed his eyes, hoping that Satan wouldn’t choose that moment to strike. He tried to relax, planning to send forth an astral image of himself in hopes of locating Arias. “If the Hells were open, both you and I would sense it… but why are they waiting?”
Satan’s amusement seemed to grow by a palpable degree, forcing Keane to open his eyes once more. He found the villain staring at him with grand mirth. “You truly are a fool, Ascott Keane. It’s embarrassing to think that you’ve bested me from time to time.”
“Do you have a point or are you simply trying to antagonize me?”
“First, there is no ‘they’ to this case. Not any longer, I’d wager. The only way to open the Bleeding Hells is to do it with a sacrifice and I’d wager that our friend Arias is planning to divest himself of Mr. Woodson.” Satan’s eyes glittered with an evil humor. “And the Hells have been opened. You wouldn’t sense it because you’re not as attuned to the spirits of the night as I am… it was only a small rift, not enough to bring forth the denizens of that realm — not many of them, at least.”
Keane felt a flush rise to his handsome features but he forced the shame away. This was precisely why Satan was so important to their plans: his connection to the dark side of magic was much stronger than Keane’s and he was able to sense things that the criminologist could not. “But what’s prevented him from opening the rift further?” Keane asked, ignoring the way that Satan was staring at him.
“That’s what we should be finding out,” the criminal mastermind said with a dismissive gesture. “I’ll visit the astral plane and attempt to find out. You should focus your attentions on the Jewel of the Seraphim. Make sure you know how to use it when the time comes.”
Keane started to protest, not wanting to trust Satan with the important task of tracking Arias. But the villain was right: there were two important tasks to be done and it as foolish to waste both men on the same job.
The investigator rose from his seating position and moved a short distance away, towards the glowing gem which rested on a countertop. The angelic being within fluttered wildly at his approach and Keane reached out a hand to lightly touch the gem’s surface. “Can you tell me what to do?” he asked the entity within.
You must bring me close to the prime demon, the one to whom all the others shall bow down before. The angelic entity pressed its small body against the gem’s surface, his eyes shining straight into the soul of Ascott Keane. Contact must be made between this gem and that creature’s body. It shall not stand before the light of Heaven. It will crumble before me and with its death shall the Bleeding Hells be sealed once more!
“What happens after that? Any demons on this side must still be dealt with, yes?”
They will die as their master dies, Ascott Keane.
Keane nodded, resisting the urge to continue stroking the surface of the gem. Something about it was comforting and pure… it seemed to strip away all the grime of reality and leave in its place only a brightly shining ray of happiness. It was a feeling that Keane had felt all too rarely in his adult life, which had been filled with horrific confrontations again and again.
Such thoughts made him think of Doctor Satan and Keane looked back at him, seeing that the villain was lost in his astral projections. An evil thought passed through Keane’s mind at that moment: that he had an opportunity to rid of the world of a great evil. Striking while Satan was helpless would potentially save thousands of lives down the road… but it was also a cowardly act. Satan was working with them and Keane had given the villain his word.
For better of worse, they were in this together.
* * *
Doctor Satan strode through the misty areas of the Astral Plane, his every move made like a returning champion. Here was his true comfort level, living full-blown in the mystic. He regarded the world of the material as a playground for his ambitions but it was here that his intellect was freed from mortal concerns and allowed to fully bloom.
He took delight in the pain of other mortals in the same way that a child might laugh gleefully as the wings of a fly are ripped away, one by one. Other human beings were beneath Doctor Satan and he saw them as trifles to be abused and destroyed.
Satan’s ongoing relationship with Ascott Keane was a source of continued frustration, however. Here was a man who was nearly Satan’s equal in terms of intellect and will. But there would come a day when Satan stood proudly over the corpse of his enemy, for it was Satan’s destiny to rule over all men.
The Astral Plane was a shadowy realm where other men and women could be seen only as spectral ghosts. There was no solidity here, only wisps of thought and inspiration. Everyone came here from time to time, but for most it was in dream or in the rare out-of-body experience. It was only a chosen few, like Satan, who could actively project their mind from their mortal form and walk amongst the Astrals. But from here, the entire world could be viewed, through the misty clouds that blanketed this Plane.
Doctor Satan focused his attentions on a clearly pictured image of Arias, one drawn from photographs given him by Keane. At first, he wandered aimlessly, finding no trace of the man… and then he began to wonder if perhaps Arias no longer looked as he did in the images he’d been shown.
Satan allowed the image he held in his mind to shift, becoming more fluid. He retained the overriding desire to find Arias but gave himself more leeway in terms of identifying the man.
What he finally saw through the mists ahead was enough to give him pause. It was no longer the somewhat foppish long-haired Arias but rather a monstrous brute with a metal rod of some kind embedded in its skull and barbed wire wrapped tightly about its torso. The figure was exiting a parked car and was slowly moving towards a structure that Satan recognized immediately: the Empire State Building.
Doctor Satan found himself horribly fascinated by the creature, which retained enough qualities of Arias to be somewhat recognizable in the face. There was an air of power surrounding this transformed Arias that even Satan had to be impressed.
And then the creature turned and looked directly at him.
Satan took an immediate step back, for it was rare for anyone to sense those in astral form. But there was no doubt that the creature had come to a halt and was now watching him.
“Doctor Satan,” it purred in an inhuman voice. “I would have thought you smarter than this. Turn back now and you might live a little longer. Try to block my path and you will know suffering like you cannot imagine!”
Satan felt his traditional hubris begin to return and he responded by flinging back his cloak and raising a fist in promise of violent retribution. “You do not frighten me, Arias! I shall see you destroyed!”
The demon opened its mouth to reveal a set of jagged teeth, looking as if each had been shattered several times. “Call me Ba’al, Satan… so that the name of your slayer shall be correct!”
Satan felt a rush of eldritch energy from Ba’al and he threw himself back through the Astral Planes, landing hard inside his mortal form once more. If he’d remained even a few seconds longer, the energy would have eradicated his astral form, leaving his body a soulless husk forever.
Ascott Keane saw his old foe convulse on the floor and he rushed to the man’s aid. He helped steady Satan, who quickly composed himself and pulled free of Keane’s grip. “What happened?” Keane demanded.
Satan seemed to shake himself out of a dream. “The Empire State Building… that’s where he’s going. I don’t know why, but it can’t be good. He has to be stopped. Quickly.” Satan locked eyes with his longtime nemesis. “And he’s not longer Arias. He’s calling himself Ba’al.”
“Ba’al…” Keane whispered, recognizing the name. A powerful entity from the Bleeding Hells, possibly the greatest of them all. “We don’t have much time,” he said.
Satan agreed wholeheartedly.

CHAPTER XII
Deathmate

Standing on the corner of Fifth Avenue and West 34th Street, the Empire State Building was completed in 1931, becoming the largest structure in the city of New York. It was a remarkable piece of architecture but there were many who had taken to calling the structure the “Empty State Building” for its difficulties in recruiting tenants. Even with the observation deck bringing in millions of dollars, the building had yet to turn a profit in its ten years of existence.
The distinctive art deco spire atop the building had been placed there to be a mooring mast and depot for dirigibles but such things had proven far too dangerous and the idea had been abandoned.
The observation deck located on the 86th floor offered a full 360 degree view of the city and had drawn visitors from around the world. It was to this location that Ba’al now strode, ripping the front doors of the structure off their hinges and striding within.
The first person to bar his path was named Norman Ferris and he was just sixty days away from retirement. Ferris was a big man with a shock of white hair, his ample stomach testing the limits of his security guard uniform. Norman had stared at Ba’al for several seconds before rising from his chair, setting down the sports paper he’d been reading.
“Sir? Excuse me, sir? But you can’t come in here! The building’s closed at this hour and there’s no costumes allowed even when it’s opened!”
That last bit wasn’t exactly true as no one had ever told Norman to block the entrance of costumed individuals but given how frightful this fella’s attire was, Norman felt sure that something should be said.
Ba’al regarded the fat man with an insolent stare. He had not time to waste, not given the fact that his enemies now knew where he could be found. Ba’al drove a fist straight through Norman’s skull, splintering bone and muscle as he did so.
Continuing towards the stairs, Ba’al dispatched one more security guard along his way, snapping the man’s spine before this fellow could even shout a warning.
To the 86th Floor Ba’al hurried, eager to unleash his fellows upon the world.
* * *
It was Ascott Keane who performed the difficult spell that transported himself, the Peregrine, Doctor Satan and the Black Bat from Tony Quinn’s mansion to the 86th floor of the Empire State Building. It was a taxing affair and one that pushed his abilities to the limit. Given the number of people he was transporting, it was decided that Evelyn and the others would remain behind.
The choice for where they would emerge had been suggested by the Peregrine. The most notable thing about the Empire State Building was its height, suggesting that whatever Ba’al had planned, the higher the distance from the ground, the better. There was a second observation deck, located on the 102nd floor, but it was smaller and more enclosed. Keane had thought he’d detected more than that in the Peregrine’s manner, as if the vigilante’s psychic powers had spurred him on to make such a suggestion but if so, Max had not offered it.
The Black Bat looked around, pistols held at the ready. “Should we split up? Someone head up, others head down?”
“Spoken like a true idiot,” Doctor Satan warned. “The only hope we have of defeating Ba’al is to pool our resources. Encountering him on our own, none of us would stand a chance, not even me.”
The Peregrine held up a gloved hand, cutting off the Black Bat’s terse response. None of them liked having Satan with them, but they realized his power and knowledge could come in useful. Even Max was willing to put aside his fury over Leopold’s death for the moment… “I sense something,” he said aloud, bringing silence from his three companions.
Both Satan and Keane nodded, their own unique senses picking up the arrival of something, as well. Keane reached into a pocket and lightly touched the Jewel of the Seraphim, ready to bring it forth when needed.
From within the building stepped Ba’al, the four daggers of Elohim tied about his waist. He stopped when he saw the men before him and laughed, inwardly pleased at the coming battle. He had sought to avoid it but now that it was inevitable, he would glory in their deaths.
“I gave Doctor Satan fair warning but I see he refused to take heed,” Ba’al said, his voice rumbling through the night air. The stars twinkled overhead and the smell of coming rain loomed over all. “Who would like to die first?”
Keane cast one glance at the Peregrine and nodded, giving the man Keane’s blessing to start the plan in earnest. The four of them had decided that the best course of action should combat begin would be for Satan, the Peregrine and the Black Bat to directly engage Ba’al, allowing Keane to sneak close enough to use the Jewel.
It was the Peregrine who struck first. He danced close enough to fire one of his modified pistols at point-blank range, the bullet lodging in the bulky flesh of Ba’al. The demon howled in pain but never slowed down as it lunged for the Peregrine, catching him with one oversized fist on the side of the face. Max tumbled down, his skin burning from the hellion’s touch.
The Black Bat, meanwhile, retrieved a small boomerang shaped weapon from his utility belt and flung it with unerring accuracy. It struck one of the daggers about Ba’al’s waist and knocked it free. The weapon clattered to the ground near the Peregrine’s left hand. The vigilante seized it and rolled away. Without all four of the knives, the spell to open the Bleeding Hells could not be completed.
“Give it to me!” Ba’al screamed. He raised his right hand and unleashed a torrent of Hellfire which engulfed the Peregrine. Max silently prayed for help, thinking that he was about to die at last.
To his amazement, the heat of the flames reached him but he suffered no other damage. A wall of invisible protection had formed itself around him and Max immediately sensed that it had to have come from either Keane or Satan.
Who it was that had saved him was immediately answered as Ba’al rounded on Doctor Satan. “Stop this!” the demon warned. “Ally yourself with me and I will find a place for you amongst our kind!”
“There could never be an alliance between us,” Satan responded, holding his ground as Ba’al began to run towards him. “Because in the end, I only care for myself, not any partners.”
Ba’al rampaged straight through Satan, who rematerialized several inches to the left, saved by a small illusion. Satan reached out with both hands as the demon charged past and snatched up two of the Elohim blades. “I believe these belong to me,” he laughed. Satan then ran towards the edge of the observation deck and jumped off into thin air. His mocking final words echoed in the heads of his fellow warriors. “I got what I came for and now the deal’s complete! I’ll leave you boys to do the mopping up!” There was no doubt in any of the onlookers’ minds that Satan would reappear safely elsewhere.
“Bastard,” the Black Bat whispered under his breath. He wasn’t truly surprised but it was still disheartening to realize that arguably your most powerful ally was now gone from the battle.
Ba’al came to a stop near the Black Bat, now shaking with rage. With three of the knives out of his possession, his plan was falling to pieces. He grabbed hold of the Black Bat’s cloak and pulled the hero close, opening his mouth so he could rip out the Bat’s throat. Quinn managed to wedge his pistol into the gaping maw and pulled back on the trigger, splattering the demon’s brains all over the scene.
Ba’al staggered back but did not fall. The death of his human host would cost him dearly but for now he could continue to animate this form.
“Ba’al… do you still want your knife back?” the Peregrine asked, taunting the demon.
Ba’al whirled to face him, his face contorting with pain and anger. Blood and gray matter dripped in equal amounts down his back.
The Peregrine ran forward, leaping into the air. For a moment, he was framed against the stars, the knife raised high in both hands. And then the moment passed, the knife plunging downwards to embed itself between the eyes of the demon.
Ba’al faltered, dropping to his knees. He readied himself for one last attack but a sudden glow seemed to surround him and he looked up to see Ascott Keane approaching with the Jewel of Seraphim held out before him.
“I condemn you to the hell from whence you came,” Keane stated. “Let us never again be troubled by the likes of you!”
Keane drove the Jewel against Ba’al’s chest and the effects were instantaneous. The demon’s body began to shake as holy light flooded through him, exiting again through every orifice. Keane stepped back, the Jewel fused to the skin of the beast and averted his eyes. A flash so bright it could be seen hundreds of miles away accompanied the destruction of Ba’al’s form, taking with it the early remains of a power-hungry magician named Arias.

CHAPTER XIII
A League of Heroes

“Is this your first trip to the South?” Evelyn asked, offering Quinn a glass of iced tea. The entire victorious group had convened at the Davies’ plantation less than a week after seeing Ba’al destroyed. Of course, the group was minus Doctor Satan but no one had truly regretted that at all. Wherever the evil Doctor was, everyone was glad it was not here.
Tony sipped the tea experimentally and nodded. His eyes were hidden beneath his dark glasses but Evelyn didn’t need to see them to know that he didn’t think much of iced tea. “It’s beautiful. Hard to believe it’s February, though. This would be spring weather back home.”
Evelyn smiled, looking around the yard, where men and women congregated in small groups. She’d gotten a chance to meet Keane’s friends Beatrice Dale and Shakir, taking an instant liking to both. “I think Max is ready to give his little speech.”
“What’s he going to say?”
“I wouldn’t dream of ruining the moment. He practiced all last night on it!”
Max Davies, clad in a dark button up shirt and slacks, stepped up on to the back steps of his home and waited for silence. When it finally arrived, he put his hands on his hips and began to speak. “I’m glad all of you were able to make it. I’m about to make a proposal that I think all of you will find worthwhile.” He paused for dramatic effect before continuing. “We worked well together in stopping the Bleeding Hells. Alone, I think any one of us might have failed. But together, we were able to pool our resources very impressively. I was part of an adventurer’s club back in Boston but with Leopold’s death, I’m not sure what kind of future that group has. And so I’d like to propose that we set something up between us: a formal exchange of knowledge, with meetings on a regular basis. We can come together when no one of us could succeed alone.”
There was a moment where no one spoke and then Ascott Keane began to applaud. “An excellent suggestion. I, for one, would agree to be a part of such an organization.”
“So would I,” Tony Quinn stated.
Max couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “Then let’s extend that invitation to our companions. Without them, none of us would be able to function. Miss Dale, Miss Baldwin, Shakir, all of them. While the three of us may form the heart of the group, all of them would play a part in our adventures.”
Evelyn caught her husband’s eye and winked. He could be simply charming when he chose to be.
Max’s face lost a bit of its humor as he pressed on. “And I think our first mission should be to track down the man who murdered Leopold Grace and left us hanging high and dry on the 86th floor of the Empire State Building.” Max reached into his jacket and retrieved his Knife of Elohim, returned to him during the battle. He raised it high, so that the sun gleamed off its golden surface. “Ladies and gentlemen, I for one will not rest until Doctor Satan is behind bars — forever!”
* * *
A short distance away, a crimson garbed figure watched the meeting. He heard Max’s words and the resultant clamor of agreements that came from them.
Doctor Satan chuckled to himself. There might come a day when he and this strange league of heroes might have need of one another again but until then… until then…
The game was afoot.
THE END

THE IRON MAIDEN


An adventure starring the Peregrine
Written by Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
McKenzie’s Torment

The setting sun cast a cold, hard glint across the waters of Lake Lincoln. William McKenzie, one of the youngest police chiefs in the nation, stretched out in the small rowboat he’d set off in and closed his eyes. He’d barely caught any fish today but that was hardly the point of the trip. He’d needed to get away from Atlanta for awhile and this serene setting had been calling to him from the back of his mind for months. He couldn’t help but feel a little guilty as he drove away towards this weekend retreat — enjoying himself while crime ran rampant back home and the Germans were invading Greece had a way of souring anyone’s mood.
Max will handle things while I’m gone, McKenzie had told himself and he knew it was true. His best friend in the world was Max Davies, the wealthy philanthropist who led a double-life as the enigmatic vigilante known as the Peregrine.
McKenzie yawned and scratched at his stomach. He’d eaten far too many grilled hot dogs earlier but he’d been unable to stop his indulgences. He wasn’t worried about the effect the junk food would have on his appearance, though. He worked hard and kept himself in good shape. He had a trim but athletic build, but it was his blue eyes and curly hair that kept the women chasing after him. So far, none had been fast enough to catch him though.
McKenzie had certainly thought about settling down but he’d convinced himself that he wasn’t ready yet. He had become a lawman to avenge losses in his past and he wasn’t sure he could ever truly love a woman while those doors to his youth remained unclosed.
A subtle shift in the air roused McKenzie from his slumber. He opened his eyes to see that a significant amount of time must have passed, for the sky overhead was now dark. The stars twinkled brightly and there was now a chill present, one that sent a shiver down his spine. Somehow, the air seemed charged with an oppressive feeling of doom and McKenzie reached for the oars so that he could begin rowing back to the shore.
He had made it halfway there when he noticed a peculiar light coming from his rented cabin. It only took a few seconds for the experienced lawman to realize that the building was ablaze. He began to row faster, jumping from the boat while still in the water and jogging the rest of the way to the beach. There were few valuables within but he still hungered to know what had gone wrong. Had he failed to extinguish the embers from his grill? Was there an electrical fault in the house?
He was less than fifteen feet from the rental house when he noticed three men shuffling about near his car. They wore dark suits and low-brimmed hats, their faces shrouded by darkness. McKenzie thought he caught a glimpse of some sort of metallic mask over their features but he couldn’t be sure.
“Chief McKenzie?” a woman asked, her sultry voice purring at him from his left. She had a faint German accent, which put McKenzie even further on edge, given the current political climate of the world.
He turned on her quickly, wishing he’d bothered to keep his service revolver with him. The woman was both terrifying and enticing all at once: she wore a skin-tight suit of gleaming metal, which hugged all of her ample curves to perfection. Her face was hidden beneath a full mask that left only her shimmering green eyes and full red lips available for view. Her hair, a lustrous strawberry blonde in color, tumbled from the back of the mask and down her shoulders. A low-slung belt around her waist held a single pistol.
“What’s going on?” McKenzie asked. He didn’t bother informing her that she and her goons were going to be in a lot of trouble. His car was marked as a police officer’s and she knew his name: they had to be well aware of what they were doing.
“We’re making it look like you drank yourself into a stupor and then died.” The woman gestured to her men, who were now throwing the body of yet another person into the blazing fire. McKenzie could tell the fellow was already dead but that he was of a similar build to himself.
McKenzie clenched his hands into fists and began to advance upon the armored woman. “I’m going to arrest you,” he said, no longer caring what motives these people might have. He’d chosen long ago to pursue a path of justice and he never wavered from that choice. He’d seen his father, one of the best lawmen who had ever lived, die for his refusal to bend before evil and McKenzie was willing to do the same if need be. His brother had been gunned down at the age of 16, the killers never being caught. William McKenzie knew pain and he knew heartache but neither scared him very much. “I’m giving you one chance to put your hands up and come along quietly.”
The woman smiled in a lovely fashion. “So brave and handsome. I think I could fall in love with you, Officer. It’s sad, really, that there can’t be a future between us.”
McKenzie was stunned by the rapidness of what came next. The woman drove a powerful fist into his chin, knocking him off his feet. McKenzie flew through the air, landing flat on his back in the dirt. He groaned and tried to rise but the woman gave him no respite. She ran forward and slammed a booted foot into his side, cracking a rib.
She stood over him for a moment and when McKenzie looked up into her face, all he saw was her silhouette, the flames dancing behind. “You asked who I was, Mr. McKenzie. Do you still want to know my name?”
Despite the situation, McKenzie found that he did still want that information. She saw it in his eyes and knelt beside him.
“Men call me the Iron Maiden. Are you familiar with the historical device that gives me that name?”
McKenzie found images coming to the fore in his mind. The anthropomorphic torture device was shaped like a woman, its victims locked within, where spikes lined the inner surface of the box. They died slowly and in great agony, the spikes pushed through their bodes as the box was closed. “Yes. I’ve read about it,” he whispered through clenched teeth. The scent of burning flesh was filling the air now, as the corpse within his rental house was consumed.
“Good man. I knew you’d be well versed in ancient methods of law enforcement. Most people think the iron maidens date back to the Middle Ages but that’s a myth. It was invented in 1793 Johann Philipp Siebenkees, based off stories of the Schandmantel. The Schandmantel was a heavy coat made of wood and lined with sheet metal. It was weighted around the lower rim and neck, making it portable but extremely painful. It was a method of humiliating torture for prostitutes and poachers.”
McKenzie found his vision was beginning to spin and the Iron Maiden’s words were now sounding distant and dim.
The Iron Maiden sensed that she was beginning to lose her audience and she reached out to grab the police chief by the hair. Holding his face up to hers, she lowered her voice and whispered “I’m telling you these things so that you’ll realize that I’m not some two-bit criminal like you’re used to, Chief McKenzie. I’ve studied history… and I know what I need to do to get what I want.”
“What… do you want?” McKenzie forced out, his lids beginning to droop.
“I want the same thing that all loyal German girls want, Officer McKenzie. I want to help pave the way for my Fuehrer’s victory.”
Before McKenzie could say anything else, his will succumbed to the blinding pain he felt and he drifted into unconsciousness.
The Iron Maiden straightened and summoned one of her lackeys. Each of the men wore a small silver mask fastened over their face. “Load him into our car,” she commanded in German.
“Should we leave his car as it is?”
“You’ve planted all the evidence?” The Iron Maiden nodded when the man murmured his assent. “Then yes, leave it be. We’ve accomplished all that we could have asked for, mein Freund. The Fuehrer will be proud.”
* * *
McKenzie woke up to a throbbing headache and the disconcerting sensation that came from being suspended upside down.
He immediately began to thrash about but the chains that held him were more than sufficient to hold him in place. He was tied to a table that was elevated some five or so feet off the floor, his head pointed towards the floor. Forcing himself to calmness, he looked about his surroundings as best he could, using his trained policeman’s eye to gather information.
He was in a small room with a wooden table in the corner. Atop it lay several pamphlets and a newspaper, though McKenzie couldn’t tell if it was The Atlanta Constitution or its rival The Atlanta Journal. On the wall directly facing him was a poster celebrating Fritz Kuhn’s speech at Madison Square Garden back in ’39. Seeing the poster reminded McKenzie that his assailant — the stunner in the iron suit — had a German accent.
Voices in the hall made McKenzie stiffen. He couldn’t see the door from where he was but he heard the click of it opening, followed by the metallic footsteps of the Iron Maiden. She moved into his line of sight but McKenzie felt certain there was someone else in the room with her, someone who didn’t want to be seen.
“Do you mind flipping me upright?” McKenzie asked. “My head feels like it’s about to burst.”
“I’m sorry but you’re being held that way for the sole purpose of keeping you off-balance. From what I understand, you’re extremely resourceful.”
McKenzie watched as the Iron Maiden moved closer. She held a small silver blade in her right hand and the light caught its sharpened surface as she approached. He wondered — not for the first time — if he had been targeted because of his connection to the Peregrine. It wouldn’t be the first time that a villain had sought to wound the vigilante by striking at his friends. McKenzie had tried to avoid mentioning the Peregrine, just in case the Iron Maiden knew nothing about the vigilante, but he decided that he was running out of options.
“If you think the Peregrine’s going to cut you any concessions in order to save my life, you’re wrong.”
The Iron Maiden’s laugh was somehow more chilling than any threat. “You’ve missed the entire point of that exercise back at the beach. We put a body in that house so that everyone would think that you were dead. We have no desire to have the Peregrine come calling and disrupting our plans.”
“I… don’t understand. You’re saying you didn’t want to strike at the Peregrine… that you just wanted me? But why…?”
“You’re an interesting man in your own right,” the Iron Maiden said. She raised the knife she held and ran its point along McKenzie’s pant leg. “Do you remember what happened the summer before you came to Atlanta?”
“Of course I do,” McKenzie said, trying to ignore the teasing of the blade against his leg. Despite his words, however, there was a sudden panic when he tried to picture what had happened in the months before he’d accepted the Atlanta position of police chief. There seemed to be a gap in his memory, a gaping hole that threatened to engulf him.
“You remember nothing,” the Iron Maiden whispered, watching his expression closely, “between the time you arrested a man named Eric Vogelin and when you met Mr. Benson. Do you?”
McKenzie felt his mouth go dry. Benson had been a mysterious sort: a world traveler whose wife and daughter ha died under mysterious circumstances. In the aftermath, Benson had become an avenger of sorts. He’d introduced McKenzie and Max Davies, knowing that together they could help defend Atlanta from the hordes of criminals infesting it. McKenzie still remembered the day that Benson had strode into his office back in Alabama, telling him that there was an opening in Atlanta, one that Benson felt certain would appeal to the young lawman.
But Vogelin… McKenzie could barely remember the man. A German nationalist, Aryan in appearance. He’d killed a man in a dispute over some kind of papers and a box of old relics. But… what then?
The Iron Maiden was still staring at him when he looked into her eyes. “Vogelin was working on behalf of the National Socialist party. He came here to America to purchase certain items that the Fuhrer desired. When the price of those items was raised without warning, Vogelin killed the seller and made plans to flee back to the Fatherland. But you managed to track him down and arrest him before he could do that. You shot him twice, once in the face, and he barely escaped into the countryside. But you kept his relics. Do you begin to remember now?”
McKenzie saw it all in his mind’s eye, exactly as she said. And the box… the box the German had been so protective of. It had been heavy, sealed with shipping tape, the words PRIVATE and FRAGILE stamped across its surface. He’d torn open the long box, curious to see what was so important that a man would kill for it…
And the next few months were a blur.
“I need to know what you did with that box,” the Iron Maiden said. “Where is it?”
“I don’t remember,” he answered honestly.
The Iron Maiden raised the knife, preparing to drive it into the meaty part of McKenzie’s leg. “Then I suppose I shall have to give you reason to recall, ja?”
McKenzie felt burning pain and a warm, wet sensation.
It would be the longest night of his life.

CHAPTER II
The Eel

Maxwell Davies was a handsome man, though the individuals facing him at the moment would never have admitted it. With a slightly olive complexion to his skin and dark wavy hair, his Mediterranean ancestry was quite visible — but it was the broad-shouldered grace of his movements that proved most enticing to the opposite sex.
At present, he was dressed in a dark suit and tie, both partially hidden by a long overcoat. On his face rested a small domino-style mask adorned by a bird-like beak that came to a point over his nose. In his gloved hands rested two specially modified pistols, snub-nosed dealers of death that could fire several hundred rounds before needing to be reloaded.
Arrayed against him were three bo-staff wielding young women, each wearing form-fitting black jumpsuits. Each girl wore her hair tied back in long ponytails and their beautiful features were twisted in expressions of fury.
The Peregrine and his enemies were onboard a small yacht belonging to the notorious crime lord nicknamed The Eel, so dubbed because of his slippery ability to escape the law’s punishment. The Peregrine, however, was not bound by society’s restrictions and he had come to deliver the harshest form of justice: he would expose The Eel for his various crimes and then he would brand the fellow with his trademark seal: the image of a dark bird in flight. That brand would mark The Eel forevermore as a man of deceit and evil.
“Girls, there’s no need for this,” the Peregrine warned, dodging as the closest of the three struck out at his head with her staff. Max heard it whistle past his ears and responded by throwing out a foot and hooking it about her leg. He yanked then, sending her tumbling to the deck of the boat. “Just put down your weapons,” he continued, “and let me go get your boss.”
One of the women still standing, a brunette with very tan skin, smiled coldly in response. “The Three Minnows don’t back down for any man, Peregrine. You’re the one who’s in trouble here.”
The Three Minnows? Max thought with a barely suppressed chuckle. This Eel character gets more interesting all the time.
While the fallen Minnow tried to get back to her feet, the other two rushed in unison towards Max. He evaded the first blow that came his way but the second hit home, the blunt point of a staff crushing hard into his ribcage. The Peregrine dropped one of his pistols so that he could grab hold of the staff with his newly freed hand. He gave it a quick twist and pull, yanking it out of the Minnow’s grip. Hoping to avoid killing the girls if possible, Max now brandished the less lethal weapon, slapping the now risen girl across the forehead. She nearly tumbled over the edge of the deck, coming to a rest with her head hanging over the side, facing the water.
The disarmed Minnow danced in closer, hoping to get her staff back. Max gave it to her with a quick thrust, striking her between her breasts. He then followed by slamming the butt of his pistol against her head.
This left only one Minnow and she was far more cautious than her felled sisters.
“I’m giving you one last chance,” Max said, locking eyes with the young woman. He tried to use his telepathic abilities to project his sincerity into her mind. “I won’t hurt you if you put down the staff and step aside. I’ll even argue for leniency on your behalf.”
The girl hesitated, obviously wondering about what she should do. Her decision was taken out of her hands, however, when the sound of gunfire rang out and a bullet exploded through the back of her head, exiting between her eyes.
The Peregrine jumped as the Minnow sagged forward, landing in a bloody heap on the deck. Max looked up to see a tall, thin man wearing a smoking jacket and dark slacks standing next to the stairs leading below decks. He held Max’s discarded pistol on his right hand.
“Quite a weapon,” the Eel said, his dark eyes shining brightly in the moonlight. “I’ve heard stories that say you never run out of bullets. Is that true?”
“You didn’t need to kill her,” Max responded, growing furious at the sight of the dead girl.
“Oh, but I did. I demand total subservience from my followers… and she was considering selling me out. I could see it in her body language.”
The Peregrine raised his own gun and directed it at the Eel. “Drop the weapon.”
“Ah, are you going to make the same offer to me? Will you argue for leniency if I surrender? Or are you hell-bent on driving me to my knees so you can scar my face with that little ring of yours?”
The Peregrine’s eyes drifted to the red signet ring he wore beneath his right glove. Bearing a gemstone forged in the blood of Nyarlathotep, messenger of the Old Ones, it was capable of burning into any surface. Max looked back at the Eel and smiled coldly. “I don’t plan to give you the chance to surrender, you’re right about that.”
The Eel shook his head, as if in disbelief. “I don’t know who you are or what compels you to do the things you do… but I can tell you this: I’ve fought and killed men twice your size. Why don’t you take a page out of your own book and listen to me? Put down the weapon and come to work for me.”
The Peregrine answered by firing his gun.
The bullet ripped through the Eel’s shoulder, causing him to drop the gun. The crime lord placed a hand over the wound, his skin whitening from shock. As the Peregrine moved towards him, the Eel turned and took off down the stairs. He made it only halfway down before the Peregrine landed atop him, having thrown himself through the air. Together, the two men tumbled down the stairs.
The Eel drove an elbow into the Peregrine’s face, just missing breaking Max’s nose. True to his threat, the Eel appeared to be a dangerous opponent. He wiggled free of the Peregrine and threw out a foot that caught Max under the chin.
The Peregrine’s mouth filled with blood as his teeth clamped together against his tongue but he knew he had no time to waste on pain. The Eel was scrambling towards a desk that lay against the far wall. Max couldn’t be sure what items lay there but he wagered that the Eel thought them important enough to expend valuable energy in reaching them.
Realizing that he’d never catch the Eel in time to stop him, Max called upon the mental powers that he possessed. These abilities, which included precognitive dreams, telekinesis and limited telepathy, had first begun to appear in the months following the brutal slaying of Max’s father, over thirty years ago. Only in the past few years had Max begun to get a real grip on the psionic potential he possessed — but still he was loathe to call upon them, for they felt unnatural to him.
The Peregrine reached out with his telekinesis, snatching the Eel’s right foot and giving it a yank. The villain lost his balance and tumbled to the ground once more, letting out a cry of surprise.
The Peregrine was upon him then, smashing the Eel’s face with a powerful blow. The crime lord sank to the floor, his eyes rolling up in his head.
Max took out a small bit of rope from the inside of his pocket and bound the Eel tightly. He then moved over to the desk and examined what was there. A small short sword lay across its surface, the obvious source of the Eel’s desire. The Peregrine reached out and touched its surface, which was lined with a series of ornate designs. Runes, Max thought to himself. Max could sense supernatural energy emanating from the weapon, powerful enough that the Peregrine felt dizzy in its presence. He took a deep breath and the spell seemed to pass, leaving him in full control of himself.
The Peregrine picked up the sword and stepped back towards the exit from the ship’s interior. He’d give a call to the police and let them handle things from here. He paused at the foot of the stairs, remembering that he had not yet marked the Eel. Max pulled off a glove and bent to press the glowing signet ring, marked with the image of a bird in flight, to the man’s forehead.
As he did so, a pounding suddenly began, one that threatened to blot out his vision. Max issued a cry and clutched at the sides of his head, images flooding his mind. He recognized this onslaught, for he had occasionally been plagued by painful visions of the future since childhood. He saw flames reaching high into the sky and he thought he smelled the odor of burning flesh. One name kept cascading over all else, however: McKenzie.
When the visions faded, the Peregrine was lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling. His breath came in rapid gasps and he sat upright, trying desperately to vanquish the residual memories. McKenzie was in trouble, or soon would be…
And then the Peregrine noticed that he was alone.
Max sat up quickly, rushing up to the top deck. The Minnows remained where he’d left them but the corpse of the Eel had vanished. Max was sure the villain had been dead… but how to explain his disappearance?
Once again, it seemed, the Eel had slipped free.
Max pushed thoughts of the crime lord out of his head for now, however. He was about to depart the ship and return to his parked roadster when a tinny-sounding ring filled the air. The Peregrine reached into a pocket and retrieved a small silver device. Much like a traditional telephone, it allowed for long-range communication. This version was completely wireless, however, and was the result of Max’s own experimentation. “Yes?”
The lilting sounds of his wife Evelyn reached Max’s ears, though he could hear the strain behind her words. “Max, something terrible has happened.”
The Peregrine closed his eyes, feeling the world beneath his feet begin to tilt. “It’s about McKenzie, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” she answered, with a slight catch in her voice. “He’s dead.”

CHAPTER III
Maid in Metal

Kirsten Bauer stepped out of the tub, suppressing the shiver that threatened to run down her spine. Steam rose from the waters at her feet but they were cooling quickly and the tiny beads that ran down her smooth, flat stomach were equally chilly. She toweled off in silence, her ice blue eyes flicking about the small private room she’d claimed for herself. The men who worked for her worshipped her like a goddess and she’d recently caught one of them staring openly at her breasts. The beating he’d received for his impertinence had put the other brutes at bay for a bit but she felt certain it was only a matter of time before another tried to peer at her.
Kirsten was lovely, with a trim figure that featured long legs and a pert bosom. Her hair was the kind of strawberry blonde that many women envied and her eyes contained a cold intelligence that spoke of years of study. The niece of a high-ranking member of the SS, Kirsten had managed to acquire numerous skills thanks to her uncle’s indulgences. He’d been emotionally distant but quite willing to spend freely to keep her occupied. She had become a master of several fighting styles and was proficient with a large number of weapons. But it had been her keen intellect that had allowed her access to Operation: Ragnarok.
A nagging feeling of regret caused her to frown as she slipped into a hip-hugging knee length skirt and a button up khaki blouse. She had tortured McKenzie for hours on end but he had told her nothing new. He had peeked into the box containing the Ragnarok artifacts but he remembered nothing about what he had done with them afterwards.
It had taken every resource available to Kirsten to track the relics to McKenzie. She felt certain that he had taken the items with him to Atlanta but perhaps she had been wrong. Perhaps he had simply thrown them out, his mind unhinged by what he had seen. He’d then repressed the memories so much that he could not recall his actions even under the worst of tortures.
No, she thought to herself, moving towards a thin selection of papers spread out across her bed. There’s more to it than that. There has to be.
Kirsten glanced briefly at her suit of armor that hung on a mannequin nearby. She ached to wear it again, to feel its strength and weight. Later, she promised, for now we have to remind ourselves of our humanity.
Weakness had always been something Kirsten despised. As a woman in traditionally male-dominated fields, she’d been forced to be twice as good as everyone else. She’d had to fend off unwanted advances so often that she’d often dreamed of possessing a hardened shell about her supple curves, a carapace to defend her against the testosterone laden men who surrounded her.
And now she had it. She was the Iron Maiden… and no man would ever hold dominion over her, unless she chose to give him such power. The Fuehrer was one such man, for he was the chosen leader of the Aryan people and Kirsten fervently believed in the rightness of their cause.
Settling down under the sheets, Kirsten looked over the papers, studying the ancient writings and sketches. There was quite a fanciful tale to be found here, about a Norse warrior named Grímarr who perished from disease. This dishonorable death had kept him from Valhalla, instead casting him into the dark depths of Hel, a shadowy realm ruled by a frightful goddess of the same name. There he bargained with the goddess, pledging his allegiance in return for a single boon: he wished to return to the land of the living so that he could witness his only son’s marriage. Hel agreed, gifting him with a fearful title: Grímarr would be the “Sword of Hel,” striking at her enemies.
From there, the narrative mentioned a wide variety of adventures that Grímarr engaged in, all on behalf of his deathly mistress. Eventually, he was freed from her service and his sword left behind in the world of man. That sword had acquired unique abilities over the years, soaked as it was in both the blood of Grímarr’s enemies and in the strange powers of Hel.
There were other items in the box, of course, but it was the sword that most enflamed Kirsten’s desires.
She knew that the Fuehrer believed that the sword and its companion pieces could be used to deliver a powerful killing blow to Germany’s enemies but a part of her secretly desired it for herself. To wield such a weapon… coupled with her armor, she would never need fear the depredations of men again.
The Fuehrer will use me as his Valkyrie, she thought with a smile, and I will help the Third Reich achieve its most glorious victories…
The image of the handsome police officer rose unbidden in her mind and her happy thoughts trailed away. What she’d done was distasteful but necessary, she believed… but he seemed so honest and his appearance was almost Aryan in its attractiveness.
Kirsten sighed, closing her eyes and tossing the papers away. Men were such vexing creatures, both enticing and frightening in equal amounts. She lay in bed, tossing and turning, for nearly an hour before she rose hesitatingly to approach her armor. She garbed herself in its metallic embrace and then returned to the bed, which creaked beneath her increased weight.
Encased in gleaming metal, she slept.

CHAPTER IV
The Scene of the Crime

The Peregrine’s connections with law enforcement, first put into place by the mysterious Benson but later strengthened considerably by McKenzie, allowed him access to areas that would otherwise be considered closed crime scenes. At present, he was spending the early dawn hours crawling through the wreckage of McKenzie’s vacation house.
Max bent low, running his gloved hands through ash. He was near the area where McKenzie’s body had been found and he was considering doing something that he knew would be distasteful.
“Max?”
The Peregrine glanced up to see his wife approaching. She was in her adventuring gear, which consisted of khaki pants, a stiff blouse, gloves, coat and a small domino-style mask. Max regarded the entire ensemble with some amusement but he knew it pleased Evelyn to accompany him on his missions, as much as possible. Being a mother and a relatively successful actress usually kept her busy, but at times like this she wanted to be there for him.
“Find anything?” Max asked, grateful that the police had given them complete privacy at the moment.
“I checked the grounds like you asked and you’re right — there are multiple footprints out there, some of which couldn’t possibly be from the firemen or police officers.”
“What do you mean?”
Evelyn moved closer, her attractive features lined with worry. Several years younger than her husband, Evelyn was a auburn-haired buxom woman, with porcelain doll features. She’d starred in off-Broadway productions since her teen years and had moved into low-budget b-movies as well. Her most recent film, Bride of the Swamp Beast, hadn’t opened in theaters yet but Max had seen enough of the shooting to know it followed the usual plotlines, involving Evelyn’s character being placed in mortal peril, complete with artfully ripped bodice. “There are some that are too deep to have been made by any of the boots or shoes they’re wearing. From what you’ve taught me about gait, I’d say it was a woman who made them but she would have been incredibly heavy.”
Max pursed his lips thoughtfully. He’d come here looking for answers, thinking that his visions had meant more than his friend’s mere death. He felt strongly that there had been foul play involved. Those clues that Evelyn had mentioned just now seemed to confirm his suspicions. There had been multiple individuals present when this fire occurred but none of those people had reported the accident, if it had been one. This was murder.
“I’m going to try sensing what happened,” Max said, dipping his fingertips back into the ash.
“How are you going to do that?”
“If I concentrate, I’m betting that my telepathy will be able to pick up on any mental energy that might be lingering in this area.”
Evelyn nodded with understanding. “You’re operating on the theory that painful or emotional events can cause a resonance with their surroundings… basically leaving behind a psychic ‘imprint’ that can be read later on by sensitives?”
Max stared at her with an open mouth, making Evelyn laugh out loud.
“You know, that was the entire basis for Haunted Bridesmaid, don’t you?”
The Peregrine smiled, grateful that she was able to make him laugh even at a time like this. He closed his eyes and relaxed, losing himself in the moment.
For a moment there was nothing save darkness but then brief images began to filter through his mind. He saw men in suits, their faces hidden by masks. A woman was with them, wearing armor. And McKenzie… but not in the house: inside the house lay another man entirely, one who had been planted there for the express purpose of making everyone believe it had been McKenzie who had died.
The images suddenly came with further speed, causing the Peregrine’s body to jerk in terrifying spasms. Evelyn started to reach out and grab hold of her husband but a torrent of strange words began to spill from his mouth, giving her pause:
“Sword of Hel, given life through blood and sacrifice. Unleash the old goddess and Hel shall be unleashed! The end of days shall come! On a pale horse she rides!”
The Peregrine screamed then, a long wail of primal emotion. He then sagged forward onto the ground, his face buried in the soot. Evelyn pulled him onto his back and gradually he seemed to recover from whatever awful fever had held him.
“Max! What the hell happened to you?”
“I saw… a little bit about what happened here. A woman in armor did this. She staged it so that it would look like McKenzie was dead.” The Peregrine made it to his feet and took his wife by the hand, leading her towards the car. “They believe he knows something about a box… but I couldn’t see more than that.”
“What about those things you were saying?” Evelyn asked, gasping from the speed with which her husband was moving.
Max slowed his walk, setting his jaw as his demeanor grew grimmer. “That wasn’t me talking. It was something speaking through me. I felt something invade my mind, something incredibly old and powerful. It wanted to warn me about a sword… and the strangest thing is, I already have that thing.”
Evelyn got into the car as Max held the passenger side door for her. “That thing you got from the Eel?”
“Yes. I don’t know by what providence it’s come into my possession but I’m not going to waste this. If McKenzie is still alive, his kidnappers want that sword… and we’re going to use it to draw them out.”

CHAPTER V
Slithering Away

The Eel stepped into the darkened apartment, blood oozing down the side of his face. He moved with a woozy gait, a leftover effect from the blow to his head. The Peregrine had nearly captured him but once again the crime lord had proven a bit too slippery to be caught.
Unfortunately, he’d been forced to abandon not only his beloved yacht but also his trained female assassins, the Three Minnows. He loved those girls in his own way so somehow freeing the ones still living from the authorities would take high priority.
The worst thing of all was the loss of the sword, however. Without it, he felt antsy and confused… possessing the Sword of Hel made one feel invincible. I should have carried it out onto the deck with me, he mused, and stabbed the Peregrine dead right then and there.
Realizing that there was no time for recriminations, the Eel turned on a lamp and cast a wary gaze about his apartment. It was a well-furnished place in downtown Atlanta, only a few blocks from the opulent Fox Theatre. The Eel used it only rarely, mainly when he wanted some time alone with one of the Minnows, so it was not well stocked with provisions, but it was secure from all appearances. The Peregrine had managed to trace him to the yacht but had yet to find all his hideouts.
The master criminal staggered into the bathroom and stared at his wound in the mirror. The flow of blood was slowing to a trickle but it was going to leave a nasty bruise. He took out a wash cloth and soap, slowly cleaning the area, occasionally wincing at the pain. When he was done, a fresh bandage was applied and the Eel began to feel like himself again.
He moved into the kitchen, found some moldy bread and a jar of peanut butter. After scraping off the mold, he made himself a sandwich and turned on the radio, expecting to hear details about the Peregrine’s nocturnal activities. The vigilante was quite the sensation around town, especially after a B-movie series was made about some of his more lurid adventures.
When the Eel heard the major news story of the day, a chill seemed to go down his spine and he forgot all about the Peregrine: “Authorities continue to search for clues in the death of Atlanta police Chief William McKenzie. Chief McKenzie’s remains were found in the burned out husk of a vacation retreat near Lake Lincoln early this morning. Investigators believe that an overturned lantern might be the culprit behind the blaze but a full inquiry is still ongoing.”
The Eel reached out and turned off the radio, his face darkening with rage. Years ago, he’d killed McKenzie’s brother, gunned him down in the streets… and then he’d eluded all the efforts of the McKenzie boys’ father to hunt him down. When the elder McKenzie had gotten too close, he’d been dealt with… and when circumstance had led both the Eel and McKenzie to Atlanta, it had seemed like only a matter of time before their feud would come to its end.
But not now.
He thought about the day that he’d planned to leave Alabama for good, the way he’d snuck to the home of William McKenzie. The idea had been to plug the young cop with a bullet to the back of his head, thus ensuring that the Eel’s escape across state lines would go unhindered. But what he’d found when he’d arrived at McKenzie’s home was the man staring into a box of the strangest artifacts the Eel had ever seen: a sword, some bits of broken pottery, several scrolls with ancient runes written on crumbling paper.
McKenzie had seemed entranced, totally oblivious to the Eel’s presence as the villain crept in through an open window, revolver in hand. But then the Eel had heard it, too… an odd whispering in the back of his head, the soft tones of a woman. Her voice had been alluring, yet oddly cold and frightening.
The Eel had struck quickly, slamming the butt of his gun down upon McKenzie’s head and then sprinting away, the box of items in tow. To this day, he wasn’t sure why he hadn’t killed the young lawman… but when weeks and then months went by with no sign of retaliation from McKenzie, the Eel had done some digging of his own. He’d found that the police officer had suffered a terrible concussion in the incident, one that had robbed him of several months’ worth of memory.
The Eel moved to his bed, kneeling at its side. From beneath it he pulled out a battered box sealed with tape. It tore easily under his pressure, revealing its aged contents. The scent of history filled the Eel’s nostrils and he coughed slightly, images of dark, terrible things filling his mind. He saw a river of blood, filled with screaming victims, forever unable to reach the shore.
The image of a woman, her face half hidden behind a drawn hood, rose up before his mind’s eye. What the Eel could see was lovely, with full red lips, smooth skin and eyes that twinkled with forbidden knowledge. But in the shadows of that hood lurked the other side of her face and the Eel somehow knew that gazing upon that would not nearly be as pleasant.
“Mortal man,” the woman’s voice whispered in his skull. “It has been so long since you have come to me.”
“I… have been busy,” he lied, and the woman in his head knew it.
“You’re afraid of me,” she purred, amusement lacing every syllable. “You feel the cold caress of death when you speak to me and it terrifies you.”
The Eel said nothing, knowing the truth in her statement. He knew that McKenzie had been listening to this voice when the Eel had come upon him… and in the years since, the Eel had listened to it himself dozens of times. After each experience, he’d vowed to destroy the box and never handle the sword again… but every time he came back, hungry to stare into the abyss.
“You are concerned. I can sense it.”
The Eel swallowed fearfully. “The sword. It’s gone.”
There was a distinct air of warning when the hooded woman spoke again. She had raised her face slightly, giving the Eel the briefest glimpse of white bone peeking out from the shadows. “You have lost it?”
“It was taken from me.”
“You must retrieve it.”
The Eel tried to look away but he couldn’t tear himself away from the hooded woman’s gaze. “I’ll do my best.”
“You need to do better than that,” she warned. “I have told you what must be done… and yet you have not performed the duties I asked of you. My patience grows thin. I have waited for so very long… I yearn to be free. I yearn to touch the skin of mortal men.”
The Eel felt his mouth growing dry. The hooded woman had instructed him to take the shatters pieces within the box and have them restored. They would form a small pot, something she called The Bowl of Forever Night. Blood would need to be shed with the sword and collected in the Bowl. And from the scrolls were to be read a series of phrases, ones that would allow the hooded woman to stride from her hellish realm and into ours.
“Who has the sword?” she asked, bringing the Eel back from his reverie.
“A man called the Peregrine. He fancies himself a vigilante and…” the Eel paused, remembering the way that the Peregrine had managed to snatch him down, despite being several feet away. “I think he might not be quite human.”
The hooded woman laughed then and the Eel felt certain that whatever this woman was, she was not human either. “There are others who seek the sword and the relics. Find the woman named Kirsten Bauer. Together, the two of you will be able to reclaim the sword and free me.”
“Kirsten Bauer,” the Eel repeated, committing it to memory. “I’ll do as you ask.”
“Good. Because if you do not… if you let your petty little fears overwhelm your intelligence, I will not speak to you again. I will wait until I am freed by another… and then I will seek you out. And I will make you suffer in ways your little mind cannot comprehend!”
The Eel grunted as a mental shove knocked him back. The hooded woman was gone from his vision and a quick glance at his watch told him that he’d lost over an hour. Rising, he forced himself to calm. Again the urge to flee the box came to him: destroy it or leave it, either way he should be free of the woman. But something always stopped him — the man who always slipped free from others seemed bound by an unbreakable force this time.
“Kirsten Bauer,” he said aloud. “Whoever you are, the Eel is coming for you.”

CHAPTER VI
Prisoner of the Iron Maiden

McKenzie hurt in places that he didn’t even know he had. He groaned as he sat in the tub, barely conscious of the cloth being drug across his back or the soothing bath salts that dissolved around him.
Normally, being nude in the presence of a woman would have at the very least elicited a bit of embarrassment from the young man, but in his current state McKenzie could have cared less. His punishments had been so severe that he’d blacked out several times and more than once he’d found himself wishing silently for death.
Kirsten Bauer sat on a chair behind him, carefully cleaning the wounds that she herself had caused. She was not in her armor, having discarded it after helping McKenzie into the tub. Now she wore only her undergarments, accompanied by a garter belt and hose. The steam from the warm bath would have made the armor seem like a furnace around her, so she had elected for comfort rather than modesty.
It was rare for her to be dressed as such around a man but she knew that the policeman was in no condition to try to escape, let alone force himself upon her sexually.
“I have looked into your background, Mr. McKenzie,” she said, leaning so close that her lips brushed against McKenzie’s ear. “And I think I believe you when you say that you cannot remember what you did with the box.”
“What do you mean?” he asked, turning his head to look at her. His eyes dropped slightly to steal a quick glance at her cleavage but there were no stirrings in his loin; at least, not yet.
“You were hospitalized after an attack on your person. The assailant remains unknown but the assault took place at your home. I think it’s possible that this person stole the items from you and left you for dead. Your concussion could have easily led to amnesia.”
“I remember being sick… but every time I’ve tried to remember what happened during that time, it just comes up a blank.”
Kirsten moistened her lips, the tip of her tongue darting out quickly, betraying her excitement. “I am willing to forgive what happened earlier if you agree to help us.”
McKenzie stared at her for a moment before bursting out laughing. The sudden change in his expression startled Kristen so much that she stood up and backed away. “You’re forgiving me?” He asked. “I believe it was you that was working me over. I don’t have anything to apologize for. I can’t believe you… you’re telling me that you faked my death and then tortured me… all for nothing. And now that you’ve realized your mistake, you’re going to forgive me? Sister, that’s rich!”
Kirsten’s face took on a furious cast and she marched over to begin strapping back on her armor. McKenzie rose unsteadily from the tub, not caring that his body was fully displayed to her. He had kept himself in excellent shape, which was fully noticed by Kirsten, but the patchwork of scars she’d given him were standing out in bright shades of pink and red, marring his handsomeness. “You don’t understand,” she whispered, though some of the anger was slipping from her manner, replaced by something akin to disappointment.
“Then explain it to me,” McKenzie said, staring into her eyes.
Kirsten snatched up a towel and tossed it to him, averting her gaze. “My nation is going to lead this world into a new era. Those who have helped build that empire through their sweat and blood and tears will be rewarded.”
“That Third Reich nonsense?” McKenzie asked, drying himself off before tying the towel around his waist. “I’ve heard about the way your Fuehrer talks about other people, like they were half as good as the Germans.”
Kirsten ignored his words, still staring off into space. “I love my homeland. I think that this war… it will bring some horrible things at first. There will be much bloodshed and suffering. But when peace has been restored, the Fuehrer will make things right again. And I want to help with that. I can use the items you lost to help the Fuehrer do that, quickly… so that as few have to die as possible.” She finally glanced back at him, her sincerity shining through. Despite her cruelty to him, McKenzie found himself drowning in those big blue eyes of hers. “I am not a cruel woman but I am one who will do what is necessary. I… don’t want you to suffer. I want you to stand with me. In the end, you can become a loyalist and—”
“I’d never back that maniac running your country. And I’d never turn my back on the US of A.”
Kirsten let out a long sigh, shaking her head as if to confirm that she’d made a stupid miscalculation. “I should never have thought you’d understand. Like all Americans, you’re too bullheaded to listen to reason.”
McKenzie took several steps towards her but Kirsten didn’t flinch away, not even when he put his hands on her shoulders. “Look… I don’t know anything about you, but I can sense that you’re not a bad person. Not even after all you did to me. Now’s my chance to make a pitch to you — let me go and I’ll do everything I can to get you out of this mess. You can stay here in the States.” McKenzie paused and then said a few words that surprised even him. “With me.”
“I…” Kirsten hesitated, warmth beginning to flood through her limbs. She felt herself leaning in close, lips parting, and a section of her brain wondered what was happening to her. How could she go from torturing this man to suddenly growing weak in the knees for him?
Before their lips met, a pounding at the door made them both jump. The Iron Maiden pulled free and quickly pulled the last of her armor into place, both figuratively and literally.
The Iron Maiden opened the door, revealing one of her metal-masked henchmen. He pointedly looked over the Iron Maiden’s shoulder, where McKenzie was now getting dressed.
Kirsten cleared her throat, summoning her servant’s attention once more. “Yes?” she demanded.
The fellow handed his mistress a section of newspaper, speaking to her in German.
McKenzie knew only a few words of that language but he could sense the tension suddenly rise in the room. He moved close enough so that he could glimpse the headlines. At the top of the page was an article detailing the ongoing investigation into his own “death” but the bottom of the page seemed to be what had caught his captors’ attention:
LOCAL VIGILANTE CLAIMS MAGICAL SWORD
Exclusive article by Phillip Gallagher
Nocturnal lawman the Peregrine has told this reporter that he has recently toppled notorious criminal The Eel from his perch atop Atlanta’s underworld. One of the spoils of war was an ancient Viking sword adorned with enigmatic symbols.
The Peregrine donated the priceless relic to the High Museum where it will be put on public display beginning tomorrow.

The Iron Maiden crumpled the paper in her gauntleted fist and whirled on McKenzie, who took an automatic step back.
“It seems that my attempts to avoid your masked friend have all been for naught.” The Iron Maiden’s earlier warmth and vulnerability had vanished beneath the chrome of her armor. “You’re going to tell me everything you know about him, Mr. McKenzie.”
“Give it up,” he warned her. “Tangling with the Peregrine is the surest way to get yourself thrown in jail… but not before he marked that pretty face of yours with his brand.”
The Iron Maiden sneered in response. “I’m not afraid of the Peregrine. He should be afraid of me.”
McKenzie couldn’t suppress a chuckle, which only seemed to infuriate the Iron Maiden all the more. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said.

CHAPTER VII
Facing the Enemy

Evelyn Davies moved through the thinning crowd, dressed in a stunning black dress that accentuated her long, lithe form and smooth complexion. The auburn haired beauty was a local celebrity who attracted attention wherever she went but today she was hardly the focal point of the crowd.
Rather, it was the ornately adorned sword that hung on the far wall, every notch on its blade seeming to carry with it a story of some bloody battle lost to history.
The sword was not the usual sort of item to be on display at the High Museum but the press about it had brought forth many gawkers who otherwise wouldn’t have stepped foot in the museum. The article had run yesterday, with a smaller repeating news item in this morning’s edition. The journalist who had written the pieces was a trusted agent of the Peregrine and one of the few men who knew of Max’s dual identity.
The current museum collection was housed in what had once been the home of Mrs. Joseph M. High, who donated the Peach Street structure to the museum’s trust in 1926. Evelyn loved the place, spending many of her weekend hours here. Max’s old friend Leopold Grace had even donated several items that were in the museum’s private collection.
Evelyn came to a stop near the sword, standing with her back against a corner wall. Thoughts about Leopold made her sad, for he had been murdered recently. His death had meant that the baby boy in his care had gone to Leopold’s older brother Korben for safe keeping. Max still took on a haunted expression when confronted with his friend’s memory.
“You look lost in thought. Are you all right?”
Evelyn jumped as her husband’s voice buzzed in her right ear. She tried to avoid the temptation to reach up and touch the nearly invisible device that was nestled there. She glanced around but saw no trace of the Peregrine. “I was just thinking about old friends,” she whispered, flashing a smile as someone passed. “How long are we going to wait?”
“The museum closes in ten minutes,” Max responded. “I made sure that the newspaper mentioned the great lengths the High is going to in terms of protecting the sword overnight. If McKenzie’s kidnapper means to steal the weapon, I’m betting she’ll try it any minute now. With the people here, there will be plenty of confusion she can use to mask her escape.”
“Still seems crazy to me… why would they strike during the day at all? Even if the security at night is as tight as you said, it still seems better to do it in the dark.”
“I have a feeling about this,” Max answered and Evelyn ceased arguing with him. If he’d seen this in a vision, then he was bound to be right. She’d learned to trust his powers that much, at least.
Evelyn noticed that there were barely a half dozen people besides herself now, and two of them were security guards. Max had wanted her on the floor to provide assistance if trouble broke out but it was beginning to look like she wouldn’t be needed, vision or no.
But then one of the guards was thrown backwards as bullets ripped through his body and the screams of innocent bystanders filled the air. Marching through the front door were three masked men, flanking an armored woman who strode straight towards the sword. The second guard opened fire on the armored woman, but the bullets ricocheted wildly and caught an elderly man in the back as the fellow tried to escape.
From the shadows emerged the Peregrine, rushing forward with the glowing Knife of Elohim in hand. The mystical blade had been dipped in the blood of Christ, making it a potent weapon against the supernatural. Max threw it with unerring accuracy, the blade finding a home in the neck of one of the gunmen. His body now splashed with blood, the German fell to the ground in thrashing spasms.
The Peregrine then drew a pistol and fired twice, two shots that were so perfectly placed that they felled both of the remaining gunmen before they could respond in kind.
The Iron Maiden seemed to take no notice of her companions’ situation. Instead, she came to a halt just beneath the sword, which she dislodged from the wall by slamming a gauntleted fist against the area just below the weapon’s mounting. The sword shook and then fell into her waiting arms.
As the Iron Maiden started to turn around, Evelyn moved up behind her and slammed the butt of a small handgun against the Maiden’s helmet. The gun had been hidden in Evelyn’s handbag, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice.
The Iron Maiden felt the impact, though it had no effect on her. She whirled around with out even looking to see who had struck her, her fist backhanding against Evelyn’s cheek. The beautiful actress was knocked off her feet, slamming hard against the floor. An ugly bruise was already forming on the side of her face.
“That was your last mistake,” the Peregrine warned. He held up one gloved hand and the Iron Maiden watched in disbelief as the Knife of Elohim began to shake in her henchman’s neck. With a wet sound, the blade was pulled free by an invisible hand, flying through the air to land smoothly in the Peregrine’s palm. “Tell me where William McKenzie is and I might go easy on you.”
The Iron Maiden held the sword aloft, enjoying the weight of it in her hand. It felt natural, like she’d been born to wield it. “McKenzie’s joined with us now.”
“Don’t bother trying to lie to me,” the Peregrine responded. He took a step towards the Iron Maiden but stopped suddenly when the armored woman moved closer to Evelyn’s still form, resting the point of her sword against the fallen woman’s neck.
As sirens began to wail in the distance, the Iron Maiden let her eyes flick towards the doorway. Several more of her henchmen were entering, automatics held in their hands. They trained their guns on the Peregrine, who seemed unafraid, despite the danger in which he was now being placed.
“I’ll kill her,” the Iron Maiden vowed. She had suspected this trap and had made sure to bring more than enough men but she was still somewhat unnerved. McKenzie had refused to give her any information on the Peregrine and she had found herself unwilling — or unable — to truly harm him again. Thus, her constant threats rang hollow to the police officer, which shamed Kirsten greatly. “Drop your weapons and back away. My fight isn’t with you.”
“You’re wrong about that. The second you set foot into my city and hurt my friends, you made a fight with me.”
The Iron Maiden sighed, losing patience with the American’s bravado. With the briefest of gestures to her men, she whispered “Kill him.”
The museum was suddenly filled with the cacophony of gunfire. The bullets tore through priceless works of art, though the Peregrine had convinced the curator to move some of the rarest pieces from the main hall.
The Peregrine dropped to the floor, fluidly avoiding the first round of bullets. As the gunmen moved their barrels to track the vigilante, the Peregrine struck back. First he threw the Knife of Elohim, which whistled through the air, slashing through the throat of the nearest man. With a telekinetic nudge from the Peregrine, the blade continued on to the next man and then one more, taking out three of them in a second attack.
The Peregrine’s own gunfire then joined the din. As the vigilante scrambled to his feet and ran towards a large table, hoping to use it as cover, he laid down return gunfire that removed two more of his enemies from the fray. As Max threw himself behind the table, he counted only two henchmen left. He overturned the table and crouched behind it.
Unfortunately, he had seen no trace of the Iron Maiden or of the sword. Cursing under his breath, the Peregrine waited for a pause in the gunfire that was tearing through his wooden shelter. Then he sprang up and returned fire, killing one of the men with a well-placed bullet through the eye. The other figure was already turning to flee but the Peregrine took him down with a shot to each leg.
The vigilante noted that his wife was beginning to stir and he telepathically sent her a nudge of concern. Outwardly, he betrayed no emotion towards the fallen woman, however, for there were now policemen arriving at the scene and it wouldn’t do for the Peregrine to show more tenderness than normal to her.
The Peregrine knelt at the side of the groaning gunmen. The fellow’s mask had fallen off and his brutish features, unremarkable to the vigilante, were now showing. “The woman you work for… where can I find her?”
The man answered in German, which the Peregrine understood quite well. “Stupid American. Go to Hell.”
In the man’s native tongue, the Peregrine responded. “Why does she want McKenzie? Why does she want the sword? Tell me before I hurt you again.” The Peregrine pulled the glove from over his shining crimson signet ring and held it close enough to the man’s forehead that he could feel the heat. “Tell me!”
The man stared in fear at the Peregrine. Something that he saw in Max’s eyes seemed to greatly unnerve him and he began babbling quickly. “The Iron Maiden plans to use the sword to open a doorway to the underworld. She’s going to unleash the goddess known as Hel… and in return Hel will help the Fuehrer end the war and bring about the Reich!”
The Peregrine brought the ring ever closer, gritting his teeth as he did so. “Where… is she?”
“I will tell you,” the man whimpered, closing his eyes tightly. “But only because there is nothing you can do to stop her! She will return to Germany now that she has the sword.” The gunman then proceeded to give an address that was north of the city.
The Peregrine drove the ring against the man’s flesh, causing it to sizzle as the imprint of a bird in flight was seared into his skin. The famous words that had become synonymous with his symbol passed his lips: When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!
The police officers standing around jumped forward to pull the vigilante off the screaming criminal but it was unnecessary. Max stood up and spoke directly to the highest ranking officer. “Take him into custody. And I’m going to get your police chief back — or die trying.”
A few feet away, Evelyn was receiving treatment for the blow she’d taken. She forgot all about her pain when she heard the determination in her husband’s voice. After the death of his friend, he was obviously taking this assault against McKenzie very seriously.
Heaven help that armored woman if she hurts McKenzie. I’m not sure I’d be able to stand in Max’s way if she does…
* * *
Ten minutes later, Evelyn was free of the police’s questioning. She met up with her husband at their pre-arranged place and immediately gave him a tight embrace. His modified roadster was waiting with the car doors open, the radio band picking up the police chatter.
“I’m sorry you got hurt,” Max whispered in her ear. “I shouldn’t have asked you to be down there.”
“Don’t be silly… or insulting,” she answered tartly, pulling away. The spot on her cheek looked awful and she knew it. “It’s nothing a bit of makeup won’t cover up. Besides, it’ll heal. And I managed to accomplish our goal.”
Max reached up and removed his mask. He leaned forward and kissed his wife on the lips. “You are simply amazing.”
“Hmph,” she replied, smiling a bit. “Well, I knew that but it’s a good thing you’re finally noticing.”
The Peregrine turned and leaned into his car, coming back out with a small handheld device that looked like a cross between a Geiger counter and a radio. “The tracer you placed on the Iron Maiden should have a range of up to a hundred miles.”
Evelyn leaned close to look at the tiny screen, which flashed to life, revealing a series of lines and dots. It was a rough map of the local area with a small triangle moving across it. “Is that her?”
Max nodded, staring at the image. “Yes. As long as we have this, we’ll be able to follow her wherever she goes.”
* * *
The Iron Maiden sat in the back of a black sedan, speeding away from the scene of the theft. She thought nothing of the men she had lost, for they were nothing more than fodder for the Germanic war machine and could be easily replaced. Across her lap lay the sword that she had coveted for so long. She let her fingers dance across its surface and smiled as she pictured the Fuehrer holding it aloft.
So engrossed was she in her spoils of victory that she did not notice that her driver was not who it should have been. For years, her chauffeur had been a stocky fellow named Hans. But his lifeless body had been tossed out into an alleyway while the Iron Maiden had been inside the museum.
“You realize that the sword is only part of the prizes you could have won, don’t you?” the man driving her car said.
The Iron Maiden’s head snapped up in alarm. “Who are you? Where is Hans?” she demanded.
The men looked at her in the rear view mirror, giving her a glimpse of dark eyes. The man was slender in build and from what she could see of him seemed to be a bit taller than most. “They call me the Eel. It’s as good a name as any.”
Kirsten frowned, recognizing the name. He was a crime lord of some repute, given his pseudonym by those impressed with his ability to avoid capture. “The newspapers say that the Peregrine took the sword from you. How did you acquire it?”
“I stole it from William McKenzie and left him in a coma. You know, the cop you killed, remember?”
The Iron Maiden didn’t answer that, instead choosing to pursue her own line of questioning. “What did you mean about the sword and the prizes I could have?” Kirsten glanced out the window and saw that the Eel was driving slowly out of the city. He had chosen by coincidence the general direction of her lair but didn’t seem to have any direct knowledge of its location.
The Eel reached over to the passenger seat and held up a battered old scroll. Kirsten could see the ancient writing on its surface and recognized it immediately as a Norse script. “That sword was part of a larger box. Inside it were some scrolls and pieces of pottery. The pot can be put back together. It’s called the Bowl of Forever Night. When the scrolls are read and blood shed with the sword is put in the Bowl, the gateway to Hel can be opened. The dark goddess will return to Earth — and she’ll be really grateful to whoever frees her.”
The Iron Maiden considered the notion, finding it distasteful. She’d desired the sword because of its power… but unleashing Hel seemed to be a decidedly more dangerous prospect. Still, she reasoned, the Fuehrer would probably wish to have all the artifacts. Even if they went unused, Hitler could put them on display.
Her full lips curving upwards in a smile, the Iron Maiden leaned over the seat, her face close to the Eel’s. “Did McKenzie know you? Or did you attack him randomly?”
“I’d say he knew me, all right,” the Eel said with a laugh. “I offed his old man and his brother!”
Kirsten nodded, remembering that McKenzie had lost both of his family members to criminals who had escaped prosecution… escaped in very “slippery” fashion. “You brought the relics with you?” she asked, glancing down to the box full of broken pieces of pottery.
“Yeah, I did. Look, you need to understand something… when you hold the sword and you start to read the papers, you end up talking to the goddess herself. She starts pleading with you to free her. And if that doesn’t work, she starts threatening you…”
“Pull over.”
The Eel glanced back at her. “Here? We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
“Do it. If you want me to trust you, you’re going to have to play things my way.”
The Eel hesitated but he finally pulled off the road, bringing the car to a stop. “Okay… I’ll let you call the shots for now. But let’s get one thing straight: I’m used to being the top dog and I plan to keep it that way. So you and your Fuehrer better learn to play it by my rules.”
The Iron Maiden’s only reply was to bring the sword up quickly, lopping off the Eel’s head. Blood spurted all over the front seat and the car’s ceiling but Kirsten barely noticed. She reached forward and grasped the Eel’s head by the hair and held it aloft. “I hope McKenzie appreciates the present I’m bringing him,” she said aloud.

CHAPTER VIII
McKenzie’s Escape

William McKenzie felt the time was right. The Iron Maiden had been away for a couple of hours now, leaving behind only a trio of her men. The Nazis obviously expected their mistress to return victorious for McKenzie could hear them packing up for a quick exit back to Germany. What McKenzie wasn’t sure of was what was intended for him.
The reason for his capture was obvious enough: the Iron Maiden thought he might have information leading her to the missing box. But once she’d accepted the fact that he was useless to her, she’d still kept him around… and had, in fact, made things much less unpleasant for him. He was no longer strapped down but was rather given freedom of movement, albeit in a very small windowless room.
The attraction between them was undeniable, though it was equally confusing. The woman was a Nazi and had tortured him… and yet McKenzie found her quite alluring. There was so much loneliness in those blue eyes of hers that he couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. What kind of awful upbringing could twist a pretty girl into running around in a suit of armor?
Was that the reason she’d left McKenzie alive? Did she find him as intriguing as he did her? It made sense — she had, after all, offered to let him become one of her party. She’d even offered to take him back to Germany…
No matter, he decided. As attractive as she was, she was obviously crazy as a loon and twice as dangerous. The sooner he was free, the sooner he could contact Max and let the Peregrine handle the situation from here.
McKenzie had listened intently, making sure he knew exactly how many men were outside his door. He’d also stretched his muscles as much as possible, trying to work out the kinks put into them by the Iron Maiden’s beatings.
When he felt like he was loosened enough for what was to come, he began beating wildly on the door, coughing and screaming. “Please! Help me! I’m bleeding again!”
There was a sudden silence from outside, during which McKenzie kept up his noisemaking. He was gambling that the Iron Maiden had left instructions for him to be protected; otherwise he would have been surely assaulted by now. Within seconds, McKenzie heard heavy footsteps approach the door and a gruff voice shouting to him:
“What is wrong with you?” the man asked in broken English.
McKenzie made another series of dramatic coughs before answering. “I think something’s broken inside me. I’m spitting up blood…”
There was a muffled discussion outside and then McKenzie heard the door being unlocked. He took a step back and girded himself for action. The men would probably be armed, which meant there was a good chance that he would be shot during the conflict. Still, he had to take the chance. To stay here as a prisoner was not in his nature; he was a man who preferred to die with his fists clenched.
As soon as the door was cracked open enough for McKenzie to see the German’s face, the police chief threw himself forward. The impact knocked the door back into the face of his captor, shattering his nose. A stream of bright red blood began to pour from the wound and the German went down quickly, covering his face with his hands.
The remaining two men stood momentarily stunned. One of them wore a dark green jacket over a turtleneck sweater and he brandished a pistol in his right hand. The other fellow was shorter and stockier, with straw-colored hair and beady eyes. He had brass knuckles on his hand and looked like he’d had a lot of practice with them.
McKenzie lunged for the gun-wielding fellow first. He drove a fist into the man’s chin but missed a direct hit as his opponent recovered enough to dodge out of the way. As the stocky man approached McKenzie from the rear, the police chief swung around and caught the man with a powerful backhanded blow.
The gunman was now fully recovered and busily training his weapon on McKenzie. William let out a cry as a bullet whistled past his ear. He dove to the ground for the next one, which managed to strike the stocky German in the shoulder.
With the chaos that was now ensuing, McKenzie had the definite advantage. Years of fighting crime both on his own and alongside the Peregrine had given him the ability to narrow his concentration down to a pinpoint level, avoiding all unnecessary distractions. While the gunman was concerned about his fallen friend, McKenzie grabbed hold of his ankle and yanked.
The German toppled down and McKenzie sprang upon him, driving blow after blow into the man’s face until he stopped resisting. McKenzie then turned to see that the other two men were still writhing about in pain.
Flushed with victory, he bolted from the corridor, heading down a long hallway until he saw sunlight flooding in through a set of windows. The building didn’t appear to be extremely large and there were few comforts. The furniture was Spartan and most of the group’s belongings were packed in crates, ready to be moved.
McKenzie pulled open the front door and stepped out onto green grass and a gravel driveway. A dark sedan was parked, it’s driver’s side door standing open. The seats were dark with blood.
McKenzie stumbled to a halt, staring at the sight. He looked around, trying to place how far he was from the city, when he heard a rush of movement from behind him. He started to turn but was too slow as something heavy slammed into his back and drove him to his knees. Stars flashed before his eyes and he swayed, trying to stay conscious. Something was dropped in front of him and McKenzie raised his head to look at it, disgust rising up hot and wet in his throat as he did so.
It was a human head, the expression on the face permanently locked into one of dread horror. But it was a familiar one, as well… for McKenzie knew this man. It was Jimmy “the Eel” Springle, a hood who had gunned down both McKenzie’s brother and father.
“What the hell—?”
The Iron Maiden stepped around into McKenzie’s view. The armored beauty was holding an ancient sword that was dripping with blood. “I bring you back a gift,” she said, her voice shaking with anger. “And this is what I find?”
“You killed him for me?” McKenzie asked, staring at the severed head.
“He was trying to force me into an alliance. I thought it would please you to know that he’s been punished. Justice has been served at last.”
McKenzie let out a hoarse laugh. “Justice? Nothing you do is related to justice. You’re a killer, just like him. And I’m going to stop you,” he said, his head still reeling from pain and shock.
“From what? From going back to my homeland and giving this sword to the leader of my people?”
“If it’s as powerful as you say, I don’t want Hitler to have it.” McKenzie’s eyes roamed about, coming to a rest on the box that had once been in his possession. He remembered now… remembered the hooded woman and her words of power. She’d nearly convinced him to do her awful ritual… when something had happened. Pain had come crashing down upon him and then… darkness.
The Iron Maiden knelt in front of him her eyes shining wetly from behind her helmet. “William… I hate that fate has done this to us. That you and I were born in different places, with different beliefs. I… I admire your bravery. And I find you very, very handsome. But you are wrong about so many things. The mongrels of this world will weaken the purity of our people. The Jews will—”
McKenzie shoved her away, knocking her onto her rump. The sword fell to the ground beside her. “Stop parroting back those lies you grew up with! You’re smarter than that,” he hissed. “Everything you said about me is the same for you. You’re gorgeous and you’re smart and… you’re too good to waste your life fighting for that hate monger.”
The Iron Maiden stood up, allowing McKenzie to do the same. “Get away from here,” she muttered, picking up the sword.
McKenzie hesitated before finally turning away and heading towards the road. He wasn’t sure how long it would take, but he’d walk until he found a phone and then call for help.
He wasn’t sure if he heard the sounds of crying from behind him or not, as the wind had suddenly begun to harshly blow. Regardless, he did not turn around.

CHAPTER IX
The Peregrine Arrives

Much to Evelyn’s chagrin, she had been forced to admit that it was best for her to return home. Their child, named after William McKenzie, had been left in the care of their housekeeper but it had been several hours since either Max or Evelyn had been able to check in on them.
At Evelyn’s insistence, she had taken a cab so that Max could speed off in pursuit of the Iron Maiden. He had caught sight of her vehicle shortly after the murder of the Eel, though Max had no idea that the car ahead of him had been home to violence. The Peregrine’s car had been modified so that it was nearly silent and its dark surface had a tendency to recede into the background, making it nearly invisible. Despite this, the Peregrine took all precautions, keeping a good distance behind his quarry and pulling off the road before the Iron Maiden came to a stop at her hideout.
After leaving his car behind, the Peregrine had crept alongside the road until he’d come to a set of trees near the house. Taking up a position within the limbs, he kept an eye on the scene, watching as McKenzie burst from the house and came into confrontation with the Iron Maiden. Not knowing what had transpired between the two of them, Max found the entire scene perplexing but he was glad to see that his friend still lived.
When McKenzie began to leave, Max decided to not catch his attention. William looked spent, both emotionally and physically, and was in no condition to give aid to the Peregrine. A part of Max wanted to just take McKenzie and leave… but then he remembered that the Iron Maiden was responsible for the death of the Eel and the violence at the museum, not to mention whoever the poor soul whose body had burned at McKenzie’s vacation house. She was a criminal and had to be brought to justice.
The Iron Maiden returned to the interior of her lair after McKenzie’s departure, allowing the Peregrine to drop from his perch and move closer. He could hear her strident voice from within, berating someone in German. At least one, possibly two, men were responding, though both sounded chagrined and possibly in pain.
Max left his mystic blade sheathed but he did take one of his pistols in hand as he flattened his back against the house, just to the side of the front door. Footsteps indicated that the Iron Maiden was returning to the front yard.
Just as he’d suspected, the armored beauty appeared in his line of sight, stepping outside and pulling the door shut behind her. The Peregrine saw wet tears around her eyes, which were narrowed in feminine fury.
Before she could notice his presence, the Peregrine moved behind her and gripped her around the neck. He pressed the gun against her temple and hissed into her ear. “It’s over. Your precious Fuehrer isn’t getting that sword.”
“How…?” She wondered aloud, reaching up to grab at his arm.
“I followed you and overheard your conversation with the police chief. The only thing keeping you alive is the fact that he’s able to walk out of here on his own.”
The Iron Maiden stiffened at the mention of McKenzie. The sword she’d spent so much effort to find was still held in her right hand and she drove the hilt backwards into Max’s stomach, knocking the air from his lungs. She then slammed her helmeted head into Max’s face, chipping one of his teeth and cracking a lip.
As the Peregrine let go of her and staggered back, the Iron Maiden whirled on him, sword in hand. Something inside her was broken now, having cracked as McKenzie rejected her. She thought of the dark goddess who lurked within the box, waiting to be freed. Perhaps, she mused, she would do just that.
But for now… now there would be blood.
The Iron Maiden rushed on the Peregrine, sword raised. She screamed out of rage and pain, slashing the blade down in what she hoped would be a killing blow. The Peregrine threw himself to the side, just missing losing an arm in the process. He brought up his gun and fired but the bullet bounced harmlessly off her body armor, ricocheting wildly.
The Peregrine knew that it would be a matter of moments before the men inside the house came to assist their mistress so he hurried to finish the combat.
When the Iron Maiden sought to close with him, hoping to use the ancient blade to her advantage, the Peregrine tossed aside his gun and caught her wrist with both hands. This brought the two of them into a wrestling contest for the blade.
“I won’t let you stop me,” the Iron Maiden hissed. “I’ve worked so hard to put myself into the Fuehrer’s good graces… I won’t be stopped now!”
The Peregrine strained, surprised at how strong the young woman was. She was actually pushing him backwards, driving the blade ever closer to making contact with his skin. “I heard… what you were saying to McKenzie,” he gasped, breathing hard around each word. “I know that you love him. I know… that there’s something good inside you. Just… trust me. Drop your sword and I’ll try to get you some help. I have connections… that can help you start your life over.”
The Iron Maiden stared into Max’s eyes and something within her gave pause: she loved the Fuehrer and believed in the supremacy of the Aryan race and yet… she knew that she would eventually reach a limit in how high she could go in the Reich. Here in America there would be a similar glass ceiling but McKenzie was here… McKenzie with his dark hair, rugged handsomeness and earnest bravery.
Max sensed his opponent’s hesitation and struck suddenly, twisting his grip in such a way that Kirsten’s wrist was bent painfully. She lost her hold on the sword and the Peregrine came away with it.
There was a sudden cracking sound within Max’s mind and the world went dark. His mental powers had somehow connected with the sword’s mystic nature and he found himself kneeling on a rocky surface, the harsh stone biting into his legs. Above him stood a dark goddess, a regal woman whose face was partially hidden beneath a hanging hood.
“Max Davies, you are known to me.” Her voice sounded cold but seductive. “You have thwarted the schemes of entities both greater and lesser than me. And now you seek to keep me locked away?”
The Peregrine struggled to rise but it felt like a one-ton weight was resting on his shoulders. “I’m trying to destroy a weapon that brings death wherever it goes.”
“That weapon was once wielded by a brave and powerful man.” The goddess looked away, into a dark and shadowy void. “Since the fall of the old gods, I have been trapped here, with no new souls to join me. I hunger to be free.”
The Peregrine looked at her but felt no pity. She was a dark thing, one that lurked in the pit of despair. For her, he felt nothing but loathing. “Let me go,” he demanded.
Hel looked down at him and for a second Max saw her full face — half beautiful and smooth, the other a bare skull. Where her missing eye should have been was a dark void that seemed to beckon to an endless abyss. “Your fate was decided long ago, Max Davies. You will live longer than most men… you will remain vital and strong, when others would grow weak. But you will watch all your loved ones die one by one and nothing you do will stop that.” A ghost of a smile played across the portion of her face that still retained skin. “In the end, you will suffer far more from that than anything I could ever do to you.”
The Peregrine felt a sharp stab in his heart, for he had seen these things. He had slain a demon who had ‘cursed’ him with knowledge of the future. He had seen Evelyn and their children, all dead and gone, while Max himself remained. For a time, that knowledge had weighed heavily upon him but now he considered it nothing more than a possibility. He refused to admit that the future could not be changed.
Before he could voice this opinion, Hel raised her hands and thrust them towards him. Max felt like he’d been shoved from one place to another and his consciousness slammed back into his physical body, causing him to drop the sword. It landed in the grass between himself and the Iron Maiden, who was watching him warily. From the doorway, her servants stood at attention, awaiting her orders.
“Are you unwell?” she asked Max, seeming to be genuinely concerned.
“I… had a vision… when I held the sword.”
Kirsten seemed to accept that and nodded. “You plan to have me locked away? You want to send me to prison?”
Max thought suddenly of the dark goddess, locked in her own peculiar prison. “I can get you a lot of leniency,” he answered. “I have friends who are like you… and like me. We have special skills that can be used to help humanity. Not long ago, I crossed paths with two gentlemen… one was named Ascott Keane. The other was known by the identity of the Black Bat. The three of us agreed to come together and accomplish things that we couldn’t otherwise. I’m sure they’d be willing to meet with you and let you serve alongside us. But you’d have to renounce your Aryan beliefs. And you’d have to do some kind of penance for your crimes.”
Kirsten looked down, her eyes clenched shut. “Do you think McKenzie could forgive me?”
“I’m pretty sure I could.”
Kirsten’s head jerked up in response to the familiar voice. William McKenzie stood nearby, having doubled back upon hearing the sounds of combat. While the Peregrine kept an eye on the German gunmen to make sure they didn’t try to escape, McKenzie stepped towards Kirsten and held out his hands. She reached for him and they came together, desperate and lost.
“It’s okay,” McKenzie whispered in her ear. “I’m here for you.”
The Peregrine watched in silence, surprised to see that in the midst of so much turmoil true love could be found. It’s just further proof that my future isn’t set in stone. From despair can come great happiness, if one is strong enough to pursue it. I have to believe that… because if I seriously thought I was going to lose my wife and son, I don’t know how I’d carry on.
While the vigilante carried on his grim musings, the armored woman and the police chief found new hope blooming in their hearts.
THE END

THE THREE SKULLS


An Adventure Starring The Peregrine
by Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
The Bloody Scythe

January 10, 1942—Atlanta, Georgia
Tommy Sanchez was chain smoking again. He’d gone through four smokes and was working on a fifth when he heard the sound of booted footsteps from the cobblestone behind him. He turned around but saw nothing in the dim gloom. It was near midnight on this January night and the streets of Exeter were nearly empty.
Tommy shoved his hands into the depths of his pockets and shivered as a cold wind began to blow, kicking up leaves and debris from the gutters. He was standing outside a brownstone belonging to Prof. Stephen Gaines, an expert in antiquities at the nearby University of Georgia. Tommy and his friends knew that Gaines was out of town on a speaking engagement, meaning that tonight was the night if they wanted to stage a break-in. Lou and Wally were inside, filling up burlap sacks with everything they could find of value. If half the stories about Gaines and his collections were true, the trio would be set for life after selling off the statues and scrolls on the black market.
But something wasn’t right.
There was an odd chill in the air, not natural to just the wintry weather. This was a coldness that went straight to the bones, meaning that not even three of four layers of clothing could seem to help. And the streets weren’t just empty… they were empty. No dogs or cats, no sounds of insects… just the rustle of the leaves and the occasional sound of invisible footfalls.
Tommy couldn’t stop thinking about the lurid newspaper accounts of men and women — cops, criminals, some of no importance at all — being found lately with their heads lopped clean off. Not only were they being slaughtered but worst of all to Tommy, the heads had never been found. It was all so spooky that it was almost enough to make a guy forget about what had happened at Pearl Harbor only a few weeks before…
“You look a little jumpy.”
Tommy squealed like a little girl and spun about, growing angry as Lou began laughing at him. Lou was in his fifties, some thirty years Tommy’s senior, with a receding hairline and a beer belly. But Lou had taken Tommy in, helping him get his feet wet with the other lowlifes in the city… and for that, Tommy had been grateful. Not that he remembered that at the moment. “What the hell?” he bellowed. “I coulda popped you one!”
“With what? Your finger? You aren’t carrying a piece tonight, remember?” Lou laughed again. “Look, we’re almost done. Go get the car and bring it down here.”
Tommy turned and walked away, muttering under his breath. He heard Lou stepping back inside to relate the story to Wally and Tommy’s ears began to burn. They treated him like some kid… but he bet he’d bedded more girls in the last year than Lou and Wally combined. And Tommy had iced two guys a few months back, which made him feel like a man… but had earned him gun restriction from Lou. ‘You’ve got an itchy trigger finger,’ the older crook had warned him.
The sound of footsteps echoed once more and Tommy nearly tripped over his shoes. He looked around but saw nothing but a thick fog that had seemingly sprung up out of nowhere, wrapping its tendrils about his legs. Before his widening eyes, the fog rose to waist-level, thickening as it did so, until it looked like pea soup.
Through the haze, Tommy saw a man approaching. The figure was tall and thin, wearing what looked like an old-fashioned traveling cloak with hood. The stranger was holding something long in both hands, its end curving dangerously. Around its dark-garbed right bicep could be seen a red band, a white circle in its center with the infamous symbol of the swastika emblazoned upon it.
Tommy began to back up, fear suddenly seizing him. That thing the man was holding looked like something out of an old story or off a country farm. It was a scythe, he was sure of it. Again came to mind the news accounts of men and women being beheaded.
“Mongrel scum,” said the approaching figure, the words nearly lost in the steady clomp-clomp of booted feet on cobblestones. The man spoke with the faintest hint of a German accent. “If you had any sense, you would have taken your own life years ago. You are an abomination to humanity; a mockery of a man. There is no place for you in the New World Order.”
Tommy started to scream but his words were cut off when the man stepped through the fog, scythe raised high. The stranger’s face under the hood was enough to chill even a hardened killer’s blood for it was completely devoid of skin. What lurked there was the face of death itself: a skull in whose hollow eye sockets burned an unholy light.
Down came the scythe blade and in one swift motion Tommy’s head flew free.
* * *
“Where the hell’s the kid?” Wally wanted to know. He and Lou were standing just outside the smashed window that had let them into the professor’s house, several large sacks stuff full of priceless artifacts. Wally was a painfully thin man in his mid thirties, with a sharp nose and beady eyes. He proudly wore a small tattoo of a swastika on one shoulder, though it was hidden from sight on this cold night. A stern believer in the racist Aryan policies currently being spouted in Germany, Wally had never thought much of Tommy, whom he considered a mongrel because of his Mexican heritage. “He’s a good for nothing, Lou. I warned you.”
“He’s coming,” Lou said with a trace of irritation. The older man pointed into the fog, where the headlights of their sedan could now be seen turning the corner. “Give him a bit of peace,” Lou pleaded. “He’s a little idiot but he’s good for doing all the things we don’t want to do.”
Wally grunted, moving to stand next to his companion. The car seemed to be drifting silently towards them at a greater speed than was necessary. “What’s he doing? Coasting down here?”
Lou stepped in front of the car and raised his hands. “Maybe he can’t see us in the fog.” Lou waved his arms but finally had to jump out of the way as the car sailed past, crashing with a loud thump into a light pole.
“That jackass,” Wally hissed. “He’s gonna wake up the whole neighborhood!”
“Something’s wrong with him,” Lou said, noting that Tommy’s body was slumped over the steering wheel.
Wally moved forward, planning to beat the snot out of the punk for ruining their scheme — and the car. But as he got closer, with Lou at his heels, he began to slow down considerably. There was blood inside the car: a lot of it. And Tommy’s head seemed to be missing. “He’s dead… somebody killed him.”
Lou stared at the scene, all the color draining from his face. “Who could have done that…?”
A rustle of fabric from behind him made Lou look over his shoulder. There he came face-to-face with a skull faced entity brandishing a weapon of death.
The blade slashed through the air, connecting with flesh and bone. Wally felt the blood spray across his back and wrinkled his nose in disgust. He turned just as death came upon him.
The killer remained standing over them for a moment before retrieving each of their heads. He then opened his cloak and slipped each of them into a hidden pocket. If anyone had been watching, they would have sworn that the heads vanished completely as they were dropped into the storage place, for there was no more sign of them. They neither weighted down the Reaper’s garment nor did they cause any change in the appearance of the cloak.
The Grim Reaper then moved over to the bags of stolen goods and lifted them easily. The fog was as high as his shoulders now, rendering him virtually invisible. He opened the bags, carelessly tossing aside scrolls, statuettes and other priceless artifacts. He cared for only one thing and when he found it, an audible sigh of satisfaction came from beneath the form-fitting contours of his skull mask.
He was no denizen from beyond, this Grim Reaper, though he was certainly far from normal. He held up a model of a human skull, carved out of clear quartz crystal. The Grim Reaper studied it in detail, noting how perfectly formed it was… it was a work of art, one whose beauty went far beyond the norm. He knew there were several similar things scattered across the globe, but only a few were what were known as the Greater Skulls. Those three possessed powers far beyond the others, many of which could do little more than aid in divination or intensify emotion. The Greater Skulls were capable of so very much more…
Up close, the Grim Reaper could tell that the Skull had been carved with total disregard to the natural crystal axis and there were no signs of metal tools being used. Having been chiseled into rough form using diamonds, the skull had then been shaped through grinding and polishing with sand, over a period of approximately 300 years. Like all the Greater Skulls, maintained a permanent temperature of 70 degree Fahrenheit (21 degrees Celsius).
The skull began to glow with an inner light and the Grim Reaper laughed softly.
The Fuehrer would be pleased.

CHAPTER II
Visions of Horror

January 11, 1942—The Davies Plantation
Max Davies stared at himself in the full-length mirror, noting that he still appeared in very good health for a man who was nearing his 42nd birthday. He still bore a head full of wavy black hair, his olive complexioned skin was in good shape (aside from a myriad of small scars he’d accumulated) and there was not an ounce of fat on his well-toned body.
But the eyes gave it away.
His had been a tough life, forged in the fires of having seen his father gunned down before him. On top of that had come painful visions of future crimes, crimes so horrible that Max had felt compelled to build himself into a living weapon against those who would strike at the innocent.
Max adjusted his tie before turning away from the mirror and pulling on his coat. He could hear Evelyn out in the hall, fussing with their son William. The little boy, who would turn three this year, did not have any interest in wearing his own suit.
“Need any help?” Max asked, stepping out into the hallway. From the look on his wife’s face, he had chosen the wrong tack to take.
“No,” she said frostily. “We’re doing just fine. Can’t you tell?”
Max cleared his throat and knelt to pull William close to him. He couldn’t help but sneak a glance at Evelyn as she stood up. She looked lovely in a cream colored gown that clung to every one of her amply inviting curves. Her auburn hair was pulled back, leaving just a few ringlets to dangle about her bare shoulders. “William,” Max said, drawing his eyes back so that they locked with his son’s. “What’s wrong, son?”
“I don’t want to,” the boy said. He had inherited his mother’s hair color and eyes but the features on his face were all Max’s.
“If you’re well behaved at the wedding, we’ll have Nettie and Josh whip up some ice cream. How’s that?”
“Okay!” William answered with a grin. He let his father finish getting him dressed and then took off down the hall, yelling to Nettie that he was going to get ice cream.
“You spoil him,” Evelyn said, though there was no ire in her voice.
“He’s a good boy,” Max responded with a shrug. He kissed his wife on the cheek and whispered “You look ravishing.”
“Down,” she laughed, pushing him away gently. “I just got my hair and makeup the way I want it.” Her face took on a serious cast and she lowered her voice so that Nettie wouldn’t hear. The old black woman was almost like part of the family, which was why Evelyn didn’t want her to overhear. “Do you think McKenzie’s doing the right thing? They barely know one another!”
He couldn’t argue with that sentiment. One of the Davies’ best friends was Atlanta’s police chief, Will McKenzie — he was, in fact, the namesake for our little boy. But just a few months ago, he had been kidnapped by a German agent calling herself the Iron Maiden. In the end, the Maiden — whose real name was Kirsten Bauer — had fallen madly in love with McKenzie and he’d reciprocated. Their whirlwind romance had led to Max pulling more than a few strings to get her accepted in the United States, without having to spend a day in prison. Thanks to her in-depth knowledge of Hitler’s inner circle, she’d proven her worth to the government already. Now that America was officially in the war thanks to Japan’s cowardly attack in December, she would no doubt be called upon again soon.
“McKenzie’s a grown man,” Max pointed out. “He’s old enough to make decisions for himself about who he’s going to be with.”
“How can he want to marry her?” Evelyn continued, looking confused and more than a little angry. “She tortured him, for heaven’s sakes!”
“Maybe he figures it was good practice for marriage,” Max said, quickly dancing out of range of her answering slap. “Just joking, my darling!”
“I’m serious. I think he’s rushing into this.”
“I know… and I’m worried, too. But he and Kirsten seem happy with one another. Let’s just wish them the best and not condemn their marriage before they’ve had the chance to make it work.”
Evelyn smoothed down her dress and nodded, though she looked thoroughly unconvinced. Max knew he was very lucky to have found her; she was supportive of his vigilante activities but she never hesitated to point out when he was going astray. She was his rudder in the choppy seas of life.
Evelyn caught his attentive stare and blushed. “What?” she asked, looking self-conscious.
“Nothing. You just… look wonderful.”
“I love you, too.” Evelyn kissed him gently on the cheek and took his hand.
* * *
The wedding took place on the green grasses of Max and Evelyn’s home, a fully restored former plantation property. Max served as the best man, smiling at his friend’s uncharacteristic nervousness. McKenzie was a handsome and normally gregarious person, with dark hair and eyes; His bride just as attractive, with long blonde hair, green eyes and pouty red lips.
Many of their mutual friends were in attendance and Max managed to find time to speak to many of them: the always mysterious avenger named Benson, who had managed to help the Peregrine smooth out his problems with law enforcement; the Russian superman Leonid Kaslov and his associates Benjamin Flynn and Libby Raines; the enigmatic Ascott Keane; and the blind lawyer Tony Quinn.
During the reception, Max managed to find a few moments alone with McKenzie, who had that kind of wide-eyed deer-in-the-headlights look to him that all men have on their wedding day. “So where are you two going for your honeymoon?” Max asked.
McKenzie let out a long sigh, running a hand through his dark hair. “Can’t say. Kirsten would kill me. She wants us to get away from everything for a few days.”
“Good for her. Look, don’t worry about things back here. You’ve got a lot of good men on the force… and I’ll be around to make sure nothing gets too far out of hand.”
McKenzie nodded, pushing his hands deep into his suit pockets. “That killer struck again last night. Killed three men. It looks like the guys were in the middle of breaking into a house when the killer came upon them.”
“So he’s a vigilante now?” Max asked, adopting a pensive expression.
“Not sure about that. The house belonged to a guy named Stephen Gaines. He’s a history professor at the University. According to him, there’s only one item that’s missing. I think the killer took it.”
“What was it?”
“A crystal skull. It was recovered from an archaeological site in South America about six years ago. Gaines bought it at auction a few months ago.”
“Is it worth much?” Max asked, wondering if greed might provide an explanation for the crime.
“A fair mint to the right people, yeah. But the professor says it might be something else: according to local legend, that skull is a mystical artifact. On its own the skull is dangerous enough, according to the believers… but if united with its two twins — they’re called the Greater Skulls, it’s capable of destroying the world.”
Max grunted. “So it looks like the killer might be looking to grab the others, as well? Any leads on where they might be?”
“Not a clue.” McKenzie put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “But I figure you can find out while I’m out of town.”
“So nice of you to think of something to keep me busy,” Max deadpanned. Growing more serious, he lowered his voice and said, “I hope this works out for you. I really do.”
“Thanks, Max. I know that some folks think I’m crazy for doing this… but I love her. And I think she loves me, too.”
“That’s the most important thing.” Max looked up to the sky, where the sun was beginning to sink low behind the pine trees. The air was brisk on this January day and there was something of a melancholy feeling that clung to every detail. It had been that way for Max ever since the attack on Pearl Harbor, when he had realized that his fears over the growing war in the Pacific and in Europe were all too real. As the Peregrine, he’d clashed with enough Nazis in recent years to know exactly how dangerous their agenda could be… and now the nation was going to find out for itself.
Max started to voice some of his concerns to Will when suddenly a pounding settled in the base of his skull. It grew in intensity until it felt like someone was driving a nail straight into his brain… and it was a painful sensation that was all too familiar.
Haunted since childhood by visions of the future, Max had tried in vain to banish the things from his life. He had finally settled in to a benign appreciation of the awful gift he possessed.
Gritting his teeth, Max felt the world sway around him. He reached out blindly for McKenzie, who caught his arm to hold his friend upright.
In the darkness of his mind’s eye, the Peregrine began to see images appear:
Three crystal skulls, side-by-side. All three were glowing with an inner light that was almost blinding. Standing above and behind them was a figure straight out of myth: the grim reaper, cloaked and hooded, the bones of his skeletal face just barely in view. In his hands was held a long, dangerous looking scythe. The images then swirled, as if someone were disrupting the scene with a brush of their fingertips. Max wondered idly if that wasn’t the case — his father, Warren Davies — was the one directly responsible for these visions, sending them to Max across the void separating the living and the dead.
The scene shifted, to reveal the face of a man that the Peregrine knew very well. He had never met him personally, of course, but Adolf Hitler’s visage was growing more infamous by the day. It haunted newsreel footage and was already inspiring fear and hatred amongst many Americans. Due to the freshness of the Pearl Harbor tragedy, there was more dislike for Japan in the States than for Germany at the moment, but Max felt certain that would change over time, giving all members of the Axis at least equal footing as villains. Max saw Hitler reaching out to grasp a crystal skull, his voice ringing out in German. Max, who could speak numerous languages fluently, heard the leader of the German war machine speak as clearly as if they were in the same room together: “Inform our allies that we have won. No one will stand against us now…”
Hitler’s image faded, replaced by a horrifying vision that seemed to stretch on for miles. America’s heartland, reduced to dry dust and a barren landscape… here and there Max could see bones of animals and humans sticking up from the earth. It was a nightmare given perfect form.
When Max blinked hard, the images were gone, having taken less than ten seconds to fully appear in his mind. He found McKenzie staring at him in concern.
“It happened again, didn’t it?” McKenzie asked, having witnessed his friend’s episodes before.
“Yes. But I think I have a better idea about what our friend the Grim Reaper might be up to.”
“The Grim Reaper?”
“That’s who he looks like,” Max explained. He turned away from his friend and began to head back into the house. “Tell Evelyn that something came up.”
McKenzie stared at Max’s back, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Sure.”
Max stopped at the door, turning to look back at McKenzie. “Oh… and have fun on your honeymoon. Don’t worry about things while you’re gone.”
“Why in the world would I worry about anything, Max? My best friend’s just going off to face a guy who chops people’s heads off and dresses up like Death.”
Max laughed softly, realizing how absurd the whole thing sounded. Something occurred to him then and he suddenly snapped his fingers. “Kirsten! I need to speak to her.”
McKenzie seemed surprised but he was more than willing to go along with his friend’s inspiration. “I’ll send her your way. You going to be down in the Nest?” McKenzie was referring to the reinforced storm cellar that Max had turned into a secret lair, filled with items used in his crusade against crime.
Max nodded curtly and disappeared within.
* * *
Kirsten was still in her wedding dress when she entered the Nest. She had a sort of happy glow about her that made Max feel guilty for having pulled her away from the reception. She took one look at Max in his Peregrine garb and some of the pleasure seemed to ebb from her. Max wore his domino-style mask with its odd little beak-like appendage over his nose; a long jacket over his slacks and white shirt, a tie, and gloves completed the outfit.
“Will mentioned that you needed to speak with me.”
Max nodded, thinking that not very long ago they’d met on the field of battle. The fight had ended when McKenzie had stepped between them, bringing his lover and his best friend to peace. He hoped he’d never have to face her that way again for she was a terrifying opponent. “I had a vision of a German agent, dressed in a hooded robe. He wielded a scythe and wore some kind of skull mask over his face. Are you familiar with him?” Before he’d even finished the description, Kirsten’s eyes had widened, making it quite clear that she did know someone who matched that appearance.
“Yes. His name is Werner Richter. At the same time I was undergoing training as the Iron Maiden, he was being outfitted with his own equipment. I know that he was a spiritualist and that there were stories about him trafficking in black magic.”
Max picked up a piece of paper and wrote the man’s name down, asking Kirsten to spell it for him for accuracy’s sake. “I believe he’s the one performing the murders in town,” he explained. “He’s looking to bring together three crystal skulls. I know he’s got one of them already — he got it last night. Do you have any idea where I might begin looking for the other two?”
Kirsten pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I did learn a bit about them. You have to understand, Hitler and his aides are diehard believers in the occult. They have reams of information on all sorts of topics. My particular leanings were towards those of Norse and Germanic ancestry but Hitler was willing to use anything to achieve his goals.”
Max thought he detected a trace of admiration in Kirsten’s voice, reminding him that she was only a few months removed from service to the German leader.
“I know of one other here in the United States but the last of the Greater Skulls… I have no idea where it might be.”
“The one here in the states?” Max prompted.
“Dr. Mitchell-Hedges, a retired professor from Miskatonic University. He has one. When I was still working for the Third Reich, Mitchell-Hedges was temporarily under surveillance and there was talk of stealing the skull from him.”
Max nodded, immediately making plans to contact the doctor and find out if he still owned the skull. As for the mysterious third crystal piece… he had ideas about how to find that one, as well.
The Peregrine reached out and touched Kirsten’s arm, squeezing it gently. “Thank you. I know it must be hard for you to give information about someone you used to work with—”
Kirsten’s face twisted into an expression of contempt. “I knew him, Max… but I never worked with him. Werner was a sadist who enjoyed his work far too much. If you’re expecting me to have some qualms about him being hurt… you’re wrong. Nothing would make me happier, in fact.”
The Peregrine laughed. “Okay then. I’ll make sure he pays for his crimes.”
After Kirsten was gone, the Peregrine began his investigations.

CHAPTER III
The Second Skull

January 12, 1942—Arkham, Massachusetts
Simon Mitchell-Hedges was a slender man in his earlier sixties, with silver hair and dark eyes. He walked with a cane adorned by a golden lion’s head and looked like the very picture of English nobility, in his sweater vest and slacks. His home was filled with books on every subject known to man. His private library was his personal sanctum, his defense against a world gone mad.
The professor had served on the faculty of Miskatonic University for nearly thirty years and during that time he had come face-to-face with things that simply should not exist… demonic forces which waged war on a daily basis against the human soul.
Upon retiring, Mitchell-Hedges had become a recluse in his home, sending his butler out for supplies but otherwise never leaving the safety of his abode.
As such, he never had guests. It was always just he and his butler… but Gregory was gone now on errands, meaning that Mitchell-Hedges should have been all alone.
But he wasn’t.
When he stepped into his study he came face-to-face with a frightening sight: a man dressed in a long coat and mask, with a pistol held tightly in one gloved hand. The figure had wavy dark hair and an olive complexion, making Mitchell-Hedges wonder if the fellow wasn’t of Greek descent. “Who are you?” the professor demanded, gripping his walking stick so hard that his knuckles turned white.
“I’m called the Peregrine. I’m not here to harm you.”
“Then why are you brandishing a gun?”
“Because you have a sword in that cane.”
Mitchell-Hedges blinked in surprise and took a step backwards. “How do you know that?”
“I own one just like it. You give the handle a little squeeze on the sides and the blade pops out. Am I right?”
The professor lifted the cane off the floor and set it aside, letting it rest on a small table nearby. “Now it’s your time, Mr. Peregrine?”
The Peregrine placed his pistol in one of the twin holsters hidden by his jacket. “I’m here about the skull. You’re in great danger because of it.”
Mitchell-Hedges moved forward again, stopping next to a fully stocked bar. He poured himself a glass of scotch and held it towards the Peregrine questioningly. When the vigilante answered with a negative shake of his head, Mitchell-Hedges replaced the stopper and took a sip of his drink. “That skull has caused me problems since the day I first came into contact with it. I can assure you that whatever plans you have for it are not worth the turmoil it will cause you.”
“I’m not looking to bring the Greater Skulls together,” the Peregrine explained. “I’m looking to prevent that from happening.”
Mitchell-Hedges looked back at him with a slightly different expression than before. “If you’re looking to destroy it, you’ll fail. Nothing can harm it. The only thing you can do is keep it away from the others.”
“That’s what I’m going to try and do. Has anyone come here, looking for it? Threatening you?”
“No. What makes you think they would?”
“There’s a killer loose. He has slaughtered quite a few people in Atlanta recently. I’ve managed to do some digging into the backgrounds of the people who died — and all of them were folks who might have had information about the other skulls. Thieves, black market experts, collectors… on the surface, none of them had anything in common, but a closer inspection showed otherwise.”
“You said the ‘other’ skulls… I take that to mean that he has one in his possession already?”
The Peregrine nodded. “He took it from the home of a professor named Stephen Gaines.”
Mitchell-Hedges looked pained and downed the last of his scotch. He began pouring himself another. “I know Stephen very well. He’s not harmed, I hope?”
“He’s fine. He wasn’t even home when the theft occurred.”
“Thank heavens for that. Well, Mr. Peregrine… let me tell you this: if this killer of yours gets all three skulls together, this world is in a lot of trouble.”
The Peregrine nodded. “He could strike at any time. I need you to give me the skull so I can protect it.”
Mitchell-Hedges laughed softly. “And how do I know that you’re not the killer yourself? You break into my home wearing a mask and holding a gun. That doesn’t make you the most trustworthy of people to me.”
The Peregrine took a step towards Mitchell-Hedges, forcing sincerity into his voice. He knew that he could augment the effect with a concentrated mental effort but he preferred not to manipulate the minds of others, especially innocent souls. “The killer’s real name is Werner Richter. He’s a Nazi who uses a scythe to cut people’s heads off. If you want to check out the newspaper clippings about me, feel free to do so after I’ve gone. I’m the Peregrine. I was active in Boston before moving to Atlanta. Hell, they’ve even made some factually incorrect movie serials based on my alleged adventures!”
That brought a smile to the old man’s face. “I know. I’ve seen them. I can’t say they made for very good viewing, though the leading lady was very enticing.”
Max resisted the urge to laugh, knowing that it was his own wife who had starred in those. “I agree,” he responded in a monotone. “So will you give me the skull?”
“Yes,” Mitchell-Hedges agreed. “It’s actually here in this room.” He walked past the Peregrine, stopping before a locked chest hidden underneath a table stacked high with bound leather volumes. Dust covered everything in this corner of the room and Mitchell-Hedges blew away a thick layer of the stuff from around the lock. He withdrew a small silver key ring from his pocket and opened the chest, revealing the box’s sole possession: the crystal skull.
The Peregrine felt a sudden prickling of his skin as the hair on the nape of his neck began to stand on end. It was a sensation he’d experienced numerous times before. It was an innate danger sense, a split-second warning that had saved his life on many occasions. “Get down!” the Peregrine yelled, leaping forward to land atop the startled professor. He knocked Mitchell-Hedges to the floor, the crystal skull skittering away from the man’s hands. It slid across the floor before bumping against the leg of a chair.
At that same time, several gunshots tore through the large window in the room. A second later, several men threw themselves through the weakened glass, sending shards flying. One of them embedded in the floor less than an inch away from the Peregrine’s left arm.
The Peregrine spun about to see four dark-garbed strangers in skull masks, each wearing a red band emblazoned with the swastika. But it was the gentleman who stepped through the shattered remains of the window behind them that caught the Peregrine’s attention. He was tall and wore a black cloak with a raised hood. From beneath the shadowy interior Max could see a bone white facemask. In the Grim Reaper’s hands was gripped a razor-sharp scythe.
The Peregrine drew his pistols, unleashing a hail of bullets that immediately struck two of the men in their chests. The vigilante then shoved the professor under the table and rolled away from him, narrowly avoiding several bullets that were sent in answer to his own attack.
The Grim Reaper seemed to take a brief glance at the Peregrine before dismissing him. The killer strode towards the second skull and knelt to retrieve it. His hand suddenly jerked away as a dagger, glowing with a golden halo around it, flew past the skull. The Reaper looked up to see the Peregrine had thrown the blade and was now grappling with another of the gunmen, spinning the man around so that he functioned as a human shield against the other.
As the fourth Nazi hesitated, unwilling to shoot his companion, the Peregrine threw the man at the other. They slammed together, falling to the floor in a heap. Max moved quickly, shooting both in the arms and legs, leaving them alive but incapable of continuing in battle.
While the gunmen moaned and thrashed about, the Peregrine turned back to face the Grim Reaper, who was now standing with skull in hand. Before Max could do anything, the Reaper had dropped the skull within the folds of his robe, where it seemingly disappeared entirely.
“Why are you here?” the Reaper asked in a thick German accent.
“Because you’re a murderer who needs to be brought to justice.”
“I am a patriot and a soldier,” the Reaper answered. “Are your own soldiers murderers for killing the enemies of your nation?”
The Peregrine pointed both pistols at the Grim Reaper, ready to let the bullets fly. “Hand over the skulls, Richter.”
“Ah. You know who I am then…”
“Yes.”
The Grim Reaper pointed a gloved hand at the Peregrine. “And I think I know you as well. The birdlike mask and the glowing dagger… you are the Peregrine. You’ve interfered with the Fuehrer’s plans before. You brainwashed the Iron Maiden.”
“No brainwashing was needed, friend. She just finally realized what a lunatic she was working for.” The Peregrine gestured with the pistols. “Now, hand over the skulls or I’ll start shooting.”
“Go ahead,” the Reaper replied. He moved forward with blinding speed, whipping the scythe through the air, aiming its blade directly at the Peregrine’s neck. Max barely managed to duck under the blow, opening fire as he did so. The bullets all hit home but each of them seemed to disappear within the voluminous folds of the Nazi’s robes.
Max was forced to roll quickly as the Reaper continued to press his assault. The scythe’s blade narrowly missed catching the Peregrine in the shoulder. It embedded in the floor, giving the Peregrine the chance to drive an elbow into the killer’s stomach, staggering him. The blade pulled free but there was no time for the Reaper to raise it for another attack before the Peregrine was back upright. Max shoved the barrel of the gun against the Reaper’s head and discharged the weapon, hoping to end the conflict as quickly as possible.
To Max’s shock and horror, the Grim Reaper let out a roar of anger — but not of pain. He threw out a fist that connected with Max’s cheek. The punch was enough to send the Peregrine back on his heels and he was unable to dodge the Reaper’s next swipe of his blade: the scythe cut a deep gash in left shoulder, sending a warm wave of pain through the hero.
The Peregrine jumped away, trying to ignore the throbbing in his shoulder. “What are you?” he asked, knowing that by all rights the Grim Reaper should be dead by now.
“I am a loyal German, one who was given the opportunity to serve the Fatherland in a way that most men could never do.” The Grim Reaper held up his scythe, soaked in the Peregrine’s blood. “My blade can cut through nearly anything and my cloak is far from a normal bit of cloth.”
“I’ll make you the same offer we made to the Iron Maiden, Werner. Renounce the Nazi ideology and I’ll do everything I can to help you settle in here in America. If you don’t accept, I’ll find a way to get a bullet under that hood of yours — and you’re going to burn in Hell.”
“Spoken like a Western fool,” the Reaper retorted. “If anyone should renounce their ways, it is you. Turn your back on the Zionists who control your economy and the mongrels who walk your streets… and you might find a place in the coming world order.”
Max wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Well, thanks for that well put together sales pitch. Pardon me for sticking with my mongrel friends, though.”
The Peregrine readied himself for another attack but the Grim Reaper suddenly took a step back. A thick fog seemed to arise from nowhere, rising steadily past the Peregrine’s ankles, then his knees, all the way past his waist, until it clung to him like a thick cloud from the neck down. Into this mist the Grim Reaper had disappeared, though his voice echoed in a taunting manner before fading:
“My goal isn’t to kill. It’s to accumulate objects that the Fuehrer can use. Take your life and learn a valuable lesson: stay out of my way.”
The Peregrine ran forward, trying to make contact with the Grim Reaper but finding only empty air in the villain’s stead. Cursing under his breath, the Peregrine turned back to check on the Nazi gunmen. Each of them was still and quiet, prompting Max to examine them quickly. The wounded were now dead, having taken their own lives via cyanide capsules.
“Did he escape with the skull?”
The Peregrine glanced over to see Mitchell-Hedges climbing from under his table, coughing as the mist began to dissipate.
“Yes. I’m sorry.”
“You’re bleeding,” Mitchell-Hedges said. “I’ll call for an ambulance.”
“No thank you. Just call the police. These men are dead. I have to get to work finding that last skull.”
Mitchell-Hedges nodded, though he stared at the dripping blood from the Peregrine’s wound with obvious concern. “If I had any clue about where it might be hidden, I’d tell you. Those three skulls can’t be brought together… I’ve seen enough to assure me that their power is real enough to pose a threat to the entire world.”
The Peregrine’s face was set in a grim expression. “I believe you. But I’m lucky enough to have a friend who might be able to tell me where the final skull is located… and what the origins of those damned things really are.”

CHAPTER IV
The Russian Superman

January 14, 1942—New York City
The tall man was of Russian descent, with close-cropped silver-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He wore a well-tailored black suit, a white handkerchief perched dashingly out of his breast pocket and a golden ring set with a pale red stone shone on the little finger of his right hand. His teeth were shockingly white and very straight, helping give the impression of a man who came from impressive stock.
Leonid Kaslov moved through the crowded streets of New York City, eyes never wavering from his goal: a small office set in between two large clothing distributors, each of whom had a steady stream of affluent-looking clientele coming and going from within. The office seemed to blend into the background and none of the women in their high hats or the men in their fashionable suits even seemed to take notice of it.
It was a cold day, with a harsh wind that made the already bustling New York pedestrians hurry all the more. Kaslov barely noticed the strong gusts, however. He had spent more than a few years in the desolation that was Siberia, where the average yearly temperature was only 32 degrees Fahrenheit. Compared to those harsh environs, a wintry day in Manhattan was almost like a vacation to the handsome Russian.
Kaslov attracted a few stares from passerby as he moved through the streets, for his was a famous face, frequently seen on major newspapers and magazines. For many of the women whose gaze lingered upon him, it was for more sensual reasons than his mere celebrity that they took notice of him. Kaslov was a handsome man, who cut an athletic, muscular figure and bore remarkable grace, making him an easy target for the wandering eyes of women. For most of his existence, Kaslov had spurned the attentions of the gentler sex, for his life was based upon only two things: the eradication of evil and the betterment of mankind.
In pursuit of those two goals, Kaslov had spent years honing his body into physical perfection and had mastered numerous sciences. Newsworld magazine had named him Man of the Year twice in the last decade, making him one of the most famous men in the nation. Given America’s sudden entry into the global war that was threatening to spin out of control, Kaslov’s importance was growing ever more paramount. The previous night Kaslov had worked well past the midnight hour on a draft of a letter advising the President on what new weapons could be developed within the next six months.
Kaslov pushed into the small office, the smell of sweet perfume hanging heavy in the air. Several words were etched onto the establishment’s door:
KASLOV AND ASSOCIATES
By appointment only

Elizabeth “Libby” Raines was seated behind the desk in the lobby, her blonde curls hanging in ringlets around her shoulders. She looked up with a smile, her blue eyes twinkling as she took him in. Her black dress was cinched tightly at her trim waist and as she leaned over the desk, an ample amount of cleavage was put on display.
A fairly recent change in their relationship had taken place, as Kaslov had at long last relented and given in to the attraction they shared. It had taken several extreme events to alter his opinion that romance would interfere with his ability to work: he had forged a friendship with Max Davies, who had remained a vital weapon against evil despite his marriage; and Libby had entertained a brief infatuation with an employee of Kaslov’s named Benjamin Flynn. That last event had spurred enough jealousy in the Russian’s heart to override his fears.
“Hello, Leo,” Libby said, flashing a stunning smile.
Kaslov inclined his head, reaching into the inside pocket of his coat to bring forth a glass rose, its petals painted a beautiful red. “Good afternoon, Libby. I saw this in one of the shops and thought you would enjoy it.”
“Oh, Leo,” his secretary gushed, taking the flower and staring at it with a smile on her face. “That’s so sweet. I love it.”
Kaslov’s normally stern lips twitched a bit, as close as he generally came to a grin. “Good. And you don’t have to worry about it dying, since I know you’re always going on about your inability to keep a plant alive.”
Libby chuckled and set the flower to the side of her typewriter. “Leo, there’s a visitor for you. I went ahead and let him into your lab.”
That news brought a sudden narrowing of the eyes to the Russian. His lab was off-limits to all but a select few. “Who is it?”
“Max. He looked pretty serious so I went ahead and showed him inside.”
Leonid stepped down the hallway towards a red door marked in black letters: PRIVATE. He stepped inside and scanned the crowded interior. His laboratory was home to numerous pieces of equipment, ranging from experimental thinking devices to weapons of mass destruction. He found Max standing near a microscope, peering through the device at one of the many slides that Leonid kept nearby.
“Excellent work you’ve been doing,” Max was saying. Leonid noticed that Max was in a nicely tailored suit but there was a thick bandage underneath his shirt on the left shoulder. “Are you really working on a cure for polio?”
“I think I’m somewhat close to a breakthrough,” Leo said. When Max straightened up and the two men looked at each other, neither could hide their delight at being reunited. They clasped each other warmly, patting each other’s backs. “What brings you to New York?”
Max stepped back and ran a hand through his wavy hair. He looked a little bit different than the last time Kaslov had seen him, during the affair in which the Warlike Manchu had been destroyed. Max had confided in him during that time about a horrific vision of the future he’d received as a curse from an entity known as Nyarlathotep: that Max would outlive everyone he loved, surviving well into the 21st century before finally expiring. The knowledge that he would live to see his son and wife pass on before him had haunted him for months but it seemed that Max had moved past it. He looked vital and confident, moreso than ever before.
“I need your help in tracking down the last of the so-called Greater Skulls. They’re crystal—”
“I’m familiar with them,” Leo cut in. “Why in the world would you be tracking those things down? Bring them all together and the danger level would be immense!”
“It’s not a matter of me trying to do it… I’m trying to stop someone else. A Nazi agent named Werner Richter. He’s already managed to get two of the damned things. I need to find the third before he does.”
“Is he the one who gave you that wound?”
“Yes. He wields a scythe and dresses like the Grim Reaper.”
“We never seem to face the well-dressed gangsters, do we?” Kaslov replied with a shake of his head. The powerfully built Russian moved over to a large box-shaped device that took up most of the far wall. A series of flashing blue and green lights flickered across its surface and Kaslov reached up to a box of punch cards located above the unit. He retrieved one after ruffling through several and inserted it into a small slot near the middle of the machine. The action caused an immediate response as the lights began flickering madly in a new sequence.
“What is that thing?”
“I call it EPIC. That stands for Electronic Personal Integration Computer. There’s a company working on their own version which will be named ENIAC but they’re several years away from a working model.”
The Peregrine moved to stand next to his friend, watching closely as a strip of paper began to emerge from another slot, with a series of words printed on its surface. “I’m more impressed by you with every visit to your lab, Leo.”
Kaslov glanced at his friend as he tore off the strip from the slot. “You shouldn’t flatter me. I consider you one of the most brilliant men currently alive.”
“Nice of you to say,” Max answered with a laugh, “but you’re one of the most brilliant men who’ve ever lived… so you’re still capable of impressing me.” Max gestured towards the paper. “What did you ask it?”
“I wanted a list of known or alleged locations of the Greater Skulls. The EPIC has an electronic version of all my records making searching through them much quicker than normal.” Kaslov studied the readout, grunting every now and again. “If you can account for the one that was in Georgia that leaves one in Arkham—”
“Just came from there. The Reaper has it.”
Kaslov nodded. “Then that leaves the one that’s in the possession of Alan Armstrong. He lives in Toronto.”
“I’ve never heard of him. Is he a collector or an occultist?”
“Both. I first met him about four years ago when I was investigating reports of a Deep Ones colony just off the Northeastern coast. Armstrong was there with a bunch of deep sea divers, conducting thefts of Deep One artifacts. Turns out that they were the reason the Deep Ones were so agitated and attacking the mainland. Armstrong got away with a small fortune in artifacts and I wasn’t able to pin him with anything substantial legally.”
“Sounds like a wonderful fellow,” Max said sarcastically. “I don’t suppose you have any details about his house? Maybe have a spare key that might let me in?”
“Nothing that dramatic but I do have the blueprints.”
“How in the world did you get those?”
Kaslov walked over to a large filing cabinet and after a few moments returned with the blueprints. “I paid someone to steal them.”
“You’re a wicked, wicked man, Mr. Kaslov.” Max slapped his friend on the shoulder and looked at his watch. “I better get going if I want to reach Armstrong before the Reaper does.”
“How did you get here?”
“Brought my personal plane.”
Kaslov nodded, being very familiar with the modified airship that transported Max around the country. It was capable of flying from the continental United States to central Europe without refueling and was easily the fastest such plane in the entire world. “Do you need any assistance?”
“If you’re offering, I’d be a fool to turn you down.”
Kaslov started to answer when Libby poked her pretty face into the room. “Leo, its Benjamin on the phone. He says it’s an emergency.”
Max chuckled at the look of consternation on the Russian’s face. “Take care of things here, Leo. I’ll call you if I need you. Mind if I take the blueprints?”
“Not at all. Just be careful.”
Max was headed towards the door. “Always, my friend. Always.”

CHAPTER V
The Reaper Comes Calling

Toronto, Canada
Alan Armstrong was a profiteer, pure and simple. He sold weapons and secrets to both the Allies and the Axis, not caring which would win out in the end. Canada had declared war on Germany in 1939 but Armstrong had never paid such things any heed. He existed above the law, or so he liked to think.
Armstrong was a handsome man with short-trimmed red hair and a goatee. He had mismatched eyes, the left being green and the right being brown. He tended to dress in blacks whenever possible, accentuating his long and lean appearance.
His Toronto home was a mansion in all but name, for it was large enough for nearly a dozen people to live in comfortably, though Armstrong shared it only with Diana, a buxom young brunette with whom he shared his bed and his appetite for shopping.
Armstrong sat in a plush chair, one ankle crossed over the other leg, while Diana sat perched on the armrest. She wore an off-the-shoulders black blouse and knee-length skirt.
Armstrong studied the garish figure that stood before him. The Grim Reaper had arrived moments before, expecting to find the usual scene: that of a man groveling for his life before the death-clad figure of the Reaper. Instead, Armstrong had greeted him with no obvious fear and, indeed, had begun to parlay with him.
“Tell me again why you want my skull?” Armstrong asked, pushing Diana away and gesturing towards a bottle of wine nearby. “Pour me a glass, my dear. Would you like one, Mr…?”
“Richter,” the Reaper replied, gripping his scythe more tightly. He was ready to end the Canadian’s life whenever it became necessary but for now he found the man amusing enough to let him live. “And I have no need for alcohol.”
“Mr. Richter,” Armstrong said nodding. He accepted a glass from Diana. “You were going to tell me why I should give you the skull, I believe?”
“Because otherwise I will kill you.”
“Always a strong argument,” Armstrong said, taking a sip of his drink. “I assume you’re going to try and collect the other two skulls?”
“I have them.”
That did make Armstrong pause. He’d never cared for apocalyptic plans… after all, he needed a world to exist if he was going to make a profit. “You know how dangerous it is to have all three together in one place, don’t you?”
The Reaper moved so close that the cloth from his robes rustled against Armstrong’s legs. Diana shrank away from the scene, fearful of what was about to happen. “The skulls will be given to the Fuehrer so that this war can be ended and the Reich can stand victorious. You can either give me the skull and live… or refuse and die. Either way, I will take the skull.”
“That’s not really what I’d call a negotiation,” Armstrong lamented. “A shame, too. I’d hoped to strike a bargain with you.”
The Reaper felt the impact of the bullets before he’d even recognized the sound. Diana, standing nearby with a pistol she’d retrieved while pouring her lover’s drink, had just emptied the bullet chamber of her small pistol.
The bullets ripped into the Reaper, who staggered away, twisting so that his body was mostly hidden from view. Armstrong rose, a smug smile of victory on his face.
“Sorry, old chap… but you should never take me lightly.” Armstrong reached out and gripped the Reaper’s shoulder, intending to turn him about and finish him off himself. Armstrong had a small knife he always kept on his person for close-up work like this.
When the Reaper came around to face Armstrong, however, the Nazi was seemingly not harmed at all. Indeed, the Reaper began laughing as he saw the expression of shocked horror on Armstrong’s face. “You’re a fool, Armstrong. And now you’ll be a dead man, to boot.”
Diana screamed as the Reaper brought his scythe down, cutting through skin and bone. He neatly bisected Armstrong’s body, the two halves falling wetly to the floor, blood spewing like a geyser.
The Reaper then turned towards Diana, who had dropped her weapon and brought both hands to her face. She screamed again and again, even as the Reaper gripped her neck with one gloved hand and forced her back against the wall.
“The skull,” he hissed into her ear. “Do you know where it is?” When the girl continued to howl in terror, the Reaper brought his blade up against her cheek, allowing her lover’s blood to drip down her skin. “Tell me,” he warned.
“I think he keeps everything downstairs… in his basement.”
The Reaper tossed her aside, striding away. He cast a warning over his shoulder: “Stay here. If you try and escape, I promise you that your death will be amazingly painful.”
Werner Richter walked through the expansive home until he found a locked door that led down below. After forcing it open, he descended the stairs and found himself in a museum-quality display area, filled with odds and ends. The Reaper saw a human hand preserved in some sort of greenish fluid, a stuffed Yeti, and a blood-caked knife held in a large glass case. But none of these things held his attention the way the crystal skull, resting atop a red pillow in the center of the room, did at the moment. The Reaper moved towards it, feeling a sense of extreme satisfaction.
He had won.
There would no stopping the Reich now.
* * *
The Peregrine set his nearly silent aircraft down at a private airfield, one that he had paid several thousand dollars for absolute secrecy. After landing, the Peregrine opened a large hatch located at the rear of the plane and drove an unmarked black roadster straight off the plane. The vehicle then cruised through the streets of Toronto, carrying the Peregrine to the home of Alan Armstrong.
A nagging feeling that he’d taken too long in reaching the site kept Max on edge. He wished that Evelyn were with him but with little William getting older, it was best that one of them stay with him as much as possible.
Doubts gnawed away at the fringes of his mind, as he remembered the awful visions of the future he’d once received from the chaotic Nyarlathotep. The demonic entity had pushed them into Max’s mind as a punishment for opposing him and they’d certainly succeeded in ruining Max’s mood for months on end. The thought of outliving William, Evelyn, McKenzie and all their friends… it was frightening, to say the least.
“The future isn’t written in stone,” he reminded himself as he parked the car just outside Armstrong’s home. “I’ve had visions that didn’t come true too many times to count.”
With those words of self-assurance, the Peregrine left his car and moved towards the rear of the house, using his knowledge of the home’s layout as a guide. He carried the Knife of Elohim in his right hand, the blade glowing brightly in the darkness.
As soon as he reached the back entrance, however, the Peregrine knew that something awful had occurred. The bisected form of Armstrong had been strung up there, a sign hanging around his neck that read: IT’S TIME TO END THIS SEARCH, PEREGRINE. THE HUNT IS OVER.
Max cursed under his breath, moving carefully around the poor man’s corpse and entering the house. He could hear sobbing from one of the interior rooms and he quickly found Diana huddled in a corner, arms over her head. Blood and gore lay all around her.
“Are you hurt?” the Peregrine asked, taking careful steps into the room.
Diana looked up at him in fear and shrank away.
“It’s okay. I’m trying to catch the man who was here… the one in the hood with the skull mask. Do you know how long ago he left?”
“I don’t know… maybe half an hour?”
The Peregrine knelt at her side and put away his knife. “I’m going to call for help. You’re going to be safe.”
“Alan…”
“I know. I’m sorry.” The Peregrine closed his eyes for a moment, calling upon his mental abilities. They were still a mystery to him but they could sometimes prove most useful. He nudged her mind into a relaxed state, letting her exhaustion win out. She slumped into a much needed slumber.
When the Peregrine opened his eyes, they blazed with a fury that was matched only by his thirst for justice. He silently swore that this would be the last murder committed by the Grim Reaper.

CHAPTER VI
The Power of the Skulls

January 16, 1942—The Formerly Free City of Danzig
Under the terms of the Versailles Treaty, the Free City of Danzig had become an independent quasi-state under the auspices of the League of Nations. Prior to that, most of its territory had belonged to Poland prior to World War I. It was placed under German protection with special economic-related rights reserved to Poland. Unfortunately for those who sought to remain independent, the area had been forcibly annexed by Nazi Germany in 1939 and was currently occupied by German forces.
Werner Richter loved Danzig with all his heart. The Free City had stretched over 1,966 square kilometers and had been home to over 350,000 people. It was currently home to even more as the Nazi troops had moved into the area. Werner could still remember the terror in the citizenry’s eyes as the Nazi forces had moved in, as nearly 10,000 members of the Polish intelligentsia had been executed within the first week of occupation. It had been a good time for a loyal Nazi, seeing the enemies of the state shown their true place in the new order.
Richter now stood in the study of his expansive home, located near the port that made Danzig so important. Gazing out his window allowed him to see the many ships coming and going through the city’s commerce center, many of them bearing goods essential to the Nazi war machine. Richter knew other Party members who scorned the area, thinking it put them far too close to the working class… but that was precisely why Richter loved it. He had grown up working on the sea and adored its sights and sounds.
“When do you plan to use the skulls in unison?”
Richter turned away from the window to see his friend Gunther holding one of the skulls in his hand. Gunther stared into the perfectly sculpted object, seemingly lost in its beauty. Richter had brought out only one of the mystic objects, careful to keep them apart for now.
Gunther was a portly man who cleaned up well, managing to squeeze his girth into an officious looking military uniform.
“Soon. I sent word to the Fuehrer that I had returned from the States and that my mission was successful… but I am not sure about how quickly he wants me to bring the skulls into play. For all I know, he’ll want to be there himself when they are used.”
“Hah!” Gunther exclaimed, finally setting the crystal skull down on a mantle. “You wish you would be so lucky to have the Fuehrer at your test. He won’t be risking his neck in case something goes wrong — that reward goes to hard working socialists like you and me.”
Werner frowned, not liking the tone that Gunther sometimes took when discussing Hitler. He said nothing, however, for he and Gunther had known each other since early childhood and it was too late to change his friend’s loose tongue now.
A knock at the study door helped defuse the tension that had sprung up in the room. Werner glanced over to see Esther, his longtime maid, standing at attention. She was a stern woman, rail-thin and very severe in manner, but she kept a good house and was always deferential to her employer. “What is it, Esther?”
“A messenger brought this for you, Herr Werner.” The maid crossed the room stiffly, holding a small folded slip of paper to Werner.
“Thank you, Esther. By the way, when will dinner be ready? Gunther is about to begin gnawing on furniture if we keep him waiting much longer.”
“It will be ready within ten minutes, Herr Richter.” If Esther caught the humor that hidden behind her master’s words, she gave no sign of it.
At a dismissive nod from Werner, Esther turned on her heels and exited the room with a frosty glance at Gunther.
“She’s a tigress, that one,” Gunther said with a laugh after she was gone. “And she wants me terribly.”
Werner ignored his friend’s jest. He crumpled the paper up into a ball and tossed it into a trash bin.
“What’s wrong?” Gunther wondered aloud.
“You were right,” Werner admitted. “The message comes from the Fuehrer himself. He wants me to test the power of the skulls and then let him know the results. When it’s verified that the old spells will work safely, I will be summoned to Berlin to demonstrate it to my superiors.”
Gunther started to grin but managed to catch himself before the smile touched his lips. He could see the fury in his friend’s eyes and knew better than to test him. Instead, he opted to take a more encouraging stance. “Is there anything I can do to help?” he offered.
Werner said nothing for a moment but Gunther saw his shoulders relax and knew that the suggestion had touched his friend. “Yes, Gunther. I can use your help. But first we will have dinner… and then we will retire to my private chambers… with the skulls.”
* * *
An hour later, Werner slipped on the hooded robes and bone-like mask of the Grim Reaper. He’d grown up in a house filled with the occult and had taken to it like a fish to water. When the time had come for volunteers to step forward as part of Hitler’s new occult forces, Werner had leapt at the chance. He let others allow themselves to be molded into silly roles such as the Iron Maiden, Black Zeppelin or Steel Jaw… it was Werner’s honor to be chosen for the most threatening identity of all: the specter of death himself.
Werner had been given a cloak and scythe that dated back to the middle ages, both of unknown origin. It was claimed that the garment and weapon had both been used by multiple individuals during the height of the Black Plague… but Werner could never confirm those tales. He could definitely sense the power in the objects, however… and when he held them in his grasp he felt connected to something far older and more powerful than mere Nazi ideology.
“You look terrifying in that outfit,” Gunther mused. Werner’s friend was seated on the floor, in the midst of a large pentagram. The occult symbol had been drawn with painstaking care, the chalk lines perfectly smooth and unbroken. One skull lay directly in front of Gunther, the hollow eye sockets facing outwards. The other two skulls lay at equidistant points on the outside of the pentagram.
The Grim Reaper faced his friend without any trace of mirth. He approached with the swish of fabric, his weapon held tightly in one gloved hand. “I’m meant to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies, remember?”
“How could I forget? Especially with you looking like that… so, what am I supposed to do here?”
“To fully activate the shared power of the skulls, I need a living conduit for the energy to flow through. All you need to do is sit still… I’ll do everything else.”
“Is this going to hurt?”
“Honestly? I have no idea. But I don’t think you’ll be killed. I’ve found references to people being used multiple times as conduits.”
“But… were they still alive? I mean, can a dead person do it? I just want some assurance that you’re not knocking me off so you can have my wine collection.”
Werner chuckled but did not respond to Gunther’s main question. Truth be told, he didn’t know the full truth about how this would all work… it might very well kill Gunther but it was a risk that had to be taken. The only other person available was Esther and though Werner valued his friendship with Gunther, it was terribly hard to find good help and he simply couldn’t risk the woman’s well-being.
“We’re about to begin,” the Grim Reaper intoned, calling upon his mystic ability to control the forces from beyond. Fog began to creep in around his ankles, slowly rising until he could barely make out Gunther’s trembling form within the confines of the pentagram.
“I’m starting to have second thoughts,” his friend protested but Werner ignored him.
The Grim Reaper closed his eyes, calling upon every mystic skill he possessed. He whispered words in tongues forgotten by all but a few, dead languages that still held perverse power over the world.
The three skulls began to glow fiercely and Gunther jerked back as the one directly in front of him seemed to stir. Its mouth opened with a cracking sound and an eerie high-pitched wail began to emerge, one that was joined in unison by the other two skulls.
The Grim Reaper felt something shift in the room, as if a door to some new and dangerous place had been opened. A chill touched the air and even beneath the magic robes he wore, Werner felt the clammy touch of the unknown.
Power suddenly flowed through Gunther, causing him to scream. The man’s head threw back and light began to stream forth from every orifice, casting the room into such bright illumination that when Werner opened his eyes, he was forced to raise an arm to partially block his view.
What would you want of us?
Werner looked around in confusion, uncertain of where the voice was coming from… Or was it more than one? Was it actually a trio of voices?
Tell us the name of the man you would like to see dead. Tell us the name of the place to be destroyed.
Werner suddenly laughed in exultation. It had worked! The power of the skulls was reputed to be enough to destroy the world… and now it was his to command. But first, he would need to test their power. The first name that came to mind was not any political rival or even the Peregrine, who had become a recent thorn in his side. Instead, he saw a face from his past: a childhood rival who had sparred with him again and again for success and women.
It shall be done, the voices said in reply to his wordless request.
The unnatural brightness faded abruptly and Gunther sagged forward like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Werner hurried towards his friend, kneeling at his side.
“Gunther?”
A trail of spittle dripped from Gunther’s lips and his body twitched spasmodically. With a grim certainty, Werner realized that his friend’s mind had cracked under the strain. He still lived, however, which meant that he could continue to aid in the days to come…
The Reaper rose suddenly and called for Esther. He spoke to her in hurried tones from behind his door, not wanting her to see Gunther’s condition. Moments later she returned with news that both elated and terrified her employer: the man he’d sent her to inquire after was dead, slain in the middle of his dinner through unknown means within the hour.
The Reaper clenched a fist in triumph, punching at the air. The Fuehrer would be pleased, very pleased, when he heard the news. Werner cast another glance back at the skulls, whose own natural inner glow seemed lessened somehow. It looked as if it might take some time for the power of the skulls to regenerate… should he go ahead and contact the Fuehrer so that he could witness the second test? Or would it be wiser to conduct more experiments on his own?
Werner thought of the delicious possibilities. He could kill anyone, destroy anything, at a whim…
Who was to say that it was not he who should be in charge, rather than the Fuehrer?
“I have to think on these things,” the murderer mused, a broad smile beginning to form beneath his mask of death.

CHAPTER VII
In the Heart of the Enemy

January 17, 1942—Danzig
The Peregrine ran full-tilt towards the edge of the rooftop, springing outward into space with a thrust from his powerful legs. He wind milled his arms as he hurtled through the air before landing forcefully on the rooftop across the street. Down below, armed Nazi soldiers sauntered past, completely unaware of the masked man lurking above them.
Max’s entry into Germany had been less than smooth. With war waging, the German air force had greatly enhanced their security along the borders but the Peregrine’s plane was designed specifically to avoid detection. Special radar-deflecting covering over its surface and its nearly silent engines meant that detection was far from easy. Max had still nearly been spotted by passing aircraft on several occasions and only his great skill at piloting had saved the day.
It had taken some time to track Werner Richter back to Danzig, but Max felt certain that the man would have returned home with the three skulls. There was certainly the chance he had gone on to Berlin with them but Hitler had been spotted in public the day before, touring some of the Nazi strongholds so Max thought it unlikely that Werner was in the German capital at present.
Along the dockside area, Max came upon Werner’s home. It was a surprisingly stately home, surrounded as it was by massive steamships and freighters. The Peregrine wondered why the Nazi had chosen such a noisy area to call home… but Max approved of it nonetheless. The noise pollution helped cover his own actions, after all.
Max knelt, facing the house of his enemy. He took out a tiny pair of collapsible binoculars and brought them up to his eyes. He could see into one of the large windows, noting that several lights were still on even though it was nearly eleven o’clock at night. A severe looking woman in a maid’s uniform came into view, pulling the curtains shut.
The Peregrine put the binoculars away and found a fire escape, descending to the streets below. With great stealth, he crossed the nearly empty road and came up to the side of Werner’s home. He could hear the strains of classic music — Wagner from the sound of it — coming from inside and he moved around until he was just outside that window.
Max waited for a moment, taking out the Knife of Elohim from his inner pocket. The glowing dagger was capable of cutting through almost anything and by standing on his tiptoes, Max was able to use it to carve a hand-sized circular hole in the glass. The Peregrine then held the glass steady as he applied pressure, pulling the cut piece of glass out of the window.
Max peered inside, noticing that the room was illuminated only by candles arranged in a regular pattern around a pentagram drawn on the floor. A body was propped up in a chair in the center of the pentagram, heavy ropes tied so that the slack form would not topple to the floor. From where he was standing, Max couldn’t tell if the figure was alive or dead but something in the man’s manner suggested that either way the man was incapable of taking any kind of action. He seemed brain dead at best.
The Peregrine reached out with his telepathic powers, trying to sense where the Grim Reaper might be. To his surprise, he found that the figure was within the same room into which Max was peering. The Peregrine glanced around again and this time he saw the deathly silhouette in the far corner. Werner was dressed in his full Reaper regalia, standing with his back to the Peregrine.
Max tensed, readying to throw his full weight against the weakened glass. When he did, the battle would swiftly ensue, so Max sheathed his blade and instead retrieved one of his modified pistols.
* * *
The Grim Reaper tried to stem the rising tide of euphoria he was feeling. He’d used the Skulls three times now, testing their power. The second time he’d used them he’d struck down a woman who had spurned his advances several months back… and the third he’d sunk an American warship many miles away.
He was a God, capable of laying waste to men and women across the world. Soon the Skulls would be recovered enough to be used again and Werner had given a lot of thought as to who should be his next target. Indeed, he’d nearly pushed away all thoughts of contacting Hitler to let him know of his success… he was too wrapped up in his burgeoning power.
He’d been torn between eradicating London, hopefully even taking the damned Churchill with him, or turning his gaze towards Washington, D.C. where Roosevelt could join his American brothers in death.
Werner’s musings were shattered when a gunshot rang out and a bullet tore through his right shoulder. Normally, Werner was immune to small arms fire but that was a spell that had to be consciously activated — since he’d not thought he’d be in any danger within his own home, he had not bothered to maintain it.
Pain flashed through him as he whirled about, snatching up his scythe that had lain against the wall. Elsewhere in the house, Werner could hear Esther moving in response to the noise. The door to his study was locked, however, preventing her from getting caught up in what was to come.
The window watching out over the port shattered inwards and the jacketed form of the Peregrine came tumbling in through the debris. The Peregrine sprang up into a crouch, pistol in hand. He fired again but this time his bullets passed through the swirling mists that were quickly engulfing the Grim Reaper.
“You shouldn’t have come here,” Werner stated in German, moving forward and spinning the scythe through the air. “I gave you the opportunity to save your own life by avoiding me. You must be suicidal to come after me…”
“Not suicidal, just dedicated to making sure that maniacs like you are brought to justice.” The Peregrine ducked under a swipe of the Reaper’s blade, rolling to the side and then throwing himself upwards into the German’s side. The impact knocked them both to the floor and the Peregrine pressed his advantage by driving a fist into the man’s face. The skull mask crumpled under the blow, shattering. A thin line of blood began to flow on Werner’s face, his skin having been cut by the damaged mask.
Werner roared like a wounded lion and shoved Max away. He pointed a hand at the vigilante, summoning a large cloud of fog that further obscured the hero’s vision.
Max was prepared for it this time, however. He used his telepathy to keep a mental ‘track’ of the Nazi and he leaped back into the fray, slamming the Reaper repeatedly along the head and shoulders. The Reaper slashed out with the blade, catching the Peregrine in the midsection, leaving a bloody but non-lethal cut under the vigilante’s clothing.
Max raised a foot and managed to kick the Reaper’s knee, the blow hobbling the Nazi long enough for the Peregrine to follow through with a blow that shattered Werner’s nose.
As blood began to pour down his face, Werner began to chant strange words under his breath. At first, Max could not hear what the man was saying but as the skulls began to glow and the figure strapped into his chair begin to twitch as light streamed forth from his mouth, eyes and nose.
Max felt the hair rise on the back of his neck and along his arms. The Reaper’s words shifted to thickly accented English now, filled with taunting. “I am a newly born God, American. Feel the power of the skulls!”
The Peregrine heard a trio of voices joined in unison. They asked: Tell us the name of the man you would like to see dead. Tell us the name of the place to be destroyed.
Werner stared at the Peregrine, smiling through the blood and pain. “Destroy the Peregrine. Destroy him!”
Max felt a sudden stabbing pain in the very core of his being. It was awful enough to drive him to his knees, filling him with a strong desire to vomit. His heart ached and his brain pounded. It felt like his entire being was being crushed in a vise.
The Peregrine strained to stand but could not. For an awful moment, he thought the end had come: the prophecy of Nyarlathotep would never come to pass; his son would grow up without a father.
But then his private mantra came to him, offering strength: When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!
Max felt a renewed surge of energy, bolstered by thoughts of his wife and son. He had not lived a lifetime filled with adventure and danger just to die in the home of a death-garbed Nazi.
“Don’t listen to him,” Max whispered between clenched teeth. “Do what I want…”
The skulls, driven by some alien intelligence, seemed to hesitate. The pain lessened in Max’s mind and Werner felt their power fluctuate.
“No!” Werner exclaimed. “You belong to me…”
We belong to no one. We are old, older than you and your kind. Bound to these skulls we are, bound to do the will of those who summon us. But belong to no one! Never!
Max almost smiled at those words, for they sounded full of righteous indignation. That meant there was a chance that the skulls could be turned against the Nazis.
“He thinks of you as tools, nothing more,” Max continued, exerting every ounce of his will. He telepathically projected his own desires, trying to bend the skulls’ power away from him and directly towards Werner.
The Grim Reaper rushed the Peregrine, pressing his hands around the hero’s throat. He had dispatched with the scythe, tossing it to the floor. “Kill him,” Werner hissed. “Obey me…”
The Peregrine wrapped his own fingers around the neck of his enemy. The two men struggled against one another, each engaging in a battle on two fronts: physical and mental.
The skulls seemed to flicker back and forth between them, uncertain as to which to follow. Max could have sworn he felt the skulls examining him, every mental inch, in an attempt to weigh him against Werner. He had no idea what criteria they would use to choose their master but Max felt strongly that if they went based on simple force of will, he would win out.
In the end, for that reason or for some other unexplainable one, the skulls decided exactly that. Werner Richter’s brain exploded inside his head, the full power of the Greater Skulls brought to bear against him. Blood spurted from his shattered nose and flecked his lips, his hands loosening their grip on Max’s neck. Werner fell against the Peregrine’s shoulder, all his visions of glory and godhood passing away in an overwhelming ocean of red.

Epilogue

January 20, 1942—New York City
“What did you do with the other two?” Kaslov asked as he placed the crystal skull in a lead-lined box. After closing and locking the lid, the box was placed in storage in a large walk-in closet, filled with oddities the Russian had collected over the years.
“One of them is in Atlanta, in my Nest,” Max said, watching his friend. “The other… I asked Ascott Keane to look after it.”
Kaslov stared into his friend’s weary features. “You did the world a very big favor, Max. Those skulls… if they’d found their way into Hitler’s hands… I shudder to think what he would have done with them.”
“I almost kept them, you know.” Max pushed his hands deep into his pockets and looked contemplative. “I thought about all the criminals I could take care of just by thinking of them. I could have taken out Hitler, Mussolini…”
Kaslov moved closer, lowering his voice. “You did the right thing. No man should play at being God. Not ever.”
Max thought it over for a minute and then nodded. “I hope this war doesn’t last so long that I regret my decision, Leo. I really do.”
THE END

CATALYST


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Death in Flight

October 14, 1942—London, England. 4:30 AM
Bane Industries, London
Neville Burke shuffled the papers on his desk, before placing them in a manila envelope and filing them away. His thin, gaunt features were drawn even tighter than normal tonight… for he had made a costly decision, one that he had agonized over for many long months.
Bane Inc.’s former CEO, John Langley, had become a pawn of the Nazis during the late Thirties — and he’d pushed Bane down an ever-darkening road. Through him, members of the Bane family became interested in Fascism and the burgeoning Reich. Toxic waste dumping, trafficking in various illegal animal trades and much more had become part and parcel of how Bane did business. Even after Mr. Langley had died in the midst of the Blitz (killed by the same Nazis he desperately wanted to be a part of), the ravenous beast that had become Bane continued on its merry, sadistic way.
“I’ve had enough of that, thank you very much.” Neville rose and crossed the room to his window. It was a beautiful London night, with just enough of a nip in the air to make you feel alive. The Blitz which had terrorized London was now over a year in the past, and the city had begun to return to a sense of normalcy, though Neville thought it would never be the same again. Over 43,000 people had been killed, the majority of them in London itself. It had been a time of pure terror… even now, with Hitler’s attentions focused elsewhere, there were still occasional air raids from the Germans, everyone was still jumpy when it came to watching the night skies.
Neville pushed against the glass, feeling it give way before him. He stood at the precipice, hung between life and death. “Forgive me,” he whispered.
Closing his eyes, Neville allowed himself to fall forward…
Into a world far less evil than the one he’d known.
October 15, 9:05 AM
Nathaniel Caine took a puff on his fag, trying to ignore the fact that he was soaked to the bone. He held an umbrella over his head, but it was tattered to the point where it afforded little protection for anything but his smoke. “Give me his name again.”
“Neville Burke. Age 42. Been employed with Bane for about 15 years, worked his way up from mail room clerk to the bloke with the biggest window office.”
“It was the death of him, poor chap.” Nathaniel flicked his fag away, letting it fall sizzling into a puddle. He knelt beside the corpse, pulling back the sheet that protected what remained of Neville Burke from the elements. He hadn’t fared well in the fall, as his head had split open and forced one of his eyes right out of the socket. The rest of him looked more like a broken marionette than a human being. “I hate this kind of thing, Charlie. I honestly do.”
Charlie nodded, pushing his wide-brimmed hat back a bit. He was far rounder than his partner, having never broken himself of a childhood love for sweets. He had a Flake bar in his pocket even now, set aside for an afternoon snack. Charlie saw his friend run a hand through his longish brown hair, which was a bit more than regulation allowed for. Nat’s skills were such that his superiors turned a blind eye to the dress code violation. “You’re good at it, mate. The lord Jesus has given you a gift.”
Nathaniel looked up into Charlie Gamble’s open, round face… he resisted the urge to hurl expletives at his dear friend. Charlie had no idea what Nathaniel’s life had been like, ever since the events of August 13th and 14th had taken place. “Gifts” were what many people called their newfound abilities. To Nathaniel, it was a curse of the lowest order. “I don’t think Jesus had the least bit to do with any of this, Charlie. I really don’t.”
Truth be told, Nathaniel had no clue about where his powers came from. On August 13th and again on the 14th, instruments in London had detected a massive spike in cosmic ray radiation. The cause was still unknown and probably always would be… but some people began to exhibit unusual side-effects in the days and weeks following. Nathaniel, unfortunately, was one of them.
Nathaniel had spent the better part of five years with the London police force, most of them patrolling the worst areas that the city had to offer. Since the strange lights in the sky last month had altered him, however, he’d become a much more important ‘face’ for the department. They wheeled him out for all the big cases now, utilizing his unusual abilities to solve crimes for the economic elite… people like Neville Burke
Nathaniel’s fingers came to rest on Neville’s cheek. The skin was soft and somewhat rubbery, with a congealed texture that made Nathaniel’s stomach churn. He fought the urge to draw away. Contact was necessary.
It came quickly, as always. A sudden rush of coldness, one that sapped away all the heat and life from Nathaniel. He greedily sucked in air, his eyes flashing white and pupil-less as the power overtook him. He was no longer the simple young man from Birmingham, whose drive for success had taken him away from the family’s historical vocations in railroad work.
He was something else.
Something changed; something altered. Whatever those Cosmic Rays really were, they had become a catalyst for change within Nathaniel’s body.
Images flashed through his mind’s eye, bombarding him with little details about the man who lay before him. He saw lost loves, secret shames and the tiny joys that fill the lives of everyone, great or small. He knew Neville Burke in that instant, in an intimate way that he could never express with mere words.
And he saw the horror that had driven the man to take his own life.
“There’s another world,” he whispered, and his voice was so filled with dread that Charlie took a step away from him. “Another earth… just like ours. It’s being powered by… an angel. Red… Blood… Pain… God, there’s so much pain…”
Nathaniel yanked his hand away, just as a hideous image of a massive swastika filled his vision. He saw/felt/heard the fires of creation… and he felt his heart pounding away in his own chest, the moment of pure transcendence almost too much for him.
“You okay, Nat?” Charlie knelt beside his mate, moving a shaking hand towards Nathaniel’s shoulder. He never quite made contact, but his voice gave full evidence of his concern. “It was worse this time, wasn’t it?”
“It was bloody awful,” Nathaniel confirmed. He wrapped his arms about himself, oblivious to all the other officers. His eyes were still wide open and filled with white; tiny bursts of air coming from his mouth as he talked. “I need to see this bloke’s office, Charlie. Right now.”

CHAPTER II
The Pawns of Evil

October 14, 1942—Just outside London
The apelike Girse and the legless giant Bostiff moved through the darkened warehouse, the only sounds to be heard the rhythmic thump-thump as Bostiff dragged his massive girth across the floor. The two men were as evil as they came, both servants to an even greater threat: the international criminal mastermind known only as Doctor Satan. Their service to the dark lord frequently led them to travel outside the United States, and this time he had brought them to England. Nether understood why, but they never questioned their master.
But the ones pursuing them wanted answers and would stop at nothing to get them.
Girse looked at Bostiff as they neared the door. Outside was waiting their roadster, which would speed them to safety. But how to reach it…?
“Hello boys,” a woman purred from their left. Both men turned to see a sultry auburn-haired beauty step into view, moving around one of the many crates that dominated the interior of the warehouse. As one of Satan’s many hiding places, the site was filled with occult objects and weapons, none of which the unfortunate Girse or Bostiff knew how to use.
The woman who addressed them wore khaki pants and a white blouse, a small waist-length leather jacket over her arms and shoulders. Leather gloves and a small bird-like mask that fit over her eyes and nose completed her attire. She was in her early thirties and almost painfully lovely, but there was something in her manner that promised pain if she were provoked into action.
“Go away,” Girse grumbled hoarsely. The man had simian features and a hunched back, which had rendered him unattractive to the fairer sex his entire life. As a result, he held both a fascination and distrust of all beautiful women. “Or we’ll hurt you,” he warned.
“That’s no way to speak to a lady,” the woman replied. Evelyn Davies sprang forward in the blink of an eye, driving one booted foot under Girse’s chin. The blow caused his teeth to smash into each other, pinching his tongue in the process, blood spurted from a corner of his mouth.
Bostiff chose this moment to rush the door. He felt no real loyalty to Girse, despite the fact that the apish figure was the closest thing to a friend he would ever have. When it came to survival, Bostiff’s first loyalty would always be to himself.
With surprising speed, Bostiff reached the exit and flung it open. The car was in easy view, illuminated by the full moon that hung bloated in the nighttime sky. Behind him, Girse cried out as the woman continued her assault, but Bostiff never looked back as he dragged himself with his callused hands to the car. Despite his lack of legs, he was confident he could drive the vehicle far enough to escape capture. From there, he would contact Doctor Satan…
A sudden blow to the side of his head sent Bostiff toppling over onto his back. He shook his head to try and clear it but his vision remained blurred for several seconds and his ears. When his eyes cleared, he saw a familiar figure standing above him, a glowing yellow dagger held in a gloved hand.
It was the Peregrine, the Atlanta-based vigilante who had crossed paths with Doctor Satan during the Bleeding Hells affair. The Peregrine was a tall, athletic man in his early forties, with wavy black hair and a Mediterranean tint to his skin. He wore a long coat that flapped in the breeze over a well-tailored suit and tie. His famous bird-like mask helped hide the truth from the world: that he was actually well-known socialite Max Davies.
The Peregrine knelt at the side of the legless monster and brandished his blade a bit closer to the villain’s face. “Where’s Satan? Tell me and I swear that I won’t hurt you.”
Bostiff spat in the Peregrine’s face, the phlegm landing with a sickening sploot on Max’s right cheek.
The Peregrine sighed and wiped away the disgusting fluid with the back of a glove. “Okay. We’ll play it your way, then.” Max shot out an arm and spread his fingers over Bostiff’s eyes and forehead. The villain thrashed about, reaching up with his powerful arms to try and pry away the Peregrine’s grip. Unfortunately for him, the Peregrine had already called upon the mental powers he possessed. Max had gotten remarkably better at this sort of thing since he’d undertaken specialized training a few months ago and the Peregrine was increasingly willing to employ his special gifts of telepathy and telekinesis in his war on crime. The use of such left him fatigued, however, so he never planned to use them wastefully.
Plus, touching minds with the likes of Bostiff was distasteful to say the least.
Max saw a rush of images, most of which he tried to brush aside as quickly as possible: a litany of sins, both real and imagined, filled much of Bostiff’s mental space. Max felt his stomach churn as he saw countless lives ruined by Doctor Satan and his henchmen. Satan had killed Leopold Grace, one of Max’s best friends… an act that had led to the Peregrine swearing to bring the murderer to justice.
The Peregrine zeroed in on the things that had brought him to London: the series of odd murders, all centering around employees of Bane Industries. Max had learned through his connections in law enforcement that Bostiff and Girse had been seen at several of the murder scenes. He’d followed them to England, knowing that their demonic master couldn’t be far away.
The Peregrine caught sight of his quarry, now: he saw Doctor Satan, looking as evil as his namesake in blood-red clothing and a long, flowing cloak. A horned hood was drawn up, hiding the villain’s true features from the world. Satan was speaking to Bostiff in the legless crook’s memory, speaking with the same derision that he always used when addressing his underlings:
“Bane is up to something… something that I can use, if I can find out all the details. Here’s a list of men and women who know about the Un-Earth project. Find them — make them talk! And if they won’t give you the information we need, kill them!”
The images faded, replaced by ones of Bostiff and Girse confronting the people on the list. They received virtually no information, other than confirmation that something “big” was happening with whatever this Un-Earth was. Max saw them finally getting the name from a higher-ranking exec: Lamar Bane. Doctor Satan had paid a visit to the man’s home, only to find it empty and showing no signs of having been occupied in recent times.
Bostiff and Girse had been sent to the warehouse with orders to wait for Satan’s arrival… but Max knew with dread certainty that Satan would never come here now. Somehow, he would sense what had happened to his henchmen.
Pulling away mentally, the Peregrine continued to hold Bostiff in place. The legless villain had ceased struggling now, having been pushed into submission by the power of Max’s mind. The Peregrine pulled off the glove of his right hand and revealed a signet ring, a blood-red stone on its surface. The stone bore the image of a bird in flight and it glowed as it neared Bostiff’s forehead. The thug seemed to awaken as it touched his skin, the smell of burning flesh filling his nostrils. He screamed as the mystic stone branded him for life. Before he passed out from the agony, Bostiff heard the Peregrine muttering words that had become feared throughout the underworld: When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!
When the deed was done, Max stood up and pulled his glove back into place. He heard Evelyn approaching and turned to face her. “Girse?”
“Out cold,” she answered, flexing her left wrist. “He’s got a hard head,” she pouted.
Max laughed and brought her injured hand to his lips. After a brief kiss, he gestured towards his own car, parked just out of sight. “We’d better get out of her. I’ll summon the police for these two.”
“Did you find out where Satan might be?”
“No… but I was right. It all ties in to something Bane Industries is up to. And I did get one new clue from Bostiff. Satan wants something called ‘the Un-Earth.’”
“What is that?” Evelyn wondered.
“No clue,” Max replied with a sigh. “But whatever it is… we can’t let Satan have it.”

CHAPTER III
Other Worlds, Other Lives

1936, Boscastle Beach
“The water’s awful. Frigid!” Claire ran towards Nathaniel, shaking out her long brown hair before collapsing onto the towel next to him. The weather was nice today, with temperatures soaring into the upper 60s Fahrenheit. It gave Claire a nice excuse to reveal her lithe young figure in the new swimsuit she’d bought last fall — and Nathaniel was glad of it. She was gorgeous, with her every move sending little tingles of excitement through him.
“Yes… I can see that it’s a bit nipply. I mean nippy,” he laughed.
“You crass little pervert,” Claire replied, though her eyes revealed that she found his teasing to be more flirty than insulting. “You would notice that, wouldn’t you? Can’t keep your eyes on anything else.”
“Not true.” He rolled over onto his side, putting one arm around her waist. His somewhat long hair fell into his face, just the way she liked. “I also like your bum.”
“Cad.”
“You love it.”
“I think you’re horrid.”
They kissed… and for one long, wet moment, everything was fine with the world.
And then insanity took over.
The ground shook as an impact rattled all the beachgoers. Nathaniel grabbed Claire and pulled her closer, opening his eyes to see a blue-skinned brute dressed like a schoolboy pulling himself out of a massive hole. “We’re in serious trouble, luv,” he whispered.
The madman known as Tweedledum glanced around, his eyes twinkling. He caught sight of Nathaniel and Claire, who were nearest to him, and his beefy hand shot out at amazing speed. He gripped Claire about the ankle and hefted her right out of Nathaniel’s grasp. “Oi! Oi!” he cackled, his misshapen teeth flashing in the sun.
Nathaniel tried to scream but he found that his voice produced no sounds. He struggled to his feet, staring mutely at the villain before him. Tweedledum was whipping her about in what would have been a comical fashion, if it hadn’t involved the mutilation of the woman he loved. Her head banged against the beach repeatedly, smearing her features in a bloody mess.
“You murdering scum!” someone yelled from above, drawing the attentions of both Nathaniel and Tweedledum. Nat slumped back to the ground, his eyes wavering back and forth from the brightly clad figure coming from the sky and the disfigured body of his lover. Her hands were twitching, opening and closing spastically. She’s dead, he thought. She has to be. Nobody could live through that.
Dan Daring, massive and brave, rammed straight into the body of his old foe, knocking Claire from his grasp. She landed like a limp little doll, her arms and legs splaying about in an unnatural way. The rich man’s hero, Daring didn’t even bother to check on her before launching into a powerful assault on his opponent. Daring was a genius at gadgetry, having invented the rocketpack that rested on his back even now. He wore brown leathers, the front pocket of his uniform emblazoned with his own trademarked symbol — interlocking D’s. He’d become a media darling in his few years of service to the British people, becoming their own version of the heroes whose exploits dominated the papers and newsreels in the United States, with flamboyant names like Prof. Stone, the Peregrine and the Black Bat.
Nathaniel crawled towards Claire and brought her into his arms, ignoring the fight going on around him. His tears fell warm and salty against her flesh and he felt the unsettling shift of her bones beneath his hands. She felt… broken, as if her skin was now just a bag holding shattered components.
How long he sat there, holding her against him, he didn’t know. He knew she wasn’t breathing, knew she was beyond hope… but he couldn’t quite bring himself to let her go. The mere act of releasing her seemed too final.
“Mate… I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”
Nathaniel looked up to see Dan Daring staring down at him. The big man seemed uncertain of how to behave, shifting uneasily from foot to foot. Daring was a larger than life figure in the flesh, his dimpled chin, clean cut blond hair and dazzling blue eyes making him look like a matinee figure.
Nathaniel noticed that the hero avoided looking at Claire. “I’m not your mate. Not now. Not ever.” He looked up at Daring then, his eyes full of fury. “You and your kind killed her. You sodding bastards. You just killed her!”
1942
“He was a clean bloke, you have to give him that.” Charlie walked through Neville’s office, running a hand over a couple of sculptures. They were expensive and far nicer than anything that a police officer would be able to afford.
“Superficially, I suppose. But he wasn’t so clean on the inside.” Nathaniel flipped through file folders, scanning the contents of each envelope. Most of them contained invoices or memos, unrelated to the prey that he was truly hoping to find.
“May I ask where in the hell you get off barging in here like this?”
Both men turned to see a woman standing with arms crossed in the doorway to Neville’s office. She was an attractive woman in her mid-thirties, with strawberry blonde hair and a trim figure.
“Ms. Sherrilyn McLemore, I presume?” Charlie asked, offering up his brightest smile. He’d seen McLemore on the cover of UK Business and had taken quite a fancy to her. She was one of the few women in England who was considered the equal of any man when it came to the actions taken in a Board room. Nathaniel resisted the urge to grin as his friend ran a hand through his sparse head of hair.
If Sherrilyn noticed the adoration in Charlie’s eyes, she gave no indication of it. Her icy glare never wavered. “I thought you were here to investigate a suicide, not perform a check on our business records.”
“He threw himself out his office window. Makes sense that his death might be related to his business dealings,” Nathaniel responded.
“That’s fine, Inspector… but I would have liked to have known you were coming in here. Many of the files here are private, with information related to our many contacts and consumers.”
Nathaniel sighed, resisting the urge to lash out at her. Following a communion with the dead, he frequently felt lethargic and short-tempered. “Mr. Burke had no family to speak of… Did he ever mention to anyone here that he was feeling stressed? Suicidal?”
“Mr. Burke kept his personal affairs to himself. As do we all. Bane prides itself on maintaining a business-like atmosphere at all times.”
Nathaniel nodded, casting his eyes about the office. The images he’d gotten from Neville had been so profound that he’d had trouble making sense of them all. Some of them, in fact, seemed more like fantasy than reality. Another world… a woman in torment… it was like a sick work of fiction. But Neville had believed them.
And so did Nathaniel.
“I understand that,” he said, “but surely someone would have noticed if he’d been under the weather? Was he working on any stressful accounts, for instance?”
“We’re an international company, one whose worth and importance has only increased with the current war. Everyday is stressful, in its own way. But Bane only hires the best and brightest, Inspector. That’s the way we do things. We handle them.”
“Best and brightest… That’s right,” Nathaniel said, snapping his fingers as if the pieces were falling into place. Beside him, Charlie watched in admiration. He loved watching Nat work. “You people were tied in with that whole Bloodwerks group, weren’t you? Nasty bit of business, that.”
Charlie tried to hide the wince that suddenly came to his eyes. The Bloodwerks affair was something that had been mostly kept out of the newspapers. It had involved several businesses which had turned out to be fronts for a cult more interested in demon worship and human sacrifice than the services they had allegedly been offering. Bane had turned out to have several ties to the group, in terms of shared members of both organizations. The affair had been hushed up considerably but rumors had reached the general populace — not that it had slowed Bane’s progress any.
McLemore’s eyes hardened even more as Nathaniel was speaking. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Mr. Caine. I’m not certain I appreciate the insinuations you’re making.”
“I didn’t realize I’d insinuated anything… I was just wondering aloud. Do you think that black magic could have played a part in Mr. Burke’s demise?”
“Don’t be daft.”
“Don’t be evasive.”
Charlie cleared his throat, stepping between the two of them. “Perhaps we best be off for now, Nat. We can always come back later on.”
“You’re right, of course.” Nat flashed a cold smile at McLemore. “I trust you’ll be available later on?”
“I don’t plan to leave London, if that’s what you’re worried about, Mr. Caine.”
“Good show.” Nathaniel stepped out of the office, Charlie at his right. Lowering his voice, he said “I got what we needed… Her mind was like a steel trap, though. It’s so much easier when I can touch them… I barely managed to grab the bit of info I was looking for.”
“And that was?”
Nathaniel smiled at his friend. “Sorry, mate. I sometimes forget you don’t see these things with me… Like I told you before, I saw images of another world… and a girl, trapped. I wanted to know where those things were — and I know now. Fancy taking a trip with me?”
“Will I be home in time for the evening news on the telly?”
“Not even a concern. And I’ll buy you a pint for coming along.”
“You’re a good man, Nathaniel. The very best!”

CHAPTER IV
The Devil in the Details

Sherrilyn McLemore returned to her flat, anger seething within her. She’d known that Neville was growing weak, acting more and more cowardly as they all moved towards the ultimate goal… but to commit suicide? To bring the sodding police straight to Bane’s doorstep? “Bloody little wanker,” she whispered, speaking like a gutter tramp. She normally put on airs around her associates, but the truth was that she was common as they came and had risen to her position through tenacity, a few wellplaced seductions and a talent for recognizing weakness in others.
But that latter attribute had failed her in this case. She should have seen what was coming and acted appropriately… instead, Neville might very well have brought everything crashing down around their collective heads.
Sherrilyn glanced out into the early morning light. She had never been a morning person, instead preferring to stay up late into the night. She was usually still asleep at this hour, rarely going into the office until after lunch. As she moved into the living room, where a number of papers and books were strewn on the various chairs and tables, she skidded to a stop. Seated in front of the door leading to her bedroom was a man dressed in a flowing red cloak. His face was mostly hidden beneath a hood, but the lower half of his face — a sneering smile and a strong chin — was visible.
“Who the hell are you?” Sherrilyn asked, wishing she had kept her coat on upon entering the apartment. She’d tossed it aside immediately, leaving her unable to reach the small handgun she always kept in the liner pocket.
“My name is Satan. Doctor Satan.” The crimson figure gestured for her to have a seat. “Please come in and join me. I think we have a lot to talk about.”
“You broke into my home. I don’t have anything to say to you.”
Doctor Satan laughed, his voice echoing loudly. In the blink of an eye, he had gone from sitting in the chair to standing directly in front of her. She’d never seen him move.
Satan gripped her arms so tightly that she cried out in pain. “Ah, but you do! I want to know about the Un-Earth… I’ve heard so many wonderful stories. I simply have to know the truth!”
Sherrilyn blinked in surprise. “I don’t know what you…”
Satan threw her across the room. She fell across the table, causing her knee to crack on impact. She rolled to the floor, moaning.
Doctor Satan knelt over her back, gripping her hair in his gloved hands and bending her backwards so hard she thought her spine would snap in two. “Open and say ah, Miss McLemore.”
Sherrilyn felt Satan shoving something wet and slimy into her mouth. She tried to spit it out but whatever it was moved like a living thing, slithering down her throat before she could remove it. She retched but the disgusting object remained in her throat.
Satan released her, still chuckling. “You should feel honored. Not many people get to play host to a Teeklos.”
Sherrilyn clutched at her throat, feeling the creature moving wetly in her throat. She continued to feel vomit rising for a moment but then the sensation faded as the Teeklos took a static position within her. “What did you do to me?”
“Gave you a little pet, that’s all.” Satan rubbed his gloved hands together and Sherrilyn was suddenly reminded of the cinema villains. She could easily see him tying a young woman to a set of railroad tracks, cackling all the while. “The Teeklos is a octopoid-like creature. It wraps itself around the soft tissues in your throat and lays eggs. While it’s waiting for the little babies to incubate, it secretes a fluid that makes the victim remarkably pliable to commands.”
Sherrilyn felt her skin grow cold. “Eggs… what happens… when they hatch?”
Satan’s eyes seemed to flash with dark humor. “You really don’t want to know.” He swept his cloak dramatically around him, seating himself once more. “Let’s not waste time, shall we? The incubation period is actually quite short. Where is Lamar Bane?”
Sherrilyn hesitated, as if trying to resist the question… but something made her feel lightheaded and unable to mount a contrary response. “He… isn’t… on this Earth.”
Satan leaned forward, his voice lowering. “This Earth… so the Un-Earth is another world? Another one just like ours?”
“No… not just like ours.” Sherrilyn began to speak, unrolling a story the likes of which not even Doctor Satan had ever heard. As she came to the conclusion of her narrative, her voice became hoarse and somewhat wet sounding. She began to struggle to breathe, her eyes bulging and her tongue beginning to protrude from her lips. She stared at Satan in confusion, a silent plea for help in her face. She managed to squeak out a few more words, telling him where the Un-Earth could be found, before her voice was lost forever in a wetly slobbering din.
“What you’re feeling now is the Teeklos eggs beginning to hatch. It’s very uncomfortable, I would imagine… and it’s only going to get worse, since they have to eat their way to freedom.” Satan stood up, moving to leave. “Thank you for the information, Miss McLemore. I imagine it will prove quite useful.”
Left alone, Sherrilyn McLemore suddenly prayed for a quick death. It was not a prayer that would be answered.
* * *
Doctor Satan stood alone some twenty minutes later, not more than a few hundred yards away from the Houses of Parliament. The things he’d learned seemed far-fetched but of all the men and women on Earth, he knew better than any other that there were times when the most bizarre things imaginable were actually the only ones with any truth to them.
Unfortunately, there would be no assistance for the evil Doctor on this one. He had sought to contact Bostiff and Girse but his scrying had revealed that they were now in police custody… and that Bostiff had been branded by the Peregrine.
Though Ascott Keane would always be his primary nemesis, Doctor Satan had begun to strongly dislike the Peregrine. There was something in the man’s manner that rubbed him the wrong way, a sort of confidence that seemed to imply that it was only a matter of time before Doctor Satan fell into the Peregrine’s grasp.
Satan looked up into the overcast gray skies of England and began to laugh, the mocking sounds carrying far and wide. Those who were unlucky enough to hear the cold laughter felt chilled to the bone.
“It’s going to end between us, Peregrine. One way or another, only one of us is going back to the United States.”

CHAPTER V
The Un-Earth

“I don’t like the looks of this, Nat… think we should call for some back-up?”
Nathaniel glanced over at his partner, who was staring at the dockyard warehouse with something akin to fear. There was definitely a foreboding air all about the place, making one feel as if they were alone in a graveyard after dark. “Don’t go losing the plot, Charlie — things are moving fine so far.” He tried the door, not being surprised when he’d found it locked. Casting a look about, he noticed that there were no cars parked nearby. From all appearances, no one had come here for quite a long time. “But Neville was here, weren’t you, old boy?” he said to himself.
Charlie watched Nathaniel raise both hands in the air, making some kind of arcane symbol with his fingers. “What are you doing now?”
“Opening the door.”
Green-tinted energy swirled about Nathaniel’s fingers, forcing open the lock. It burst apart, sending tiny metal shards flying.
“Is there nothing you can’t do?” Charlie asked. “You should be hanging out with Kaslov or the Peregrine!”
“Bollocks… Those aren’t real heroes, Charlie. They just like to play dress up and get their faces on the News of the World.”
“Right-o,” his friend said, knowing full well that his friend didn’t care much for the public’s heroes.
Together, they stepped into the warehouse — and Charlie gasped under his breath, while Nathaniel felt a strange sort of disconnection from reality. It was here… the strange images he’d seen in Neville’s mind, all arranged before him.
There was a globe, hanging near the high ceiling… it was a miniature version of Earth, spinning slowly. There was a strange bit of shading surrounding most of Europe and parts of Asia—It’s some sort of barrier surrounding all the Axis nations, Nathaniel realized. It’s a copy of the Earth… but not quite exact, is it? Neville knew that — and it terrified him.
Below the Un-Earth was a corridor of pure psionic energy. It crackled and writhed like a living thing, forming an ever-shifting chain from the false Earth to the woman who lay below, strapped in some sort of embryonic tank. Her naked form was jerking about in the tank, pressing against the thin layer that held her fast. Nathaniel could make out little about her features, but he thought he saw flashes of smooth Caucasian skin and fiery red hair. Her body was lithe but not overly slim… it was padded nicely in all the right areas.
“We need to get someone out here, Nat… This is way beyond us.”
“We can’t leave her in there… She’s in pain. Can’t you feel it?”
Charlie didn’t answer, but he knew it was true. There was an almost palpable sense of agony here. It was that pain that had caused the sense of unease they’d felt outside… but here it was so much stronger. The psychic anguish was so powerful that Charlie felt himself begin to break down. “Help her, then. But make it quick!”
Nathaniel stepped forward… and he released the energy building within him. It was answering the woman’s, responding to a call that only he could hear. It was primal and pure and sexual and full of need. He felt his clothes burn away, to reveal the dark green bodysuit that appeared whenever his powers were at their fullest. He hated it, didn’t understand why it was even there — but he knew somehow that it had a purpose, as all things did. Magical energy cascaded from Nathaniel Caine’s body, altering and changing all things around him.
Charlie felt its touch and was glad, for he felt warm and protected.
The Un-Earth rippled and spun faster, its masters — so far away — feeling and knowing all that occurred.
And the girl felt the releasing of tension, leaving her bereft of agony for the first time in far too long.
The energy corridor shattered apart, leaving the Un-Earth floating without a tether to the real world. The tank holding the red-haired woman split open at the same time, letting her tumble forth into Nathaniel’s waiting arms. He held her tightly, acutely aware of her scent and the softness of her damp skin. Since Claire’s death, he’d avoided women, as if afraid that loving another would make him forget her. This contact however, was electric…
All around the two interlocking forms, energy began to swirl out of control. Charlie yelled something but Nathaniel couldn’t hear him over the sudden onslaught of sound that now surrounded them. Nat was too intent on staring into the eyes of the woman he held, as she gazed back at him. She seemed confused and somewhat lost, but there was an intensity to her gaze that made him realize that she was no fair maiden, waiting to be rescued. This was a warrior…
“My name’s Rachel,” she said, but her mouth never moved. “Winters…”
“You’re absolutely gorgeous,” he replied, in the same manner. “No matter what your name is.”
Their minds then opened to one another, in a kiss that was deeply personal.
They never noticed that the world around them had begun to shift and alter, as they were pulled from one Earth to another…
* * *
Rachel cried out as Nathaniel plunged into her, repeatedly causing her to shake with pleasure. The only sound in the room was the mixture of their grunts and the sound of flesh pounding against flesh. She reached out with her arms, pulling him against her, into her, sinking her teeth softly into his neck. He felt himself beginning to climax, feeling the gentle motions of her orgasm beneath him…
It was exactly fifteen minutes after they’d first met, swept up in a tidal wave of psychic energy and pent-up sexual tension.
Nathaniel rolled over onto his back, both of them panting as their worlds began to slow down. They had been so wrapped up in the sudden onslaught of passion that neither had been completely aware of their surroundings… but their world had shifted, subtly, from one realm to another.
“We’re on Un-Earth,” Rachel whispered, glancing at him with a mixture of embarrassment and fear. “You were incredible.”
“Thanks, luv,” he replied, feeling a bit sheepish himself. He reached for his clothes, which had been discarded in a messy heap at his side, but found that his trousers and shirt were gone… replaced by the green cloak and bodysuit that had appeared sporadically since the Cosmic Rays had altered him forever. “Damn it all. My clothes…”
“My uniform’s here, too. Convenient.” Rachel rose, telekinetically lifting her own colorful attire and allowing it to drift onto her lithe form. She wore a dark green bodysuit that at first appeared to be made of leather but upon closer inspection was composed of some material unknown to Nathaniel. The uniform came complete with boots and gloves. Nathaniel couldn’t help but notice that her attire seemed remarkably similar to his own. Rachel noticed him staring and assumed he was interested in more physical play. She smiled knowingly and winked. “Eyes up top, mate. We have more important things to worry about — Maybe you were distracted, but I told you we’re not on the real Earth anymore. We’re on the one built by Bane.”
“How in the hell could they create a whole world?” He gazed about himself, seeing that they were standing in a warehouse that basically mimicked the one in which he’d first entered… but there were differences, as well. The strange apparatus that had been draining energy from Rachel Winters was gone… and there was an odd poster hanging on the wall, showing Adolf Hitler. He was wearing a military uniform and looked a bit more handsome and fit than Nathaniel knew him to be. Beside him on the poster, the words “Your Fuehrer Loves You” were printed in English, with a smaller German translation beneath them.
“They can do anything they want, if they put their minds to it.” Rachel was busy tying her hair back into a ponytail, but her face was taking on a new look, as well. Her eyes were glowing now and a small halo of light was appearing about her head. She noted his stare and smiled wanly. “These are signs that my powers are kicking in. I’m able to sense when danger is—”
“Closing in on you? Got that much, luv.” Nathaniel tapped the side of his head. “When we were shagging, I got a good glimpse into your mind. Most of it didn’t make too much sense… and a fair bit I’m still trying to sort out in a way that fits together in the order things happened to you… but I recognize the glowing eyes bit.”
“Yes. I saw into your mind a bit, too,” she replied, holding his gaze meaningfully. She saw him blush and turned away, her own heart hammering. What had happened between them? She’d never responded to any man like that… so wanton and desperate.
She forced those thoughts away, using her telepathy to instead scan for any people nearby. “There’s a car coming — four people inside, three men and a woman. They’re coming to investigate the rift we opened.”
“Who are they? Do they work for Bane?”
“Can’t tell. Psychic shields. If I push any harder, they’ll know I’m looking and we’ll lose the element of surprise.”
“I wonder what Charlie thought happened to us…”
“Your friend’s fine. A little shaken up, probably, but otherwise okay.” As she spoke, the glowing effects began to fade away. They usually only manifested themselves in times of extreme stress, but Rachel had recently begun noticing them coming forward at even the smallest manifestation of her power. “We need to get out of here, Nat. Get somewhere safe, where we can talk.”
“How did they catch you? I couldn’t quite grasp that in your mind…”
“Always asking questions, aren’t you?” She surprised him by leaning forward and brushing her lips briefly against his cheek. “I’ll answer everything — but not here. You go by anything in particular when you wear that outfit of yours?”
“Like a secret identity?” he asked, both amused and distressed. He hated how Charlie sometimes teased him about his abilities — and the dark green uniform that had begun to appear more and more. “I think so… In my dreams, sometimes I’m called something other than my name.” He ran a hand through his hair, as if dreading saying the word.
“Go ahead. I won’t laugh. I’ve had mental abilities since I was a little girl but they’ve gone haywire since the night the radiation hit London. After that, I decided to become a fighter against the Axis, like all those blokes in America. I was thinking of calling myself Britannia, but I don’t think the costume is patriotic enough.”
“You got captured right away, didn’t you? Before you’d even gone out to try and help. They knew where you were and came for you, in your flat.”
A flash of pain passed over her beautiful features and Nathaniel regretted his words. He’d seen it in her mind… the horror… the way the men had burst into her apartment. She’d sensed them coming but had been unprepared for the reality of it all. She was powerful but untrained. She’d never been in a fight before… they’d gassed her and taken her away. In her half-catatonic state, she’d felt the men taking liberties with her body, touching and pinching. They’d laughed all the while.
“Yeah, didn’t exactly strike the fear into their hearts the way the Black Bat does, did I?”
“Catalyst.”
“What?” she asked, surprised by the sudden turn in the conversation. Then she smiled warmly. “Nice. I like it… Are you interested in chemistry or do you just like causing change in things?”
Nathaniel felt a spike of pain in his right temple and flinched. “The latter but… We’re in trouble. I sometimes get headaches when things are about to go wrong and—”
“Did you get one right before you freed me?”
“No.”
Rachel winked. “Good again. Let’s go — there’s bound to be someplace around here we can hide.” She looked upwards and channeled all of her psychic force into a spike that shattered the roof.
“You’re leaving quite a trail.”
“You haven’t seen anything yet.”
Two minutes later, Catalyst and Phoenix were gone… and a large pile of wreckage was all that was left of the warehouse.
* * *
Three men and one woman stepped from the black sedan, moving towards the warehouse. It was a smoking ruin, brought down through the mental rage of a single woman… and it was obvious proof that their worst fears were about to come true.
The men were all identical in face and manner, each wearing black trousers and shirts, their eyes glassy and unfocused. They moved like automatons, their jaws set grimly in place.
The woman, however, was alive with emotion. She wore a black dress that was cinched tightly around a trim waist. The hem of the dress came to just above her knee, revealing enough leg to make it clear that hers were shapely and enticing. Her blond hair was worn in such a fashion that it hung over her right eye and cascaded about her shoulders.
“We’ve got a breach,” she said aloud. The three men all nodded as one. “Check around. See if the people who did this are nearby.”
The three men split into different directions, moving through the rubble and down the nearby alleyways. The woman — whose name was Theodora Sturm — stood directly facing the place where once the front door would have been. She closed her eyes for a moment and relaxed, calling upon the powers that had made her so valuable to her master.
Images danced across her mind’s eye, playing themselves out in a silent montage. She saw a man and a woman, both dressed in the green attire that marked them as Gifted Ones. The red-haired girl looked familiar and Theodora realized with a start that she had been the one powering the Un-Earth. With her gone, the link between worlds was unfiltered and potentially dangerous. The girl’s power had been initially used to start the transfer of psychic energy between worlds… and had as of late been used to stabilize the same.
Theodora jumped as a man cleared his throat right beside her. She turned to see Lamar Bane, her employer, watching her carefully. He wore a long coat over a well-tailored suit. He was handsome with dark hair and a trim beard, but his eyes were cold and full of malice. Theodora wasn’t used to seeing him dressed like this… like many in their current circle, he sometimes operated more flamboyantly. “What did you see?” he demanded.
“Mr. Bane! I didn’t expect you to be here…”
“I came as soon as I sensed what was happening. The girl is free, isn’t she?”
“Yes… there was another Gifted here, with her. He wore the green uniform… and he had a cloak.”
“Long brown hair?”
“Yes.”
Bane clasped his hands behind his back and grimaced. “Nathaniel Caine. Our operatives on the other side have been watching him for some time. There are those who believe he’s the One.”
Theodora’s heart skipped a beat and she stared at Bane with concern etched on her face. “I can find him. I swear it! I’ll find him and I’ll let the Trio kill him. He won’t upset the Fuehrer’s plan — I won’t let him!”
Bane reached out and cupped her chin. He smiled at her as if she were a particularly beloved pet. “Calm down, Theodora. If what we know about the One is true, we won’t have to look for him at all… he’ll come to us.”
“And the girl?” Theodora asked.
Bane moved away from her, his feet clacking on the rubble strewn streets. “Just another pawn who’s obviously outlived her usefulness.”

CHAPTER VI
The Warehouse

The Real World
Charlie Gamble had the sudden, inexplicable desire to eat his bar of Flake right away. It was a habit that dated back to his childhood — when he got frightened, he ate. That had led to his less-than-stellar physical condition at present.
Nathaniel and the red-haired girl had just disappeared in a flash of light and the rumbling of what sounded like thunder. Charlie had called out for them and examined every inch of the warehouse… but there was no sign of them. The strange mini-Earth was still there, spinning, and Charlie had the insane thought that maybe Nat had gone there but he knew the madness behind such a thing and rejected it outright.
“Bloody hell,” Charlie whispered, running a hand through his thinning hair. He turned around, planning to step back outside and see if he could better order his thoughts in the fresh air. Should he go back to headquarters without Nat? How would he explain what they were doing there? They know about Nat’s weird abilities, he reasoned, they’ll understand.
When Charlie reached the door, however, he discovered that he was no longer alone.
Two men with blond hair, wearing black coats, were approaching. They were stepping away from a shiny new roadster that had no plates. Both men wore gloves and sunglasses.
The first of the two, slighter, taller, and broader of shoulder than other, reached up to pull away his glasses, revealing a set of blue eyes. “May I ask why you’ve just broken into private property, mate?” he asked. Though he tried to use British slang, it was obvious from the way his words were uttered that he was not a native at all… Charlie thought he detected the faintest hint of a German accent.
“I’m an inspector,” Charlie said, choosing to go the honest route. Something in the men’s demeanor set him ill at ease and he took a step back, ready to lock himself in the warehouse if necessary. “We have reason to believe there might be evidence here, related to the death of Neville Burke this morning. This property is registered to Bane Industries…”
“You said ‘we’,” the second man said, interrupting Charlie. “Is your partner about?”
Charlie glanced from one man to the other. “He’s inside,” he lied. “And he’s three times the size of both of you… combined. Big bloke. Now, what say you boys give me your names, eh?”
“Certainly,” the bigger fellow said. “I’m A and this is B.”
“A and B?”
“Works for us,” B said. The two men moved towards Charlie, advancing with such purpose that he knew he was in trouble.
Charlie ducked back inside the warehouse and pulled the door shut, bolting it quickly. He could hear A and B cursing and striking the door but it held tight, at least for now.
“Sounds like trouble outside.”
Charlie spun about, heart skipping a beat. Did A and B have a friend who’d snuck inside? C, perhaps?
Two people were standing there, a man and a woman. The woman was staring up at the spinning globe. She was lovely, though the presence of a mask on her face disrupted Charlie’s enjoyment of her form just a tad. The male stood close to her but not quite touching. Charlie recognized him immediately, having seen the movie serials based on his adventures.
“The Peregrine!” Charlie exclaimed, momentarily forgetting A and B’s presence outside the door. He moved towards the American vigilante, eagerly reaching out to shake his hand. “I’m so relieved! We need your help more than you know!”
The Peregrine glanced over at his wife, who smiled prettily. “You’re popular here,” Evelyn said. “Maybe we should relocate.”
Max’s only response was to wink at her. He freed his hand from Charlie’s grip and pointed towards the door. “They’ve stopped trying to get in.”
“Maybe they’re giving up?” Charlie wondered, though in the pit of his stomach he knew that wasn’t the case. Whoever they were, they were dangerous goons and those sorts never gave up easy.
“I doubt it. Evelyn, please stay with the inspector here. I want to get up close to that globe up there.”
“Of course, dear.” Evelyn moved towards Charlie, putting a gentle hand on his shoulder and steering him towards one of the far walls, away from all windows. “The Peregrine and I came here because we’re investigating the activities of a man named Doctor Satan. We knew he was involved with the murders of several Bane executives, and when we heard about Neville Burke’s death, we snuck into his office and—”
“You got past all the officers still posted there?” Charlie blinked, not even realizing that Evelyn had successfully given him something new to worry about besides the men outside.
“It wasn’t that hard,” Evelyn said and Charlie accepted her word at face value. Looking up at the Peregrine nimbly climbing up into the rafters and then jumping to balance on a railing just beneath the false Earth, Charlie could believe these two could do just about anything.
Max stared at the spinning globe in growing wonder. It looked so… real… though there was an odd barrier of some sort in places, outlining the Axis nations, which appeared to have spread throughout Europe. Through his natural mental abilities, Max thought he could sense thoughts and emotions coming from the other Earth, as if there were people living on it.
Just then, the creaking of a door filled the air. Max looked down, knowing that the two men from outside must have found the same rear entrance that he and Evelyn had. The Peregrine locked eyes with Evelyn, who nodded in understanding. She pulled Charlie behind what remained of the holding tank and gestured for him to stay quiet.
A and B entered the main area of the warehouse, pistols in hand. “No games, inspector. Come on out.”
The Peregrine dropped from above, landing between them. He used just enough telekinesis to slow his fall, allowing him to land almost gently. He grabbed both men by their collars and slammed their heads together. Before they could react, Max pulled one close and delivered a powerful roundhouse punch that knocked him out cold.
B staggered, seeing his companion now lying on the floor. He raised his gun but the Peregrine was too fast for him, knocking the weapon free of his grip with a well-placed kick. Max then grappled with the villain, finally pushing him tightly against the wall.
“Who do you work for?” the Peregrine demanded. When the man did not answer, the Peregrine increased the pressure he was exerting on the fellow’s arms.
“The Fuehrer,” B wheezed.
“Not Bane?”
“Bane is just another tool of the Reich.”
The Peregrine glanced up at the globe, still spinning above. “That thing up there… is that the Un-Earth?”
“Yes…”
“Tell me what it is.”
“I don’t know all the details. It’s a mirror of this world… but far more than that.”
“Is it possible to travel there?”
B fell silent, as if refusing to comment further might end the conversation.
Max dug in with his telepathy but found nothing… nothing at all. It was like the man wasn’t even there. Realizing that he wasn’t going to get anything more from B, the Peregrine slammed his head against the wall and let him fall into unconsciousness.
“What now?” Evelyn asked. She and Charlie had overheard the entire exchange.
“I don’t know,” Max admitted. He looked at the inspector. “You made it sound like your friend disappeared. He went into that place?” he asked, gesturing to the globe.
“I think so. He and this girl… they disappeared.”
Max sighed. “Well, then it looks like we need to find a way into the Un-Earth, doesn’t it?”

CHAPTER VII
The Truth

Un-Earth
“I don’t understand… none of this makes sense.” Nathaniel stood behind the same building in which he lived back on ‘his’ Earth… but things were very different in this so-called Un-Earth. For one thing, the buildings across the street had been leveled during the Blitz and were just now being rebuilt. But on this world, they looked just as they had before the attacks.
On the streets, uniformed Nazi soldiers kept the peace, while banners proudly bearing the Swastikas flew from every lamp post. Overhead, German warplanes soared past in tight formation. It was early evening now, the sun having dipped below the horizon. Nathaniel could only assume that there had been some sort of time shift when they’d crossed over from world to the other.
Rachel stood nearby, staring out into the street. She had her arms wrapped tightly about herself, despite the fact that the temperature was very mild. “I know everything, Nathaniel. I saw it. I made it.”
Nathaniel saw tears glisten in her eyes, which were a shimmering green in color. He moved towards her and put an arm around her shoulders. It wasn’t the sort of gesture he normally would have made with a woman he barely knew but considering how close they now felt… and how intimate they had been with one another only moments ago… it seemed acceptable. “Tell me what happened. Please.”
Rachel relaxed against him and Nathaniel caught her scent on the wind. He resisted the urge to pull her even closer and kiss her neck but when he looked at her, he saw the same heat in her own eyes. She pulled away. “You do something… odd… to me,” she said in a husky voice.
“I know what you mean. It’s the same for me.”
Rachel licked her lips quickly and then took a deep breath, focusing her mind on something other than the sexual urges she was feeling. “Like I told you before, I’ve also had abilities that didn’t seem normal. I sometimes heard things in people’s heads… could move objects across the room… get feelings about the future. My mum told me that it wasn’t uncommon in our family… that we had gypsies in our bloodline and some of them had been witches. Bane was working with the Germans in finding a way to tap into the power that people like me possessed. A man named Neville Burke finally stumbled upon something in his research: a passage from something called The Book of Eibon. It was an ancient work that had been lost for many years, but in the mid Thirties it was retrieved and eventually purchased by Bane. Burke was given charge of it and he found a ritual that was supposed to allow for someone to create a copy of the world… a false place where reality could be manipulated. This Un-Earth would become a parasite, leeching mental energy from the real world and its people.”
Nathaniel held up a hand, signifying he had a question. He was glad to have this new mystery before him. It allowed him to fall back into his normal patterns as a detective and distracted him from the sexual desires that had been threatening to overwhelm him. “Two questions: 1) How the bloody hell do you create a fake Earth? And 2) Why would you do it? So what if you can muck it about? Why would you want to?”
Rachel hesitated before continuing. “Okay… first, keep in mind that the things I’m telling you are just what I was able to get out of the minds around me while I was being tortured. So I don’t have all the details… but I do think I have the basic gist of it.”
“I understand.”
“Well, the Un-Earth was originally built out of clay. It’s like that old legend the Jews have… where you can build a man and bring it to life?”
“A golem.”
“Right-o. Well, the Un-Earth starts out like that. Then you have to charge it up, turn it into something living. That’s where I came in. They hooked me up to it and began draining my power — my very soul, Nathaniel! — To power it.”
Nat felt for her but his curiosity wouldn’t let him be swayed from the rest of the answers he needed. “But why…?”
“Look: let me explain something, okay? From the moment the Un-Earth was activated, Bane and the Nazis have been manipulating it. On this world are ghostly duplicates of virtually everyone in the real world… and everything that happened in the history of our world is the same here, up until the day when the Un-Earth became real. At that point, Bane began playing God. They could pinpoint specific people and kill them. They could bring certain men and women to the fore and alter their personalities. And those changes become real here!”
“I don’t see how that matters… so they conquer the world. It’s a fake world.”
“But it’s leeching energy from ours, Nathaniel. Eventually, it will become so strong and so permanent that the situations will reverse — the Un-Earth will become the only one that matters. And here Hitler will rule unchallenged.”
Nathaniel shook his head, still uncertain about all he was learning. He finally asked “Does this have anything to do with what happened in August? Those strange lights in the skies?”
“It has everything to do with it. Remember when I said that almost everyone has counterparts on Un-Earth? Well, some people don’t have copies here. You and I, and anyone else who was affected by the cosmic rays.”
“So you’re saying Bane was behind the rays? To sort out who we are?”
“Something like that. We’re all carriers of certain attributes that allow us to manipulate our environment in ways that used to be called magic. We’re the modern sorcerers; the next stage in human evolution. Bane was able to summon down this cosmic radiation by making a sacrifice to an ancient god who dwells in the stars. I don’t know its name but it floats in the center of the universe, dancing like a madman. That’s what I overheard, anyway. I know it sounds insane.”
“No… I believe it. I have to. Look how I’m dressed.” Nathaniel smiled at her in what he hoped was a reassuring manner. “Okay… so they’ve built this alternate Earth, that’s the size of an oversized beach ball… but somehow we’re walking around on it. And one day soon the beach ball will become more ‘real’ than the ‘real’ Earth… but why the cosmic rays? Why identify us?”
“They needed someone to power the Un-Earth. It happened to be that they found me first. I don’t know if I was the closest or the most powerful or just a random choice. But I do know that they had plans to track down everyone who manifested powers eventually. I suspect we’d all either become loyal foot soldiers or end up in a grave somewhere.”
Nathaniel looked up as another squadron of Nazi planes soared overhead. “How do we stop all this?”
“While I was hooked up to the Un-Earth, I got an image of a man who was sent here before us… his name is Lamar Bane. He’s the last living member of the family who founded the company. Somehow he’s the key to all this — if we can find him, I’m sure we can find a way to undo all this.”
“Why not just destroy the Un-Earth globe?”
“It’s linked now with our world. Destroying it would create a psychic backlash that would kill everyone who has a duplicate on the two worlds. We have to find out from Bane if there’s some other way to disconnect the worlds.” Rachel pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I can try and find him telepathically but honestly I have no idea where to look.”
“Let me try something,” Nathaniel said. He took her by the hand and lifted off into the air, using his own powers to fly through the city. “I think I might have an idea.”
* * *
Twenty minutes later, Nathaniel was crouched on the floor of what would have been ‘his’ office back on the real Earth. As it was, Charlie had apparently gotten himself assigned to work with a bloke named W. Skiver, who seemed nice enough from the personal items left lying about.
Rachel watched him flipping through several file folders. She resisted the urge to go prying in his mind, but finally she could contain herself no longer. “What are you looking for?”
“This.” Nathaniel held up several sheets of paper. “Back home, Charlie and I used to keep contact sheets for all the bigwigs in London. The Bane executives were a part of that. I gambled that even here, with Hitler having conquered Europe back in ’38, good old Charlie would still have his contact sheets. And he does.”
“Is Lamar Bane on the list?”
Nathaniel nodded, looking at the man’s information. Bane was on the same list back home, but Nathaniel had never had call to study his listing in depth. According to this, Bane lived just outside the city proper and, like his good friend John Langley, was a part of various Socialist organizations. There was some information on this contact sheet that Nathaniel was willing to be was not the same as back home… “I know where we can find him… but there might be a problem.”
“What’s that?”
“According to this, Mr. Bane is in charge of something called The Bureau of Occult Affairs. I’d imagine they might have something prepared for us.”
Rachel moved forward and kissed him, her tongue brushing against his. “I’m not afraid. Are you?”
“With you at my side, I don’t think I could feel any fear,” he admitted. “I’m too worked up,” he added with a laugh.
“Why do you think we feel this way?” she wondered. Her eyes dipped down, over his uniform. “And where did our clothes come from? Why do they match like this?”
“I thought you made your uniform,” he said, eyes growing wide.
“No. It just appeared not long after the cosmic rays. Yours?”
“The same.” Nathaniel sighed again. “I like solving mysteries, not being bedeviled by them.”
Rachel squeezed his hand. “Let’s go find this Bane and get some answers then.” Nathaniel hesitated and Rachel stared at him. “What is it?”
“No rush, I don’t think…”
“What are you getting at?”
Nathaniel kissed her again, harder than before. In seconds, they were at it once more, their clothes tossed aside and their bodies coming together.

CHAPTER VIII
War Over Un-Earth

Doctor Satan crept along silently, keeping one ear pressed tightly against the exterior of the warehouse. He could hear voices from within, one of which seemed very familiar. It seemed that Satan had found the Peregrine first…
The villain’s crimson attire normally made him stand out in any situation but a few well-timed words of mystic origin allowed him to blend into the shadows, making him almost invisible as he pulled himself up along the slanted roof of the warehouse. He found a skylight and peered downwards, seeing the strangely spinning Un-Earth from above.
Below the Un-Earth were the Peregrine and his lovely wife, both of whom Doctor Satan had seen before. The Peregrine was seated on the floor, his legs crossed in the lotus position. Evelyn Davies stood just to his side, the tips of her fingers brushing his right shoulder. With them was a tubby sort of fellow that moved like that most annoying example of humanity: the police. Satan could spot an officer, regardless of nationality, without need of a scrying spell.
Doctor Satan’s gloved hands reached into the folds of his robes, touching any number of acids, weapons, and gasses that could be used against his enemies below. He paused, however, curious at what the Peregrine was doing: had the vigilante uncovered more about Un-Earth than Satan had? Did he know things that he himself did not?
“Best to leave him alive for now,” Satan said softly. He was used to explaining his actions and plans to his henchmen, a habit that was now so ingrained that he frequently entered into expository monologues even when no one was around to hear him. “But when the time is right… I’m going to take great pleasure in killing you, Mr. Peregrine.”
* * *
Max took a deep breath, trying to remember everything that Jethro Dumont had taught him during their brief time together. Dumont was a Westerner who had learned the secrets of the Tibetan monks, even attaining the rank of Lama, the only Westerner to ever do so. His work with the Peregrine had helped Max master abilities that he’d struggled with previously, including the use of his telepathy to project his spirit outside of his body. They’d been introduced by Ascott Keane, who had thought the men known as the Peregrine and the Green Lama might have some things in common.
Ascott, as usual, had been right.
“So does your body die while you’re doing this?” Evelyn asked, feeling a sudden fear for her husband’s life. She knew firsthand how dangerous his career was but it was still very different to be standing there when he put his existence at risk.
“I should be fine. There’s a time limit to how long I can be separated from my body but it’s several hours.” Max smiled at her reassuringly and then glanced at Charlie. “Mr. Gamble, you might be better off returning to the station. See if you can find out any more information that might be able to help us.”
“I don’t want to leave you,” Charlie said, looking somewhat sheepish. “What if Nat needs me somehow?”
“I’m not sure what you could do to help,” Max responded, knowing his words sounded hurtful but not really caring. Charlie was in over his head and the longer he was directly involved, the more likely it was that he’d get hurt. “Your friend, from what you’ve told us, has special abilities… and this girl who was hooked up to the Un-Earth did too. This entire complex is some kind of mystic/technological hybrid… and there’s nothing that you and a gun are going to be able to do.”
Charlie looked at Evelyn, obviously trying to find some reason to stay. “Do you have any powers?”
“No. But I help keep him sane,” she said, gesturing towards the Peregrine.
“That sounds like a tough job,” Charlie laughed. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “All right, then. I’ll go. But please… call me if you find them. Nathaniel’s my best mate.”
Charlie turned and left, his eyes shining with emotion. Evelyn felt a twinge of sadness for him and hoped he’d be okay. Some people never seemed to recover from their initial encounters with the unknown, never truly able to cope with the knowledge that what they thought they knew about reality was really just the tip of the iceberg.
“I think we’re alone,” Evelyn said, kneeling next to her husband. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Just keep an eye out. There might be more thugs on the way.” Max leaned over and kissed Evelyn lightly on the lips. “I’m glad you came with me.”
“Liar.” Both of them laughed. “You worry about me constantly and wish I were at home watching over the baby.”
“That’s not totally true,” Max said in response. “I do worry about you but I still enjoy your company. I’ve worked with a lot of people over the years and I’ve never found a partner I trust as much as you.”
Evelyn grinned, looking like the cat that just ate the canary. “You flatter me.”
Max turned away, closing his eyes. He repeated several key words again and again, using them as a mantra to move his mind into the proper mental state. He felt a sense of calmness descend upon him and, within a few seconds, his spirit was free of the physical shell of his body.
Max floated upwards, looking down at Evelyn, feeling guilt as he saw the concern in her eyes. His body had sagged back, still sitting upright but no longer bearing any sense of being animate. Evelyn remained where she was, keeping a steady vigil on her lover.
The Peregrine allowed his spirit to move towards the Un-Earth, feeling its pull on him. There were so many spirits there, mostly just ‘ghosts’ of those existing in the real world. They were psychic twins, slowly leeching energy from their true bodies, slowly being reconstituted on this other world. But there were a number of ‘true’ souls there, as well, and Max bet that many of those were men and women working directly on the Un-Earth program.
The Un-Earth generated a telepathic force on Max that was not unlike that of a gravitation object, yanking the Peregrine into its psychic orbit. He felt himself about to cross over from world to the next…
And then he saw him.
Doctor Satan smashed through the skylight, having seen what was happening and understanding it perfectly: the Peregrine was physically helpless now and easy to slay.
Max screamed out but his words could not be heard by Evelyn. He saw Satan land amidst falling glass just in front of Evelyn.
She responded quickly, throwing off her shock fast enough to block a punch from Satan. She even managed to deliver a knee into his midsection, staggering him, before the master criminal recovered control of the situation. Doctor Satan pulled out a small bag and opened it, tossing its contents straight into Evelyn’s face. The greenish-brown powder flew into her eyes and blinded her. The burning she felt caused her to scream loudly, clawing at her own eyes as if willing to tear them out to escape the pain.
Doctor Satan laughed aloud as he saw Evelyn’s agony. He was not immune to the charms of attractive women but he found as much pleasure in their discomfort as he did in wooing them. Before Evelyn could hope to recover from the substance Satan called “the devil’s powder,” the villain finished her off by backhanding her across the face. The blow knocked her out, which was a blessing of sorts. She would be fine once the powder’s effects wore off, which would be twenty or thirty minutes from now. If God were kind, he’d let Evelyn sleep through it.
Doctor Satan then turned to the prone form of the Room, drawing a curved blade that gleamed in the lights. He was about to drive the knife straight through the Peregrine’s neck when a strange sound filled the warehouse and Doctor Satan’s cloak began whipping about in a sudden gust of wind. The villain looked up to see lightning streaming forth from the Un-Earth as a portal of pure psychic energy was ripped asunder. For a brief second, Satan had no idea what was happening…
And then he realized what it was. The Peregrine’s astral self had come plunging back to his body so quickly that it had torn open a rift in time and space.
Satan looked back just as Max Davies opened his eyes and clenched his fists. “You’re going to regret hitting my wife,” the Peregrine hissed with rising anger.
Doctor Satan stared upwards at the rift, through which several human forms seemed to be appearing. “I think,” the villain declared, “That we might have more pressing concerns…”

CHAPTER IX
The Deadly Trio

Un-Earth
Bane’s home was a small manor house located several miles outside London. A wrought iron fence protected the property, which was home to several large dogs who roamed freely, their eyes and ears showing constant alertness. A single black car was parked next to the carriage house and Nathaniel could see a few men moving about through the house windows.
“Can you—?” he began but Rachel seemed to know exactly what he was thinking… which was precisely the point of her powers, he realized.
“Bane is inside, in the basement. They’re waiting for us… but I can’t get much more than that out of their heads. Everyone inside has some sort of shielding around their minds. Maybe they’ve been trained to resist telepaths.”
Nathaniel nodded, holding his lover close. He was able to fly with her in his arms with no problem… though he wasn’t at all sure how he was managing to defy gravity. It was like the rest of his powers: the ability to speak to the dead, the strange flashes of energy he sometimes produced… they all just seemed to flow out of him, without him needing any special training as to how to use them.
Together, they descended slowly, coming to a soft landing in the grasses behind the house. Their arrival was immediately detected by the dogs, but the canines never alerted their masters to the invasion. Rachel silenced them both with a powerful mental burst, leaving the animals to whimper as they fell to the ground.
“They’re alive,” Rachel said, answering Nat’s unanswered question. “But they’re going to sleep for a bloody long time.”
Nathaniel moved away from her, his eyes narrowing. As a police officer, he’d become used to trusting his instincts and right now every fiber of his being was screaming out that this was a trap.
The rear door of the house opened suddenly, allowing three men to step into the back yard. Each of them was dressed identically and their every movement was perfectly choreographed as they moved towards Nat and Rachel. The trio were all of the same height and build, a fact that made Nathaniel think at fist they might be triplets… but their uncanny resemblance seemed to go beyond that somehow. It was like they were one man, split three ways.
One of the men stopped a few feet in front of Nathaniel, staring at him with a glassy-eyed expression. When he spoke, his voice was monotone and eerily cold. “Are you the One?”
Nathaniel and Rachel exchanged glances, with the red-haired beauty shrugging slightly. She was unable to read anything at all from these three men, not even surface thoughts. It was like they weren’t even there.
“My name is Nathaniel Caine. I’m here to see Lamar Bane. Tell him I know about the Un-Earth project.”
The three men remained standing stock still for a moment and Nathaniel began to feel that familiar prickly sensation on the back of his neck: something was about to happen and it wasn’t going to be good.
The three men burst into action at the exact same second. Two of them moved towards Nathaniel while the third moved to engage Rachel. They didn’t bother running but instead launched into a series of flips and jumps that would have put Olympic level gymnasts to shame.
Rachel’s opponent flew through the air, catching her under the chin with a powerful kick. She fell backwards, landing hard on the ground. He was upon her then, straddling her chest so that he held her arms in place with his spread knees. He then began punching her repeatedly in the head, splitting her bottom lip and catching her hard in one eye. Rachel cried out, using her powers without thinking. She ‘shoved’ him away from her telekinetically, using every scrap of mental energy she possessed. The dark-garbed man flew high into the air and bounced off the roof before falling earthwards. He landed in a painful heap, his arms and legs twisted at frightening angles. Blood poured from his shattered body but never once did he utter a cry of agony or protest.
Meanwhile, the other two were attacking Nathaniel in unison, each striking whenever he seemed distracted by the other. One would kick Nat’s head while the other would pummel his lower body. Within seconds, Nat’s body ached from head to toe. He thought about taking flight but didn’t want to leave Rachel alone on the ground with them. Instead, he felt a rising surge of energy within him. Once again, the power seemed to be dictating his course of action and Nat relaxed, giving himself over to what seemed to come naturally.
Eldritch energy swirled around each of Nathaniel’s hands and he raised them both above his head, unleashing a green flame that enveloped the closer of the two men. His body writhed in the fiery embrace, the flames not damaging his skin but instead sinking down beneath the flesh, searing his very soul. When the flame had done its work and the man’s weakened body sagged to the ground, it looked as if the spark of life was completely burned away.
Nathaniel then turned to the remaining member of the villainous trio. Something in Nat’s demeanor was changed, Rachel noticed. Flickers of green energy were coming from his eyes and as he walked, his feet drifted several inches off the grass. A harsh wind began to blow, as well, the weather taking on elements of Nat’s mood.
“What are you?” Nathaniel demanded. “Are you even human?”
The dark figure stared at Nathaniel with no trace of fear. It was obvious that he was considering his options, having seen his companions dispatched so easily. “I am a simulacrum. A copy of a human being, animated by magic. My brothers were the same.”
“And you work for Bane?”
“All of us work for the greater good of the Third Reich.”
“So you’re all Nazi clones?”
“We are followers of the true faith… we believe that Hitler will lead all humanity to a better state of existence.”
“And is Lamar Bane inside this house?”
“He is.”
“Then that’s all I need to know.” Nathaniel reached out towards the man and clenched his hand into a fist. The motion was accompanied by a cracking sound as what passed for the Nazi’s soul was yanked from his body, dissipating into thin air.
“You’re one scary bloke,” Rachel said, though there was no fear lacing her words. When Nathaniel looked at her, she was gazing at him with near adoration, as if she were greatly impressed with him. “I’d imagine Bane knows we’re here by now.”
Nathaniel nodded and resumed moving towards the house. “We’ll question him first… maybe he’ll play soft with us once he realizes how we dealt with the bodyguards.” Nat paused when he saw the blood oozing from Rachel’s lip. “Let me help.”
Rachel allowed him to rub a gloved hand across her wounds. She felt a strong tingling as he healed her, the healing power spreading across her face until all the various bruises and injuries were gone. “I didn’t know you could do that,” she whispered, kissing his hand.
“I don’t get the chance very often,” he admitted. “Most of the people I come across lately are dead.”
“Sorry, luv,” Rachel whispered, reaching out to squeeze his hand. “This damned war just never seems to end, does it?”
“There’s always another one even if we do win this one,” Nat muttered.
Together, they strode into the house, which had been plunged into darkness. Rachel used her telepathy to detect only two more people in the house: a man and woman, both with shielded minds. “There’s a man a few rooms up ahead. It’s got to be Bane.”
Nathaniel nodded, finding a series of words in his mind that came tumbling from his lips: “Illuminatus evictum immedioso!”
Rachel looked at him questioningly as a soft green glow surrounded them, lighting their path. The house was immaculately furnished, with paintings of semi-nude women dominating the walls. Rachel found them lacking in any seductive qualities: these were disgustingly smarmy in their presentation, the women on display looking garishly made-up. She couldn’t help but assume all this was very telling about the man who owned the house.
Nathaniel suddenly stumbled, reaching out blindly to cling to the wall. The room around him swayed in time to the beating of his heart and sweat suddenly broke out on his forehead.
Rachel felt it, too, but she was able to hold her own a bit better. Having lived with the constant agony of having her psychic energy drained these past few months had steeled her resolve somewhat.
“What’s happening to us?” Nathaniel asked, gritting his teeth around every word.
“No idea,” Rachel answered. She fell against him, clinging to him like he was a raft that could protect her from a raging sea. Together, they vanished in a flash of emerald energy.
* * *
Theodora Sturm and Lamar Bane paced through the empty room that had once contained both Nathaniel Caine and Rachel Winters. Sturm seemed vary disturbed by their absence. “I don’t understand… I heard them from the other room — they were just as surprised as I was!”
Bane, dressed in a trim suit with swastika cufflinks, sniffed the air, as if he could somehow trace their movements like a bloodhound. “I think they’re back on the other Earth. The real one.”
“But how did they travel without using a gate?”
“Perhaps the boy opened one without realizing it,” Bane considered. The girl — Rachel — might have wrongly assumed that she was the only ‘battery’ the Third Reich had been using but she wasn’t. Nearly a dozen other men and women around England were plugged into similar tanks, their powers being drained and then transmitted through the ether to the Un-Earth. Rachel just happened to be the most powerful, and thus the one they kept closest to the Un-Earth globe. Using any of the batteries, travel back and forth between the two worlds was possible… but so far as Bane knew, it required the mechanical workings of the Nazi equipment to take place. “Or perhaps,” he mused aloud, “They were summoned back.”

CHAPTER X
The Gifted

Nathaniel and Rachel saw their surroundings slowly come into view and both of them gasped aloud. The two garishly garbed men in front of them were recognizable enough, for both had been featured in numerous newspapers: the Peregrine and Doctor Satan, though both of them were typically found in the United States.
Satan, still gripping his knife, was the first to speak. He studied the green uniforms worn by the new arrivals and abruptly decided to sheathe his blade. His tone was decidedly wary as he asked “You’re the Gifted, aren’t you?”
Rachel blinked in surprise. She felt her natural inclination to enter the minds of the two men would be failures, for both seemed to radiate the kind of shielding she’d associated with trained telepaths. As the Peregrine knelt to examine a fallen woman on the floor, Rachel stared into the eyes of Doctor Satan. “Are you working with Bane?” she asked, refusing to answer his question. She would be in control here, she decided, not him.
Satan, however, merely answered her with a laugh. He turned his attention to Nathaniel and said, “I don’t know why I bothered with the girl. You’re obviously the important one around here. That uniform you’re in… that hasn’t been seen in quite some time. The last Catalyst was killed just after the turn of the century, I believe.”
Nathaniel stared hard at the madman. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You’re both Gifted,” Satan answered, mockingly taking on the tone of a professor addressing a classroom full of dullard students. “Humans with the capacity to sense and manipulate magic. But only once a century does a true Catalyst emerge… a High Mage. A man or woman with the natural ability to tap into the most primal forces in existence. That’s why you’re wearing that uniform. It takes different forms, depending on the era… but it’s always the same basic look. Very recognizable.”
Despite herself, Rachel felt curiosity overwhelming her. “Why do my clothes look like his?”
“You’re his mate, you stupid little cow.”
Rachel nearly lunged for the villain but Nat caught her by the arm. “You insulting little git!” she barked. “How dare you…?”
“No insult was intended,” Satan answered with apparent sincerity. “But it’s true. Surely the two of you have noticed. Every Catalyst has a designated genetic mate, one that he can recognize instantly. Your children, should any of them live to maturity, will be great forces for change in the world.” Satan pointed a red-gloved finger at Nathaniel. “Some people think that all Gifted ones are evolutionary shifters for humanity, the next stage. That’s not true. You are. And you,” he gestured to Rachel, “the only woman on Earth who can bear the kind of children you’ll need to truly introduce new stock into the cattle that is humanity. A pity that no Catalyst in centuries has managed to do that… either they or their mates end up dead first — or their children.”
“Don’t listen to him. Everything he says might be a lie.” The Peregrine had pulled his wife to safety and was now approaching Doctor Satan, fury still etched on his features. “This madman killed one of my best friends and just attacked my wife. He’s wanted for more crimes than I can count and—”
“I know,” Nathaniel said, stopping the Peregrine. Max noted that the one dubbed Catalyst was regarding him with nearly as much distaste as Max himself had directed at Satan. “I know who he is. And I know who you are. Both of you are preening fools who don’t care that innocent people get caught in the line of fire! You dress up like mystery men and fight your little wars and it’s the rest of us who have to clean up the mess!”
Rachel flinched at the anger in her lover’s words. She’d caught glimpses of his past when their minds had mingled and she felt his pain now, knowing what it meant. She reached out for Nathaniel’s hand but he pulled away from her, taking a step towards Satan and the Peregrine, green fire dancing around the corners of his eyes.
“Someone needs to teach all the people like you,” Nathaniel warned, “That humanity isn’t going to take it anymore.”
Before either Doctor Satan or the Peregrine could react, a wall of pure psionic force slammed into both of them, knocking them back so hard that they tore right through the walls of the warehouse. Both men landed hard in the street, bones crunching as they struck the ground.
Rachel moved in front of Nathaniel, blocking his path. “Calm down. You’re doing exactly what you accused them of.”
“What do you mean?” Nat demanded, looking past her at the colorfully garbed figures who were slowly rising from their backs.
Rachel reached up and gripped his face in her hands, turning him to see Evelyn, laying amidst the debris cast off by the wall’s destruction. “You could have killed her, Nat.”
“I… You’re right. I’m acting like a bloody idiot.” Nathaniel looked down at his cloak and uniform, tears welling up in his eyes. “And now I’m one of them.”
While Rachel tried to soothe her lover, Doctor Satan was back on his feet. He wasn’t badly hurt from the attack but he was too light-headed to encounter combat with the young man. The Catalyst was a powerful, if untrained foe, and Satan wanted to be at the top of his game if it came to battle. The villain felt a hand firmly grip his arm and turned to see the Peregrine facing him.
“I hope you don’t think I’m going to let you get away,” Max hissed.
Satan glanced skywards, where a dark bird-like shape was hurtling through the clouds, aiming directly towards them. The villain shoved the Peregrine away, acting surprisingly quickly. “I have bigger fish to fry at the moment, Peregrine — but I’m sure we’ll cross paths again soon.”
The Peregrine saw it now: a solid black creature that looked like it was carved from pure shadow. The horror seemed to grow in size as it approached and a claw jerked out to grip Satan by the wrist, lifting him bodily into the air.
The Peregrine drew his pistols, firing with unerring aim. The bullets tore through Doctor Satan’s cloak but did no real damage.
As he was carried away by the monster he’d summoned, Doctor Satan laughed mockingly. “You’ll never be my match, Peregrine! The sooner you learn that, the better off we’ll both be!”
Max cursed under his breath when Satan disappeared behind the clouds. He didn’t bother holstering his guns when Nathaniel and Rachel approached. “You know,” he began, “I was actually on your side.”
Nathaniel sighed, looking a bit uneasy about the situation. He was a handsome young man, but his shaggy hair and the dark rings about his eyes made him look far older than he should have. “I’m sorry. I hope your… wife, was it?… wasn’t too badly hurt by what I did.”
Max silently hoped for the same. As he pushed past them and began examining Evelyn for any new injuries, he asked “So… mind filling me in on what’s going on here? I have half the story but I’m sure there’s lots I’m missing out on.”
Rachel spoke up, allowing Nathaniel to collect his thoughts. She told the Peregrine about the dangers in destroying the Un-Earth, about their conflicts with the strange triplets who belonged to Lamar Bane and their desires to end the entire affair by toppling Bane.
The Peregrine, who lifted Evelyn into his arms, carried her out to his waiting car. With the others following, he mused aloud “You couldn’t have been the only one powering that thing… if you were, it shouldn’t still be functioning as well as it is. There have to be other living batteries out there. We need to find them. At least one, to start.”
“I think I can do that,” Nathaniel said.
“The Peregrine placed Evelyn on the back seat of the roadster, looking over at Catalyst. “You sure?”
“No,” Nathaniel admitted. “But I think… I think I might just be able to do nearly anything, if I tried hard enough.”
The Peregrine nodded towards the warehouse. “There will be more men coming, I guarantee it. We need to get out of here.”
Rachel slid into the car, pulling Nathaniel in with her. “Let’s go, then. I can find them while you’re driving. And… thanks for agreeing to help us.”
The Peregrine smiled at them both, his sincerity making Nathaniel feel even guiltier about his earlier actions. “It’s what I do.”
“Why?”
The Peregrine’s smile faltered at her question. Nathaniel recognized what he saw in the man’s eyes, for he had felt it often enough himself: it was raw pain at a never-to-be-forgotten memory. “My father was killed in front of me when I was 8 years old,” Max admitted, sharing more than he usually did with strangers… but knowing that they needed to trust him. “I swore then and there that I wouldn’t let anyone else suffer the way I did. My powers… well, it’s a little complicated. But even without them, I’d still do this. I’d still help people.”
Catalyst was silent but he knew that he’d learned something valuable: that he could take the pain of what he’d lost and use it as a vehicle for self-improvement… rather than for useless hatred of those responsible.

CHAPTER XI
The Black Zeppelin

Lamar Bane stood next to the young boy who was locked away in his battery tank, the youth’s mental energy serving as a gateway key between worlds. Bane felt no pity for the boy — he was a tool to be exploited and used. For a Jew like this young man, it was an honor to serve the Reich in some fashion.
Theodora was nearby, talking with several Nazi scientists. Bane ignored her for the most part. Like the imprisoned youth, she was simply another tool in Bane’s arsenal. For the last decade, Bane had been a hardcore devotee of Hitler’s agenda… he had adopted the Fuehrer’s philosophy as his own. In the late 1930s Hitler had sent out the call for volunteers to become members of his new occult program, agents who would push the Nazi agenda around the world, sparring frequently with men and women such as the Peregrine, Dan Daring and the Domino Lady.
Bane had been one of those volunteers. While Werner Richter had become the Grim Reaper and Kirsten Bauer had been trained as the Iron Maiden… but both of them had proven to be failures, in one sense or another. But Lamar Bane had become the Black Zeppelin… and he would be the one to bring the Fuehrer his ultimate victory: by controlling the Un-Earth, Hitler would become God.
The Black Zeppelin now wore a black button-up shirt and dark jodhpurs. A long black cloak and a small mask that left his mouth and hair exposed completed the attire. His leather boots sounded loud against the floor as he moved out of the room and into an adjoining one. This base was in Cardiff, just a few miles from one of the housing units where all those refugees displaced from London during the Blitz were housed. Many of them, children mostly, were sent to stay with people in the countryside, but some of the unluckier ones were placed together in large open-interior buildings filled with cots. Bane had hated seeing London destroyed so — he still loved his homeland and wanted to see it flourish as a Nazi state — but he was also involved in the Un-Earth project and knew that the perfect, pristine London would live again on that world.
The Zeppelin saw two men standing over a table, looking over photographs of dozens of men and women. The two men wore German military uniforms but they were physically very different. One was a portly man with thinning hair, in his late fifties. The other was young and firm, with blond hair and green eyes. They were Helmut and Johann, two of the military scientists associated with the Un-Earth project.
“We have a problem,” Bane said, speaking in fluent German.
His unexpected arrival made both men jump. They stood at attention, fully aware that despite the fact that they were both decorated officers and Bane was an English civilian, he had been given special powers as the Black Zeppelin and had the Fuehrer’s ear.
“Herr Bane,” Helmut said, giving the traditional Heil Hitler salute. “We did not expect you so soon.”
“Obviously,” the Black Zeppelin said, looking at the mess that lay on the various tables. “The prophecies seem to be true. The One is loose.”
Johann tried to hide his disbelief but the Zeppelin saw it clear enough. “If you’re speaking about the London police officer who freed Rachel Winters… there’s no proof that he’s anything more than a powerful Gifted.”
“He wears the uniform,” Bane pointed out. “In every century, one Gifted appears who wears some variation on it. Winters is wearing something that makes it clear she’s his chosen mate. We need to find them… bring them in and keep them drugged. Let them reproduce if possible… it could be the beginning of the true Aryan Ubermensch.”
Helmut looked like he was giving the Zeppelin’s more credence than the younger man at his side. “Can Theodora find them?” he asked. “If so, we can mobilize a strike force and bring them back here, kicking and screaming.”
On cue, Theodora Sturm entered the room. She regarded the two soldiers with thinly disguised disdain. She felt that most of those around the Zeppelin were beneath him and she hated that he had to drag himself through their slime. She loved and worshipped the Zeppelin, having offered him her body and soul. “I believe I can, gentlemen. But we have to prepare ourselves for the possibility that he has help.”
“What do you mean?” Johann asked.
The Black Zeppelin moved around the table, looking at a few photographs tacked on the wall. They showed a variety of well-known figures, all of whom were regarded as potential enemies of the Reich. Some of them were known members of the Gifted, others only suspected. He tapped a photo showing a bird-masked man wearing a long overcoat. “The Peregrine.”
That brought a look of surprise even from Theodora. She glanced back at Helmut and Johann, explaining “We had prepared a trap for Nathaniel Caine and Rachel Winters on Un-Earth but they were saved by a dimensional portal. We don’t believe that either of them opened the gateway — it was opened by someone on this side.” She stepped up next to the Zeppelin, lowering her voice. “What makes you suspect the Peregrine?”
“A hunch, more than anything else. He was involved in both the Iron Maiden affair and the recent death of the Grim Reaper. It only makes sense for him to come after me next. He’s obviously moving up the food chain.”
“If that were the case, there are others he would go after before he got to you. You’re the most powerful of the Fuehrer’s soldiers.”
The Zeppelin smiled, sensing that Theodora was playing to his ego. “You should begin your attempts at finding Caine and Winters.” Theodora started to turn but was stopped by the Zeppelin’s hand on her arm. “I have faith in you, Theodora. Don’t let me down.”
* * *
The Black Zeppelin watched Theodora lean back against the wall, letting her head rest so that her eyes stared up at the ceiling. She was an attractive girl, with a shapely form and perpetually pouting lips, but there was something about her that kept her from being truly lovely. The Zeppelin thought it was the fawning need that shone constantly in her eyes. She desired Bane not only because he was attractive but because he was powerful… and that power made her feel special, in turn. She was a weak woman at the core, drawn like a moth to the flame.
The Zeppelin saw her breathing slow as she slid into the active phase of her mental abilities. The Reich had early on decided to locate and tap into the many occultists that existed around the world. Those with telepathy or the capacity for magic were approached first but soon others were brought into the fold. Bane himself had no natural abilities but a series of painful treatments had left him with the power of silent flight, as well as dense flesh and the strength of three men.
Theodora’s body began to thrash somewhat, as if she were having a seizure. Small cuts and bruises appeared on her flesh and Bane watched her with renewed interest. She was able to make contact with denizens from another plane, demonic things that none but she could see. They would reveal information to her but at an awful price… they did things to her spirit, a sort of astral rape that left her violated and afraid. But Bane kept pushing for more, knowing that the information she received was useful… and because he was secretly titillated by her agony.
Theodora gasped aloud and staggered away from the wall, clutching at her chest. She panted and looked terrified, allowing the Zeppelin to pull her against him.
“What did they tell you?” he pressed. “Where are they?”
Theodora looked up at him and opened her mouth to speak. Her words were lost in a loud explosion that rocked the entire complex and sent men and women fleeing to safety as pieces of the ceiling collapsed all around them.
“What the hell…?” Bane wondered aloud.
Theodora clutched at his arm, bringing his face round to hers. “They’re here.”
“What? He shouted, as the complex was rocked by a second explosion and the sound of gunfire now filled the air.
“They’re here! The Peregrine and the others — they’re here!”

CHAPTER XII
Where Evil Dwells

One hour before the attack in Cardiff, Evelyn Davies slowly came to. She was lying on the front seat of her husband’s car, her head resting against his leg. Max was steering the heavily modified vehicle through the city streets, while Nathaniel and Rachel sat in the back, talking softly to each other.
Evelyn rubbed her eyes, the pain mostly having gone, but her vision left more than a bit blurry. “Where are we?” she asked, sitting up and looking around. When she saw Rachel looking back at her, she forced a wan smile and looked back at her husband.
“Doctor Satan got away… and these two came through the rift. Nathaniel is that police officer’s friend.” The Peregrine glanced over his shoulder. “Nathaniel, Rachel… this is my wife, Evelyn.”
After pleasantries were exchanged, Evelyn whispered to Max. “And we’re going where?”
“No idea,” Max admitted. “I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it out. How are you feeling?”
“Woozy. Everyone looks like I’m staring through water at them.”
“When we get a moment, I’ll examine your eyes. I don’t think there’s going to be any permanent damage but I haven’t a clue as to what that powder was.”
Evelyn nodded, looking out at London as it passed by. “I want to see that man punished, Max. I know I don’t usually go down the path of vengeance but this time… I won’t complain one bit when you brand Doctor Satan’s forehead and beat him to a pulp. He’s pure evil.”
“I agree… but he’s remarkably slippery. It’s almost as if he made a deal with his namesake. Sold his soul in exchange for being impossible to catch.”
Evelyn sighed. “Poor Ascott,” she said, mentioning their friend, who had spent more than a decade battling Doctor Satan throughout the world. “As much as Satan’s hurt us, just imagine the hell he’s put Ascott through.”
“I hate to interrupt, but do you think we could have silence for Rachel?”
Max looked back at Nathaniel, who had his arm around Rachel. The red haired beauty looked deep in concentration, staring forward into nothingness. Now and again her eyes seemed to glow and a small halo of light surrounded her head.
“What is she trying to do?” Evelyn asked.
“She’s a telepath,” Max answered. “She’s trying to find others like herself who are being used to power the Un-Earth. We need to bring this entire affair to a close and by finding where they have the others, we can get back on track.”
Evelyn fell silent, watching as Rachel lost herself. The girl was reaching out with her mind, doing something different than what Max had tried earlier. Her spirit was not leaving her body… she was merely opening her mind so wide that she could sense others like herself. It was an incredibly daunting task but one that she was certain she could accomplish.
Rachel tried not to think about what Satan had said… about her being Nathaniel’s chosen mate. It was a thrilling thought but scary, too. Despite how passionate they felt about each other and the intimate nature of their psychic link, it was all still so fresh…
Suddenly, on the outermost periphery of her senses, Rachel felt contact. It was another mind like her own, tortured by the drain on their spirit but still burning brightly, like a newly dawning day. “I feel him,” she said aloud. “In Cardiff. I have the address. His name is Brian. He’s hurting. And… I think they’re preparing to open a gate. Someone’s going to be coming through from the other side soon.”
“Bane,” Nathaniel said. “He’s coming through, looking for us.”
Max pulled off the main road, taking them down a bumpy garden path. Nathaniel recognized the area as being one on the outskirts of the city, with many homes.
“We have to get to Cardiff,” Rachel murmured, shaking her head to clear it.
“I’m way ahead of you,” the Peregrine said. He stopped the car next to a plane that was parked in the center of a large clearing. He flipped a switch near the steering wheel, which sent a signal to the plane. A ramp lowered slowly from the rear of the plane and the Peregrine drove up into the belly of the air vehicle. “Welcome onboard the most sophisticated plane in existence. The quarters will be a bit cramped with the four of us onboard but I think we’ll all get by.”
As the quartet stepped from the car, Nathaniel stared around in amazement. The plane seemed uniquely built for speed but as a non-pilot, he had no idea what he was looking at. Somehow, he doubted that most airmen would have, either. “How did you get this into the country without being shot down? There would have been a dozen air raid sirens going off when you flew over London!”
“I’m good at hiding,” was the Peregrine’s only reply. He moved to the cockpit and settled in, starting up the pre-flight sequence. He was just about finished and ready to start the engines when Evelyn touched his shoulder.
“We have a problem,” she said in the tone of one who just had the rug pulled out from under them.
The Peregrine looked out the window and saw Doctor Satan standing in the grass before them. His red cloak was pulled tight around his arms as they were crossed over his chest.
Satan smiled and began to speak, his words mystically carried into the Peregrine’s plane. “I realize you’re about to go and save the world again but I simply have to say… you’re beginning to annoy me. Let’s stop the silly games and put our cards on the table, shall we?”
The Peregrine stood up, facing his foe through the viewport. He let his fingers linger near the Knife of Elohim, sheathed at his waist. The golden dagger had once been bathed in the blood of Christ and dealt especially harsh damage to demonic entities. The Peregrine wondered what it would to do the man before him. “Go on.”
“If I haven’t made it clear before… I plan to kill you and your entire family if you don’t stay out of my way.” Satan opened his arms, spreading his hands in a gesture of mocking sincerity. “I don’t want to have to do that. I’m not fool enough to expect you to join me and conquer the world at my side, though I’d welcome you if you chose to do so…” Satan shrugged as if he knew what the response within the plane would be. “Instead, I offer you this one chance: swear to leave me and my people alone and I’ll do the same for you. Refuse… and I’ll bathe in the blood of your wife and son.”
“Go to hell,” Max whispered. He yanked the Knife of Elohim free of its sheathe and leaned forward to flip a switch that raised the front window. It had barely risen to the proper level when the Peregrine let the knife fly through the air.
Doctor Satan tried to move but the blade’s flight was augmented by the Peregrine’s telekinesis. It traveled almost too quickly for the human eye to see and the knife buried itself in Satan’s right shoulder, eliciting a scream of pain and rage.
“You’re going to regret that,” the villain hissed as the Peregrine yanked the blade free and drew it back to himself with the power of the mind.
“I doubt it,” Max said. The knife spun about in mid-air and rocketed back to strike the villain again.
Doctor Satan gasped as a new wound — this one in his midsection — was ripped open. The occultist pointed one hand at the Peregrine and suddenly squeezed, mouthing the words Corruptus imaginum infinitum!
The Peregrine staggered back, feeling like someone had taken a baseball bat to his skull. His vision swam and for a moment he had the very distinct image of his father, looking just as he had the day of his death. It was the way his father always looked when he appeared to Max, even to this day… appearing as a hazy, ghostlike entity to tease his son with visions of the future. And then his father was gone… and the interior of Max’s head was silent, for the first time in a very long time. Gone was the psychic impression of his wife, always there, no matter how faint.
“Max? Please… talk to me.”
The Peregrine’s vision cleared and he realized he was on his knees, surrounded by Evelyn, Nathaniel and Rachel. “Satan… where’s Satan?”
“Gone,” Nathaniel answered. “He disappeared. I got your weapon back for you.”
Max saw the golden blade in Nathaniel’s hand and nodded. He clutched at Evelyn, drawing her close. “He did something to me… stuck some sort of barrier in my brain.”
“What do you mean?”
“I can’t use my mental powers. Every time I try to call on my telepathy or make anything move around me… I hit a brick wall.”
“Oh, Max… I’m so sorry.”
The Peregrine paused for a moment and then he began to laugh, an expression of emotion that was so shocking that his wife stared at him mutely for a moment. When Max finally realized that she was worried about his mental state, he regained control of himself. Smiling, he tried to explain himself to her. “No. That crimson idiot did me a favor. I know I’ve been mastering those powers lately but they’ve always been a curse to me… for years, I wanted to be free of those visions. They drove me to the depths of depression. But now I’m free! He freed me, darling.”
Evelyn joined him in grinning. “In that case, then… Congratulations.”
Max stood up, something stirring in the back of his memory. Not too long ago, he’d stood over the bloodied form of a demon’s host, one who had given him visions of the future. Max had seen himself living on into the next century, long after all he’d loved had died. In the year 2009, Max Davies would pass on his mantle to a new Peregrine… one who would make due with a mystical set of lenses, which would mimic some of the Peregrine’s natural abilities. But there was nothing in that vision of the future to suggest that Max still had his powers. In fact, the future Max had mentioned that it had been far too long since he’d seen his father: did that mean that Doctor Satan’s spell, meant to hamper the Peregrine’s effectiveness, was permanent?
“God, I hope so,” he whispered. When he caught Nathaniel staring at him, he raised his voice. “Let’s go get Bane, shall we?”
“Are you sure?” Catalyst asked, eyes narrowing. “Without your powers…?”
“I’m still one of the most dangerous men on the planet.” The Peregrine closed the front window of the plane and started the engines. “It’s going to feel good relying on my physical skills again. That’s the way it ought to be.” Max grinned at Nathaniel. “No offense.”
“None taken,” Nathaniel said. The Catalyst stared out into the night sky and nodded. Soon, all of this would be over… but what then? Would he have the guts to do what the Peregrine did? Risk his life day after day? I do that already, he realized. The only difference now would that I wouldn’t be hamstrung by the courts. I could do what really needs doing. I couldn’t tell Charlie, though… he’s too by the book.
“And you’d have a partner of your own,” Rachel reminded him, speaking aloud.
Nathaniel looked startled for a moment and then realized she’d read his thoughts. “You mean that? You’d be my partner?”
Something in the way he asked the question made a blush come to Rachel’s cheeks. Before she could catch herself, she whispered “I think I’m already in love with you. Isn’t that insane?”
“No. It’s the sanest thing I’ve ever heard.”

CHAPTER XIII
Final Battle

The Peregrine stormed into the Cardiff facility, guns blazing. He took out a half dozen Nazi staff members in the first few seconds after Catalyst had blown open a path into the building. Max saw Evelyn taking careful aim at his side, crouching and preparing each shot. Rachel and Nathaniel were somewhere in between the wild mania of Max’s attacks and the careful precision of Evelyn’s. The red-haired girl fried the brains of two armed guards while her lover generated a mystic cloud that rendered three more unconscious.
“Do you have a fix on the boy?” Max shouted to Rachel, who nodded and pointed towards the next room. The quartet followed the young telepath and found a man floating in a tank just like the one that had served as Rachel’s prison.
“Max,” Evelyn asked, keeping an eye on the door. There were other people still in the facility — she could hear them. “I don’t understand why this base is so busy and the warehouse was empty. If that was the real Un-Earth back there, then why wasn’t it better protected?”
“I can answer that,” the Black Zeppelin said, stepping into the room, Theodora Sturm at his side. With them were two of the clones, dressed identically and each brandishing sharpened short swords.
“It’s him. That’s Lamar Bane,” Rachel said, sensing a familiarity with his mind. She’d been around him during her time in the tank, she was sure of it.
“She’s right,” Bane acknowledged. “I was born Lamar Bane… though these days I’m called the Black Zeppelin.”
Max blinked at that… he’d heard of the Zeppelin — another of Hitler’s super powered strike force, like the Grim Reaper and the Iron Maiden. It was said that the Zeppelin was perhaps the cruelest of all.
The Zeppelin gestured to the boy in the tank. “Just as that boy, no matter how powerful, isn’t the key to the Un-Earth project, neither is the globe you saw in the warehouse. It’s a physical manifestation, yes… but it’s the key to protecting or destroying the Un-Earth. That lies within me.”
Catalyst moved forward, eyes flashing with power. He gestured to Rachel to go ahead and free the trapped boy. She sprang into action with assistance from Evelyn. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Oh but it does,” the Zeppelin explained. “I was the one who made the blood sacrifice to start the Un-Earth spell. It was my blood that was mixed into the primal ingredients from which the Un-Earth arose. As long as I live, so does the Un-Earth. We’re linked. I’m its God.”
“So if we kill you, then our problem is solved?” the Peregrine inquired, pointed his guns at the villain.
“Well… the Un-Earth will begin to fade, yes. But you’d have much bigger problems to worry about. The Fuehrer would not rest until I was avenged.”
The Peregrine smiled coldly. “That’s funny. I’ve killed other men like you — the Grim Reaper comes to mind — and all Hitler has done is replace them with more lunatics. What makes you think you’re any different?”
“Because he’s special,” Theodora answered. She allowed her mind to open up to the demonic forces with which she communed, inviting one of them into her body. In seconds, her teeth and nails grew sharper, her hair became an unkempt mane and her eyes began to glow a dull green. She jumped towards Catalyst, driving him to the ground. She began biting and slashing like a rabid dog, keeping Nathaniel continually on the defensive.
The clones sprinted towards Evelyn and Rachel, ready to keep them from freeing the telepathic prisoner.
And that left the Peregrine to open fire on the Zeppelin. The Nazi sympathizer flew upwards in perfect silence, evading the bullets. The room’s ceilings were not particularly high, however, which limited his maneuverability. The Zeppelin instead chose to fly straight as a missile towards the Peregrine, hoping to ram into him.
Max tensed, readied himself, and then jumped upwards, spreading his legs as far as he could. He reached down and pushed off of the Zeppelin’s head, leap-frogging him. The Peregrine landed on his feet as the villain crashed to the ground.
Bane whirled about just in time to received four bullets in his right side. The pain was horrible but he fought it off, using his enhanced vitality to block out the agony he felt. He kicked a gun from the Peregrine’s grip and forced himself back upwards. He ducked under a punch from the hero and managed to land one himself. The super-powerful blow cracked one of Max’s ribs.
Evelyn, meanwhile, found herself with her hands full. One of the clones had engaged her in combat and he was doing a good job of testing the limits of her ability. She was not a natural fighter but had taken to Max’s lessons well enough… but with a split lip and a badly bruised cheek, she now wondered if she was in over her head.
The clone bobbed and weaved, trying to find a hole in her defensive stance, but Evelyn maintained her position fairly well. When the clone tried to backhand her, she dropped to the floor, pushed the small handgun she carried against the clone’s stomach and fired. The clone staggered back and Evelyn kept firing until he was flat on his back, riddled with holes. “Take that, martial arts,” she mused, smoke rising from the barrel of her pistol.
Rachel used the experience she’d gained fighting the other clones on Un-Earth to deal with her foe. Though she couldn’t really affect him mentally, she was able to subtly throw him off by constantly “nudging” him telekinetically, making him lose his balance. Whenever he would stagger, Rachel would kick or punch him. She finally lured him close enough to the apparatus holding the prisoner that when she next attacked, she was able to shove him into the machines. They sparked and sputtered as he collided with them. The clone thrashed about as electricity ran through him. The clone died… and the prisoner was free, sagging to the ground.
Catalyst felt numerous cuts and scrapes on his body but he couldn’t find time to focus on them. All he heard was the growling and screeching of the woman-creature on top of him. She was insane, gibbering madly in a language that didn’t sound human to him… and when she bit him, it was not a simply an attack. She was chewing on him, as if ready to tear off a piece and eat it.
Nathaniel screamed as Theodora drove a clawed hand into his side, breaking the flesh. She kept twisting her nails in his skin, making the pain intensify. For a moment, Nathaniel thought about letting her finish him, about being reunited with Claire in Heaven. But then he thought of Rachel, of their heat together. And he realized that he wasn’t ready to die… not yet.
Nathaniel reached up with his hands, timing it until he could snatch hold of Theodora’s hair. The woman growled as he took control of her head but her sounds turned to ones of terror as Catalyst began channeling his mystic powers straight into her skull. Light seeped from her ears, mouth, nose and eyes… and then, as Nat turned his head, her skull exploded, drenching Nathaniel in bits of gray matter and bone.
While the heroes were emerging victorious all around the room, the Zeppelin and the Peregrine continued their private contest of wills.
“Why do you keep sticking your nose into our affairs?” the Zeppelin asked, backhanding Max and nearly shattering the vigilante’s nose. “The Axis is winning, in case you haven’t noticed! Go ahead and accept the inevitable!”
The Peregrine staggered back, his vision blurred from the impact. He tossed aside the gun he held and drew his knife. “I’m going to be in a pine box before I bow down to the likes of Hitler. Hating other people because of where they are born or what race they are isn’t for me, I’m afraid. I judge men by their actions… and that’s led me to assume that you’re nothing but a craven coward, willing to sell out his country for power.”
The Zeppelin sneered. “I might leave you alive for awhile, Peregrine… let the Fuehrer himself kill you. A fitting present for him — a symbol of America’s coming failure.”
“Here’s a better thought — why don’t I send you back to him with my symbol branded on your forehead?” The Peregrine slammed a fist into the Zeppelin’s chest, followed by a flurry of blows. He knew that the Zeppelin was far stronger than he was but by unleashing a volley of attacks, he drove the Zeppelin back towards the room’s one window — a thin sheet of glass that looked out onto a darkened alleyway.
The Peregrine spun about, putting all his power into one last kick. The blow knocked the Zeppelin off his feet and sent him headfirst through the glass. Max jumped after him, landing on his chest as he hit the ground.
The Zeppelin looked up at him, gasping for air. Something inside the villain had been damaged and tiny flecks of blood caked his lips.
The Peregrine slowly pulled off one of his gloves, revealing the glowing red signet ring he wore. “Pay close attention, Bane. I want you to remember these words for the rest of your life: “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!”

Epilogue

October 19, 1942—London
“Rachel and I found the last one last night… everyone who was a prisoner of the Un-Earth project is free now.” Nathaniel Caine lit another fag and held it to his lips. He was standing on the rooftop of police headquarters, his overcoat flapping in the breeze. It was nearly midnight and the air was bitterly cold.
“And you managed to find enough to put away Bane?” Max asked. He wore his Peregrine mask, though he had long since shared all the details of his life with Nathaniel.
“I certainly hope so. He’s been more than cooperative, really. You scared the bloody hell out of him with that branding you gave him.” Nathaniel exhaled a long stream of smoke and looked over at the American. “Rachel and I want you to come back — with Evelyn and your son — for our wedding.”
“So you’re definitely getting hitched?”
“No need to wait. Life is too short.” Nathaniel looked up into the night sky, at the twinkling stars. “Un-Earth has been shut down but there are plenty of other things we have to take care of. She’s going to be my partner. In everything.”
“Well, we’ll definitely be there for the ceremony.” The Peregrine held out a hand to Catalyst. “Take care, Nathaniel. Good luck protecting London.”
Nathaniel squinted, seeing a rocketpack-wearing man hurtling by in the distance. “Thanks, Max. I think I’m going to need it. Now, if you don’t mind… I see somebody I need to go and apologize to.”
The Peregrine watched as Nathaniel’s clothing melted away, revealing the green uniform that marked him as the Catalyst of this century. Nat then stepped to the edge and jumped into the void, setting off in pursuit of Dan Daring.
Max watched him go, standing in silence. There were no visions of the future to plague him, nor were there any powerful psychic impressions from the city around him.
The Peregrine was alone with thoughts and he couldn’t be happier.
THE END

THE LOST COLONY


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
The Lost Colony

1590—Roanoke Island, Off the Coast of North Carolina
John White moved through the quiet ruins of the colony, his heart hammering in his chest. He had left for England in 1587, eager to return with supplies for the struggling colony. The war with Spain had led to all ships being confiscated for the duration, however, and White found himself unable to return home for nearly three full years. If he had been a less dedicated man, it would have taken even longer. In the end, he had been able to hire two small vessels deemed unnecessary for war and set out for home in 1588… only to have the greedy ship captains turn pirate and get themselves arrested en route. Forced to return to England, he had finally gained passage on a privateering vessel that agreed to stop off at Roanoke on the way back from the Caribbean.
White hadn’t been sure what to expect upon his arrival, for things had not been good when he’d left. This was the second attempt to colonize the island, which was eight miles long and two miles wide. It lay between the mainland and the barrier islands, with Albermarle Sound to the north.
White himself was father to one of the colonists he’d left behind and thoughts of family had spurred him to return as quickly as possible. He also took great pride in being grandfather to Virginia Dare, the first English child born in the New World. His was a brave and hardy clan, unused to failure.
But what White saw now looked like total, abject failure had befallen the residents of Roanoke. There was no sign of current habitation, the houses dismantled and the few remaining items looking worn and old.
White moved past the home that had once belonged to his own family, chewing at his bottom lip. Had they been set upon by Indians? Had starvation forced everyone away? He’d left clear instructions upon his departure that if they were forced to abandon the settlement, someone was to carve out a cross on a tree upon the island.
And then he saw it: a word, carved into the trunk of a large oak to his left. White moved towards it, reaching up to trace the letters with his right hand: “CROATOAN.” White jumped as thunder rolled across the sky and rain began to fall. The weather looked terrible; storms were rolling in and looked to be in the forecast for days to come.
White felt a brief surge of hope: Croatoan was the name of an island to the south where a friendly tribe of natives lived — the Croatoan tribe of the Carolina Algonquians. Perhaps the colonists had moved away in hopes of finding fresh supplies…
But something nagged at White, making him wonder at that scenario. The island had originally been colonized in 1585 but relations with nearby tribes had not gone well and supplies were scarce. In 1586, a relief fleet arrived to find that the colony was abandoned. A small detachment remained in place to protect the English presence and a new group of 121 colonists, led by White, were dispatched in 1587 to re-start the settlement. When they arrived, White set out to locate the 15 men left behind to protect the English claim on the land… but they, too, were now missing. White managed to find the bones of a single man but no trace of the other 14.
Three groups of people had now vanished in Roanoke… Was there more to this than simply warring Indian tribes and harsh living conditions?
A wind blew suddenly, sending a shiver down White’s spine. There seemed to be voices carried on the breeze, tiny whispers that sounded frightened.
And as they passed by his ears, he heard the singular word: “CROATOAN.”
* * *
White’s attempts to discover the truth were stymied at every turn. He organized a search with assistance from the privateering vessel but could not find his missing friends and family. Some ninety men, seventeen women and eleven children had, from all appearances, simply vanished. There was no sign of a struggle or a battle of any kind and the houses were dismantled. There were two skeletons found, buried near what had been the heart of the colony… but there was no clue as to their identities. Aside from the word “Croatoan” carved in the tree, there was only one other clue — the first three letters of the word (Cro) had been carved into another tree, not far from the first.
As the storm began to rage, the crew of the vessel refused to press on to Croatoan Island, fearful that their own return would be delayed further.
John White had stood on the deck of the ship, watching helplessly as they left Roanoke Island. The mystery of what had happened would consume him for the rest of his life.
In the end, he was lucky that the privateer captain had refused his request to continue the search. If they had gone further in search of those who had been lost, they would have ended up in the same state as the former residents of Roanoke…
Each and every one of them would have been dead.

CHAPTER II
Flames of Portent

November 22, 1942—Atlanta, Georgia
Bullets whizzed past the Peregrine’s head as he dove down the flight of stairs, landing in a rolling ball on the carpeted floor. Max Davies righted himself and stared back up, guns pointed in the direction of any would-be pursuers. For the moment, none of the criminals above were presenting themselves and this gave Max a moment to collect his thoughts.
The heat in the building was nearly overwhelming and the fumes from the surrounding blaze made the Peregrine’s head swim. The entire structure was about to go up like a bundle of matchsticks and the Peregrine had no desire to be within the building when the roof gave way and collapsed inwards.
A tingling along the base of his spine alerted Max to a new danger and he barely managed to jump aside as a large fist collided with the back of his skull. The blow would have taken his head off if his innate combat sense hadn’t warned him — as it was, it was still enough to make bells ring inside his skull.
The Peregrine turned about to see an armored figure moving through the flames. It was Doctor Blight, a criminal genius who had managed to create a steam-powered armored contraption which gave him the strength of five stout men. It also — thankfully for the Peregrine — slowed his movements somewhat, making him a cumbersome foe, and gave him the overall appearance of a demonic version of the Tin Man.
“Give it up, Blight!” the Peregrine shouted, noting that parts of the ceiling were now falling in flaming tendrils. From down the stairs came the last of Blight’s henchmen, bags of loot and weapons slung over their shoulders. The Peregrine opened fire on them, aiming to wound rather than kill. Three well-placed bullets took down all three men, who fell amidst groans of pain and shock.
Doctor Blight roared beneath his metallic mask and stumbled forward, fists clenched. He raised an arm and brought it down hard against the Peregrine’s shoulder, causing Max to scream in agony. “You ruined everything,” the villain yelled, oblivious to the fact that all of them would die if they did not flee the scene. “I never wanted to fight you,” the doctor continued, drawing back a fist for another blow. “I only wanted what was coming to me!”
“You’re a thief,” Max replied, dodging the slow arriving attack and throwing himself against Blight. The impact knocked the armored man onto his back, which gave him the sudden appearance of a turtle, awkwardly rocking back and forth in a vain attempt at standing upright again. Max knelt on the man’s chest plate, reaching down to yank the helmet off. Blight’s face came into view, pasty complexioned with unkempt brown hair. “You’re smart enough to make a suit like this… and you waste it all robbing banks. You disgust me.”
“Get off me,” Blight yelled, trying to grab hold of the vigilante with his armored limbs.
Max managed to avoid the powerful hands while tossing away his right glove. His shoulder ached from the blow he’d received but it still functioned well. On his ring finger he wore a signet ring adorned by a red jewel, upon which the image of a bird in flight could be seen. The Peregrine drove this jewel against Blight’s forehead, the strange properties of the ring burning the man’s skin, forevermore marking him as a criminal. The Peregrine’s words were similarly blazed into Blight’s memory: “When the good is swallowed by the dark, there the Peregrine shall plant his Mark!”
Blight’s eyes opened wide before rolling up into his skull. The Peregrine stood away from him after a moment, surveying the gruesome image now branded onto his enemy’s skin.
“You’d better hurry up, son, or else you’ll be joining me on the Other Side.”
The Peregrine whirled about, holding up one hand to shield his eyes from the heat and smoke. The ghostly, ethereal image of his father Warren Davies appeared before him, looking the same as he had over thirty years ago, when he’d been gunned down in front of his son’s eyes. “Dad? What are you doing here? My powers aren’t supposed to work anymore…”
Unconsciously, the Peregrine raised a hand to touch the side of his head. Only weeks before, the madman known as Doctor Satan had cast a spell that blocked off all access to Max’s telepathic abilities. Though it might have seemed like a curse to the villain, Max had seen it as a blessing: he would be free of his father’s ghostly influence, for the first time since his father’s death.
The elder Davies had helped mold him into the Peregrine, after all, driving his son to become a living weapon against the kind of evil that had killed him.
“I’m not appearing to you via your telepathic powers, Max. I’m manifesting physically this time. It’s an incredible strain. You need to find a way to cure yourself and—”
“Forget it,” Max warned, knowing that if he had his druthers, he would never again be plagued by those damned powers.
“Max,” his father said, abandoning his earlier line of conversation. “I have to warn you. There’s an ancient evil that’s loose again. It’s coming. So many people are going to die… and it won’t be pleasant.”
The Peregrine seemed to forget the fire raging about him. He could no longer hear the crackling of the flames or feel the heat that surrounded him. All he saw or heard was his father, speaking from beyond the void. “Don’t be so damned vague,” he barked. “Give me specifics!”
“Croatoan,” Warren Davies answered, his image growing more faint. “Find someone who can tell you about it, Max! Look to the past for clues… I won’t be able to help you again. Not until you free your mind from Satan’s spell.”
“Dad! Wait!” Max reached for his father, but his fingertips came away with only empty air. Abruptly, the raging inferno returned him to his senses, causing him to cough. He bent down to move Blight but jerked his hands away when he realized that the heat had made the man’s armor too warm to touch.
The Peregrine moved over to the three gunmen, pulling them towards the door. Once outside, he rushed to his waiting car and retrieved a pair of heat-resistant gloves, which he donned in place of his usual pair. He then returned to rescue the villain, dragging him to safety seconds before the building collapsed inwards.
The Peregrine could hear sirens in the distance but he bolted as soon as he was sure the criminals were safe from the flames. The strange word his father had uttered — Croatoan — echoed in his mind. It sounded oddly familiar, like something from a distant memory. Max had a hunch that it might be an occult term, though he knew he could be making an erroneous assumption based upon his father’s ghostly appearance.
Still, when it came to matters of the occult, only one individual could be counted upon to know the full details of anything supernatural:
Ascott Keane, occult investigator.

CHAPTER III
Keane’s Tale

Ascott Keane was a tall, slender wisp of a man but there was a definite strength to him that made even the bravest of opponents hesitate before striking. His eyes radiated an intelligence that spoke of long years of study and there were traces of worry lines about his mouth and eyes, as if he carried a great weight upon his shoulders.
For many years, Keane had used his knowledge of the occult to wage a war against a villain the likes of which the world had rarely seen: a red-garbed devil who called himself Doctor Satan. Their battles had become legendary in those circles that concerned themselves with spiritual matters, forging a reputation for Keane that was as enigmatic and daunting as the villain himself.
Beatrice Dale sat across from him now, noting how the shadows cast by the flickering candle made him appear both older and younger than he truly was. Keane’s secretary loved him with all her heart, admiring his tenacity above all else. But she also knew that he still believed his war with crime was too important to sacrifice for a relationship and so she held back a bit, waiting for him to come to her in that special way.
The two of them had taken part in adventures that would have sold a million pulp magazines, though few of them had ever made it into the public eye.
Keane now sat with eyes closed, head tilted back. His lips moved silently, mouthing words that were old when Atlantis sank beneath the seas.
When he finally relaxed and opened his eyes to see Beatrice, a faint smile appeared on his lips. “Could you make us some tea, Beatrice? With lemon, please. Max prefers his that way.”
Beatrice blinked in surprise. Ascott had begun his meditations nearly twenty minutes ago, seeking some clue about Doctor Satan’s current whereabouts. The mention of Max Davies — if indeed that was the Max Ascott meant — was a stunning change in subject matter for her. “I don’t understand,” she said, when a knock at the front door of Ascott’s apartment made her jump.
Keane rose and smoothed down the front of his dapper looking jacket. “Please tell Max I’ll be waiting for him in the study. I believe I have exactly what it is he’s looking for.”
Beatrice Dale hurried to the front door, her heart fluttering. To her astonishment, standing there on the other side of the door was Max Davies, just as Keane had predicted.
“You look like you just saw a ghost,” Max muttered good-naturedly, though the smile he wore didn’t seem to reach his eyes. Beatrice found Max very attractive, with brooding eyes and dark curly hair. His skin was somewhat olive complexioned, giving him a Mediterranean look that she found appealing.
Realizing that she was staring, Beatrice stepped back and invited Max inside. Regaining her bearings, she grinned and said “Ascott is waiting for you in the study. He says he has just what you’re looking for.”
This time, it was Beatrice who got to enjoy the look of surprise on another’s face.
Max took off his overcoat and set it on the back of a plush chair. Keane’s study was filled with books, many of which looked so old that they would likely crumble if actually opened.
“So how are Evelyn and little William?” Keane inquired, his back to Max as he scanned the shelves for one volume in particular.
“They’re both fine. Evelyn sends her love.” Max laughed as Keane turned to face him, a leather-bound volume in hand. “So… how did you know I was coming? A vision in a dream? Some sign in your tea leaves this morning?”
“Neither. I was casting my mind about on an astral search for Doctor Satan when I spotted you parking your roadster outside.”
“Okay… but how do you know what I’m looking for?”
Keane motioned for Max to sit down, pulling his own chair closer so that the two men could look at the book together. “Ah. Well, after I saw you approaching, I allowed myself to skim your thoughts.”
“I didn’t know you could do that,” Max said, stunned at his friend’s power.
“Normally I can’t. But in my astral form, I exist as pure thought energy… and when you’re upset, your thoughts tend to leak out like water from a faucet. You’re one of the most formidable psychics I’ve ever met, Max. You really should force yourself into several disciplines that could teach you how to harness such things. I could help you… or I have a friend named Jethro Dumont who could do the same. I was actually surprised at how easily I was able to read your mind… it was almost as if you’d deliberately let your natural defenses down.”
“Actually, thanks to your old friend Doctor Satan, I’m not a telepath at all anymore.”
“What do you mean?” Keane inquired, his eyes narrowing.
“He cast a spell on me that blocks my access to my telepathy, telekinesis, everything.”
“Do you want me to—?”
“No,” Max said hastily. “But thanks.”
“Very well. But the offer remains there, should you change your mind.” Keane opened the book, flipping through several hundred pages until he came to the section he wanted. “Croatoan can refer to several things: an island, the tribe of Native Americans who used to call it home or the last scrawl of a lost colony.”
Max leaned forward, the hairs on the nape of his neck standing up again. He barely noticed Beatrice enter and set a tray with two cups of tea nearby. The girl slid back to the corner of the room, where she would be unobtrusive. “Lost colony?” Max as asking. “What do you mean by that?”
Keane quickly summarized the known facts surrounding the Roanoke colony, including the fact that three groups — the original colonists, the soldiers left behind between colonies and John White’s settlers — had all vanished from the area. When he was finished, he set the book aside and crossed his legs, reaching into a pocket to bring forth a cigarette and matches. He lit up, allowing Max to digest all that had been said.
Max took a sip of tea, savoring it for a moment. It was green tea but with an undercurrent of something that tasted like cinnamon. Max could only assume that it was one of Keane’s little creations, something to stimulate the mind and body. “Okay. It sounds like an odd little mystery… but I’m not sure what it has to do with anything going on today.”
Keane was about to reply when a strange chirruping sound emanated from the right pocket of Max’s slacks.
Seeing the surprised look on Keane’s face, Max smiled and retrieved a small device. “It’s a telephonic radio. Allows me to transmit live messages across tremendous distances.”
“Fascinating,” Keane replied, winking at Beatrice. His secretary was watching with great interest and Keane could only imagine what she would do with such a device.
Max opened a small lid and pushed a button, holding the device up to his ear. “Yes?”
From hundreds of miles away, the voice of Atlanta police Chief Will McKenzie came through, sounding crystal clear. “Sorry to bother you, Max… but there’s something that’s come up that I thought you might be interested in.”
“It’s no problem, Will. What’s happened?”
“I got a call about something weird going on in Cascade Heights. When I got there, I found out that an entire building — a townhouse full of apartments — has gone missing. Every single person, Max. They all went to bed last night, according to the neighbors, and sometime between midnight and eight a.m., they all vanished.”
Max looked over at Keane and tapped the side of his head. Ascott understood and stared hard at Max, willing some of Max’s thoughts to come into his own. Since he wasn’t in astral form, the act required Ascott to bolster his abilities with a whispered spell.
When Max saw that Ascott had locked minds with him, as indicated by a sharp raise in one of Keane’s eyebrows, Max replied to McKenzie. “Will, I’m on my way back from New York City. Lock everything down tight. Don’t — I repeat, don’t — leave any officers inside the building. Do you understand me? Post them across the street, down the road, whatever you think is best. But don’t leave anyone inside!”
Will sounded troubled but very self-assured. Max admired his friend’s strength of will… no matter how bizarre the things Will encountered turned out to be, he’d never come close to breaking. He was made of sterner stuff than most and it served him in good stead. Unfortunately, for Will, his good looks and natural charm had never won him the heart of the ‘right girl’… at least not until he convinced Kirsten Bauer to abandon her life of crime as the Iron Maiden and become his wife. “I’ll do it, Max. See you soon.”
Max severed the connection and looked at Ascott. “Any suggestions?”
“Only that those of us in the present are often prisoners to the past. If there was an awful price paid by the Roanoke colonists, it could be that there still remains blood to be exacted.”
Max digested that and picked up his coat. “I’ll let you know if anything new turns up. Thanks for the tea.”
When he was gone, Beatrice stepped up. Her pretty face was lined with worry. “I’m surprised you didn’t offer to go with him.”
Ascott leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers before him. His newly-ignored cigarette lay burning in the ashtray on a nearby table, a growing line of ash at its tip. “I think this is a journey upon which the Peregrine will have to fly… alone.” The psychic detective looked out the window, into the twinkling stars…
And he uttered a silent prayer on his friend’s behalf.

CHAPTER IV
The Mysterious Stranger

Max stepped into his house via the back entrance, which allowed him access to the kitchen. He moved stealthily, not wanting to wake his wife or child. He knew that Nettie, the old Negro woman who kept his house, couldn’t be awakened by the dead, so he wasn’t concerned about that. He was weary from his trip back from New York and wanted to grab a drink and something to eat before taking off to the scene of the disappearance… but as he moved past the kitchen table, something caught his eye: several sheets of paper bearing the letterhead of Dr. Bryce, Evelyn’s practitioner. Max picked one of them up, his eyes growing wide.
They were confirmation of test results… tests which showed that Evelyn was pregnant.
A grin spread over Max’s face as things began to fit into place: Evelyn’s quiet nature over the past few days, her somewhat poor eating habits and her unusual queasiness.
Pregnant.
Max was wondering if he should wake her now or wait to offer her his excitement in the morning when a knocking came from the front door. Max froze for a moment, wondering who would be calling at this late hour, when the knock came again, more insistent this time.
Like his namesake, Max flew through the house, reaching the door before a third series of knocks could disturb anyone’s slumber.
Max opened the door a few inches, allowing bitterly cold air to whip into the house. A man in a dark overcoat stood a few steps down from the door, a wide-brimmed hat pulled low over his face. In his right hand he held a small package about the size of a cigar box.
“Mr. Davies?” the man asked, sounding hoarse and ancient.
“Yes. Can I help you?”
“Forgive me for bothering you so late. I have been watching your wife, waiting for you to return. I—” the man halted in midsentence, squeezing his eyes shut and gasping as if great pain were overtaking him.
Max grabbed the fellow’s elbow and steered him inside. “Come on in out of the cold.” Max walked the visitor into the study and helped him into a comfortable padded chair.
“Thank you,” the man said, his hands shaking a bit. He held on to the box as if his life depended on it. Max noticed that the stranger was in his mid seventies, at least, with hair and beard the color of dirty snow. His clothing was expensive but soiled, giving him the appearance of a professor who had recently escaped some harrowing experience. A few cuts and bruises dotted the landscape of the man’s flesh but Max saw nothing obvious that would explain the fellow’s pained gasp on the steps.
“I’m dreadfully sorry to bother you, Mr. Davies… but I suspect you are the only man who can assist me in this matter.”
“Think nothing of it. Do you need anything to drink? Tea or coffee?”
“Do you have anything harder?” the man asked tiredly. “Brandy or whiskey?”
Max rose and got a glass for his guest. He filled it halfway with some stout whiskey and handed it to the man, who downed it in one gulp. Max refilled it and then sat down. “What’s your name?”
“Ed Willes. I work for the University of Georgia in the Natural History department.”
Max nodded suddenly. “I’ve heard of you. You were in the papers awhile back, receiving some kind of award.”
“The Maddox Achievement Award, yes. It was for my work with the Lost Colony of Roanoke.”
The look on Max’s face seemed to confirm something for Willes, who smiled and took a small sip on his second shot of whiskey.
“Why did you come here, Mr. Willes?” Max asked, wishing for the first time since he’d lost it that he still had his telepathy. “Why come see… me?”
“I don’t know everything about this matter, Mr. Davies… but I have read up on you. I know that you used to live in Boston but left after accusations began to be filed that you moonlighted as the vigilante known as the Peregrine. You briefly visited Denver… and were again present when the Peregrine appeared. And now you live in Atlanta… and the Peregrine has become Atlanta’s savior of sorts. I imagine the same sort of talk that drove you from Boston would be present here except for the fact that the Peregrine now works with the local police… and the police chief is your son’s namesake, yes?”
“I know the Peregrine… but that certainly doesn’t mean that I wear the mask,” Max lied. He knew that it didn’t take a genius to piece together the truth about his identity but thankfully few people had possessed the tenacity to do so.
“True… but even if you are not him, you must know how to contact him. And I need you to do so. Quickly.”
Max’s eyes dropped to the tightly-held box. “What’s in there?”
“I spent last summer studying the site of the Roanoke colony. While I was there, I made a find. I brought it back with me and wrote up a paper, one that I shared with some associates. That’s what got me the award, Mr. Davies. But I may have damned Atlanta in doing so.” Willes held out the box, allowing Max to take it. It was very plain but Max could sense something of great importance within it; even without his powers, Max still possessed enhanced versions of normal human intuition, honed through years of life-and-death experiences.
Max looked up suddenly as Willes leaned forward, clutching at his side. The motion allowed some of the man’s side to come into view and his white shirt was stained with blood. “You’re hurt!” Max exclaimed. “We need to get you to a doctor.”
“No… please.” Willes held up a hand to stop Max from getting up. “I am an old man… and I am ready for this. I did a very bad thing, Mr. Davies, driven by pride and a desire for adulation. This act tonight… it is my way of purifying my soul.”
“What happened to you?” Max asked, gesturing to the wound that was still leaking blood, the red-brown stain growing ever larger. Max could see a ragged tear in the fabric, where some sort of blade had passed.
“I was stabbed… the Red Men want this returned to them. They want their slumber to be undisturbed. That’s why they killed everyone who came to rest on their lands… but they finally fell into a sleep that not even man could wake. We would have all been safe… but I woke them. I took it… and now they won’t rest until all of us have paid the price. The place where I live… it was the first. Everyone who was there is now gone.”
Max swallowed hard, knowing that he was talking about the apartment building that McKenzie had told him about. “Who are the Red Men?”
Willes stood up, clutching his side. “I have to go. They will be following me. I will lead them away from you… this will save you from having to explain why I died in your home. Open the box, Mr. Davies. You will understand, I hope… you have to find a way to end this horrible affair.”
“You don’t have to do this. I can help you.”
Willes smiled. “I know you can, Mr. Davies. You already have. Now please, let me leave with some dignity.” He finished his whiskey and departed, moving slowly.
Max watched him, warring thoughts within him. He could follow the man, save his life despite his obvious wishes to die… or he could honor the fellow’s desires. In the end, Max decided to give Willes the honor choosing how he would end his life.
Max looked down at the box and opened it. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find but what his eyes beheld was still a surprise. There was black earth in the box, with a pungent smell arising from it. Showing the dirt, down at the bottom of the box, was something pink and wet. Max cleared away the earth and revealed the object for what it truly was:
A human heart, still beating.

CHAPTER V
McKenzie and the Heart

Will McKenzie ran a hand through his dark hair and sighed. It was cold tonight and he was getting very, very sleepy. A big part of him wanted to head home to Kristen and let her warm him up… and then he could fall asleep with his head on her breast.
Will stood outside the barricades that had been erected around the apartment building. He took out a watch and looked at it before returning it to his pocket. As the Atlanta chief of police, he’d grown used to late nights and to the bizarre nature of the Peregrine’s cases, but sometimes it was still possible for the hair on the back of his neck to stand on end. Seeing all those empty apartments, many of which looked like their owners had vanished in the middle of dinner or even a shower… it was unnerving.
The sound of movement above his left shoulder drove Will out of his reverie. He spun into action, drawing his gun and whirling about. Will relaxed when he recognized the silhouette on the rooftop above: long overcoat whipping in the breeze, gloves and boots well defined.
The Peregrine jumped from the rooftop, landing in a crouch near McKenzie. Will noted that his friend had a small cigar-sized box in one hand.
“About time,” Will said with a grin. “I was about to give up on you. That plane of yours must be getting slower.”
“I got back awhile ago but I was delayed.” Max held up the box. “A man named Ed Willes came by the house and gave this to me. He says it’s related to the disappearances.”
“Where is he now?”
“Dead, most likely.” Max looked back to the apartment building. “Can you show it to me?”
“Sure. Not much to see, really. It looks like they just all vanished—”
“The word. I need to see it. Croatoan.”
“Come on.” McKenzie led the way, pushing past the barricades and moving up the steps. The apartment building was very posh, reflective of the upper-class residents it had housed. Many of the apartment doors had been left open by the police, after their door-to-door search. Max peered into several as they walked past, noting that it was exactly as McKenzie had described: there were no signs of obvious struggle. It looked as if everyone had simply vanished, without bothering to finish off their late dinners or bother putting away their magazines or papers.
“Any animals?” he asked, noting that one of the apartments had a water bowl sitting near the kitchen. “Or did they all vanish, too?”
“We haven’t found any… I noticed that when I came through. Max, what’s going on?”
The Peregrine hesitated but when he remembered how many bizarre things McKenzie had encountered over the past few years, he decided to spill the full story to his friend. Aside from Evelyn, McKenzie was his closest confidante… and he was one of the very few who could handle all the weirdness thrown at him.
“A few hundred years ago, a colony — several of them, actually — vanished on Roanoke Island. The only sign that was left behind was the word Croatoan carved on a tree. Earlier tonight, Willes gave me this box and said it contained something he dug up at the remains of the colony… he says that when he did so, it woke something up. Something he called The Red Men. He said they were trying to kill him. And apparently by bringing this box here… he’s caused what happened to Roanoke to happen in this building.”
“And what is happening?”
“I don’t have a clue. Not yet. But it’s all related to this.” Max held up the box and opened it. McKenzie’s shocked expression quickly turned to mild disgust. The human heart continued to inexplicably beat in its bed of sand.
McKenzie shook his head, leading Max further into the building. On one of the walls near the rear exit was painted — in what appeared to be human blood — the word Croatoan. “Here it is. Damned if I know what it means, though.”
“Croatoan was both the name of an island near the Roanoke colony and a local Indian tribe.” Max reached up and lightly touched the writing. He knew it was technically a crime scene and the evidence should remain undisturbed but McKenzie made no move to stop him. Without his telepathy, the Peregrine could get no impression from it… but something about the word still chilled him. He heard a loud thumping and glanced down at the box, where the human heart seemed to react to the proximity to the writing. It beat so hard that it actually vibrated the sand around it…
The Peregrine heard a human voice then, rising in some kind of war cry. It came from just outside the exit door and was quickly followed by something crashing through the window. It embedded itself in the wall just over the Peregrine’s shoulder. It was an arrow, its shaft notched with a single red feather.
“Will, get down!” the Peregrine shouted as the door was flung open and two figures entered. One wielded a bow and arrow, the weapon drawn and ready to fire. The other brandished a tomahawk. They were dressed in deer skins and moccasins but what first appeared to be red body paint quickly turned out to be something else entirely: their outer flesh was missing, leaving wet, read meat behind. The flaying was not deep enough that sinew and bone was visible but it was close.
The first of the bloody braves to strike was the one with the arrow, which he let fly at McKenzie. The police chief crouched under the rocketing missile of death, drawing his gun and discharging the pistol. The bullet ripped through the Red Man, blood and gore rushing from the exit wound. The attacking warrior fell back to the floor, leaving his companion to face the Peregrine.
The tomahawk-wielding man bobbed and weaved. He spoke in a native dialect that Max didn’t understand but as they came closer to one another, something seemed to shift. The closer the Indian came to the beating heart, the more his words began to make sense to the Peregrine. And what was being said was nothing short of astonishing:
“Give her to us! She’s been touched by enough of you! She belongs to us!”
The Peregrine leaned back, the tomahawk’s edge just missing his throat. He kicked out and caught the Indian on the leg, knocking him off-balance. “Can you understand me?” he asked but the Red Man didn’t appear to do so — or at least he was unwilling to respond.
Instead, the man let out a roar of anger and renewed his furious attack. The Peregrine did his best to avoid the blade but he was caught once on the upper part of his left forearm, blood oozing from the wound.
Realizing that there could be no dialogue with the man, the Peregrine punched the fellow in the stomach and drew his own dagger, which glowed a brilliant yellow. Infused with mystic power, the Knife of Elohim was a potent part of the Peregrine’s arsenal. When the Indian lunged for him again, the Peregrine drove the blade deep into his opponent’s stomach, yanking upwards to tear loose the man’s intestines.
The Peregrine stood panting over the corpse of his foe, looking at McKenzie. The police chief nodded that he was okay but quickly gestured to the two fallen Red Men.
“Max… look!”
The Peregrine frowned as the dead men’s bodies began to disappear beneath a rising cloud of red tinged smoke. The sounds of a woman’s screams seemed to echo all around them, coming from everywhere and nowhere… and then both it and the bodies were gone.
The Peregrine made sure the box containing the heart was closed and secured within his overcoat. “Will, I have to find out what’s going on…”
McKenzie nodded, a smile touching his lips. “Just keep me in the loop… I’ve still got to find an official reason for these people’s disappearance. I take it they’re not coming back later on? They’re gone?”
“I hope I’ll be able to find them alive,” Max said under his breath. “But something tells me that might not be possible.”

CHAPTER VI
Evelyn’s News

Evelyn Davies was sitting in the kitchen, reading through the morning news when her husband returned home. She was used to waking up with no idea where he was, but that never made it any easier to take. She frequently had nightmares where McKenzie woke her in the middle of the night to give her the grim news: that Max’s luck had finally run out; that he was lying in some alleyway somewhere, having bled out from a gunshot wound.
Thankfully, that call had not yet come.
Evelyn smiled prettily when Max entered the room, having followed the smells of Nettie’s cooking — eggs, bacon and fresh biscuits. Evelyn was several years younger than her husband and retained the sort of breathtaking beauty usually possessed by women in their early twenties. She had shoulder-length auburn colored hair and the sort of glittering eyes that spoke of both high intelligence and a naughty curiosity. Her acting career was just now beginning to shift from the lovely damsel-in-distress sort of roles that had defined her thus far to more mature roles… and it wasn’t a transition that she was entirely comfortable with. It meant that, her beauty notwithstanding, she was beginning to get a bit long in the tooth when it came to playing the young seductress role.
“Good morning,” she said brightly, wondering if he’d already read the doctor’s report she’d deliberately left on the table. She wasn’t at all sure how he was going to react to the news of another child on the way… neither of them had expressed any real interest in expanding the family dynamic. “How was Ascott?”
“Fine,” he responded, picking up a biscuit en route to the table, where he kissed Evelyn on the cheek before sitting down. “Beatrice said to tell you hello.”
“Wonderful. I need to set up a shopping trip with her. It’s been ages since we got together.” Evelyn waited for Max to mention the pregnancy and, when it became apparent that he was more interested in savoring the freshly baked biscuit, she motioned to the newspaper headline, which was all about the strange disappearances from the night before. “Were you working on this?”
“It’s related to the Roanoke thing,” Max confirmed. “Last night after I came home, a professor visited me… he gave me this box.” Max set the small cigar-shaped box on the table. “There’s a human heart inside. It’s still beating.”
“Good lord,” Evelyn whispered, her nose crinkling in disgust.
“It’s covered in soil… so I spent some time in the lab this morning analyzing it. It’s the sort of dirt that could be found in the coastal Virginia area, meaning it’s very likely that it came from either Roanoke Island or Croatoan.”
“That man who visited you… was his name Edward Willes?”
“Yes…”
Evelyn opened the newspaper and flipped to page 2, where an article about the discovery of a University professor’s body was located. “I read it during breakfast. His body was found near his home, riddled with wounds consistent with an attack from arrows. But none of the weapons were found at the scene, indicating that whoever committed the crime was intelligent enough to take away anything that might serve as clues to their identity.”
“The arrows weren’t taken away,” Max stated, shaking his head. “They disappeared. Transformed into smoke and vanished into the air.”
“You’ve run into something like that already?”
“Yes. A couple of spectral Indians last night… they looked like they’d had the outer layer of their skin flayed off. When McKenzie and I defeated them their bodies turned into vapor.”
Evelyn felt a shiver go down her spine. “What’s next, then?”
Max fingered the lid of the box. He was beginning to think he could hear the heart’s beating… though it was obvious that no one else did. “Since I don’t have my powers anymore, I can’t use them to find out what’s up with the heart… and I don’t fancy flying back to New York just to get Ascott to do it for me. So I suppose I need to pay Whisper a visit.”
Evelyn fought the urge to frown. She had never actually met the mysterious Whisper but from the way Max described her, it was obvious that she was sultry and exotic… exactly the sort of woman that no wife wants her husband doing business with. But she trusted Max and liked to think of herself as being above petty jealousy, so she never made a point of the situation… though she was fairly certain that Max detected some tension in her at the mention of the other woman’s name. “Well, do be careful,” she said.
“I will,” he answered, rising. “After all, I have two children to be thinking of.”
Evelyn’s eyes flew open. “You did read it?!”
“Of course I did,” Max laughed, dodging out of the way as Evelyn tried to hit him with the rolled-up newspaper.
Evelyn stood up and faced him, her eyes growing moist. “And… are you happy?”
Max took his wife’s hands in his. “Evelyn… I love you. I love William. And I’m sure I’ll love the new baby, too. I can’t think of anything that could make me happier.”
Evelyn flung her arms around him and they embraced, thoughts of murder, bodiless hearts and spectral assassins momentarily — and thankfully — pushed aside.

CHAPTER VII
Whisperings

The woman known only as Whisper had arrived in Atlanta without fanfare, opening a small fortunetelling shop just off of Peachtree. Its unassuming appearance — simply the words “Whisper — Divination and Guidance” stenciled on the window — meant that many people didn’t even notice it. Indeed, Max suspected that only those who had need of Whisper even knew of her existence or where to find her.
Her shop was always dimly lit, even in the harshness of the morning light, with only a few candles and burning incense to illuminate the dark, drab interior. Whisper herself favored clinging black dresses, always low cut in the front to reveal ample cleavage, and long gloves that reached past her elbows. She was a lovely, if somewhat cold, looking woman, with ebony hair and smooth white skin.
As always, Max found her seated in her divining room, performing a reading with Tarot cards. She did not look up when he entered, instead continuing with her actions. Max waited silently, standing with hat in hand, until she finally addressed him. Her eyes never ventured up from the cards and her face remained pensive.
“You’ve come to ask me about the heart,” she began and Max nodded. “It’s a nasty bit of business you’ve gotten yourself wrapped up in, Max.”
“It always is,” he said.
“Why do you still do this?”
Max blinked at the abrupt shift in conversation. “I don’t understand what you mean.”
Whisper looked up then, her dark eyes boring into his. “Your father spoke to me from beyond the veil of death. He told me that your powers… your ability to sense and converse with things outside the realm of the normal… has been inhibited. You are no longer cursed with visions of future crimes and yet you still wear the mask and bear the Knife of Elohim. You still creep along the city streets, ready to mete out vengeance.”
Max hesitated before answering. When he did speak, his voice was low and conspiratorial, as if he was imparting some dark secret. “It’s who I am. I grew up from the age of eight driven to do these things. I can’t just shut it off, powers or no. Besides… a couple of years ago I had a battle with a demon. He wanted to hurt me with the knowledge that I’d outlive everyone I cared about… he showed me a vision of the future. It was early in the 21st century and I was still alive, still wearing this mask. It’s destiny.”
“Men make their own destinies,” Whisper answered. “If you let that vision be your own, then it will come to pass.”
“But I saw it! I know it was real.”
Whisper looked away sadly. “Then that is your fate.” She cleared her throat then and Max knew that part of their conversation was over. He was glad for it. “Show me the box and I will tell you of the threat you face.”
The Peregrine stepped forward and placed the box on the table in front of Whisper. He could smell her perfume — a cloying, seductive scent — and it made him feel strangely guilty. He knew that Evelyn disliked the very idea of Whisper and he could understand why… there was something dangerously sexy about her. If a man gave in to her charms, it would bring intense pleasure… but also inevitable heartbreak.
Whisper seemed to shiver as she reached out to touch the box, lifting its lid. There, amongst the dirt, was the still beating heart.
“Her name was Elizabeth Maddox,” Whisper said. “This is her heart, beating still with fury and rage as its power source. She was 16 years old and freshly married when the attack came. She had lost a child the year before and was beginning to feel what she thought to be the quickening again. She was wandering outside the confines of the colony, near dusk, thinking about the future and what it might hold. Life was so difficult for them all, but she hoped it would get better. She hoped that her children, whenever they might come, would find the peace and prosperity that had been promised them. She was amongst the first of the Roanoke colonists, having arrived in 1585. She was a pretty girl, with the kind of features that men desired and women coveted.”
Max sat down, drawn into the story that Whisper was weaving.
“As I said, it was near dusk and she began to hear movement amidst the trees. She started to turn but she came face to face with three Indian braves. They spoke to her in their strange tongue but she couldn’t understand them… not at first. Not until they began to push her deeper into the forest, pulling at her hair and clothing. That she understood all too well. She put up a fierce struggle but they were too strong. They raped her repeatedly for hours, finally leaving her to lie naked in the dirt, bleeding from her lips and from her womanhood. Any child that might have been growing slowly within her was gone now, its life snuffed out in fury, lust and hatred for the Whites who were coming to steal their land from them. They were rogue members of the Croatoan tribe, having disagreed with their elders, who argued that — unlike some of the other neighboring tribes — the Croatoans would greet the Europeans with open hands.” Whisper took a breath and then continued. “After they had satisfied themselves upon her, they cut her heart from her chest and threw it into the dirt. It lay there, covered with the sands of Roanoke… but it never stopped beating. Not ever. Because that dying girl’s rage took hold, it seeped into the land… and it became something very dark and very dangerous.”
Max stared at the heart, trying to picture the girl in whose chest it had once beat. He’d seen so many awful things in his lifetime that he had little difficulty picturing these vile deeds taking place. “What happened next?”
“Her spirit became a conduit to Hell,” Whisper replied. “She manifested as a living wind, ripping the flesh from the bodies of her attackers like every gust was made of pure glass. And then she animated them as her servants, as her undying warriors. In her madness and grief, she blamed not only the men who had raped her but also the people of her colony… she blamed them for believing that the cold, dead earth of Roanoke could ever bring life. She blamed them for not hearing her screams as she pled for rescue. She blamed them for living when she could not.”
“And she destroyed the colony,” Max said, beginning to picture things in his head. “She attacked them with her Red Men and her psychic pain… pulled them all straight down into Hell with her. And when the soldiers were left behind between colonies, she did the same to them… and then the last of the colonies vanished, as well. They were all killed by her.” Max started to reach for the box. “So all we need to do is destroy the heart… If that’s where her spirit is housed, then that should remove her from this plane.”
Whisper stopped him by quickly placing a hand on his wrist. “No! Her spirit has become too powerful for that. All you’d do by attacking the heart is to anger her. After the failure of the last Croatoan colony, her spirit went dormant, it fell into a slumber. It was reawakened recently and she’s now lashing out at everyone around the heart.”
The Peregrine sighed, feeling his certainty slipping away. “Okay, then how do we end the threat?”
Whisper stood up, her clinging black dress outlining every curve. “The first thing you need to do is return to the site of her death. But don’t think that she’ll sit back and wait for you to do it — you and everyone with you will be at risk. Once you’re there, take her heart from the box and attempt to re-bury it. I think she’ll manifest then… and you will either need to slay her or convince her to leave.”
Max said nothing for a moment, still wrapped up in the mental image of a teenaged girl raped and murdered in the dirt. Elles must have uncovered her grave… or at the very least found her heart. When he’d disturbed it, it had reawakened an entity that perhaps wasn’t truly evil… but was quite dangerously mad. “The Red Men who disappeared after they fought McKenzie and I… they can’t be destroyed, can they? They just fade away and then return later?”
“Yes. They are powered by her will and nothing else. As long as her spirit still exists on this plane, her Indians can be sent to do her bidding.”
The Peregrine put his hat back on and moved towards the door. “Thanks, Whisper. I’ll take care of it.”
Whisper watched him go, sadness still etched on her face. “I’m sorry, Max,” she said under her breath. “No man should know his destiny. That’s a cruel trick that was played upon you…”

CHAPTER VIII
Murder at Sea

Max stood on the deck of the ferry, leading him across the choppy waters towards Roanoke Island. He’d flown to North Carolina but the harsh winds of an approaching storm had made it too dangerous to try and venture forth to the Island via the air. Landing on the mainland, it had been easy enough to find a ferry that shuttled people back and forth to the island.
He wore his normal Peregrine attire — long overcoat, gloves, tie and well-tailored suit, but his mask was in his pocket. There were only a small handful of people on the ferry with him, and all of them were congregated under the coverings so that they could avoid the raindrops that fell irregularly to the deck. Max had hoped to find a way of traveling that would allow him to remain by himself but it hadn’t worked out… now, he knew that everyone onboard was at risk from Elizabeth’s rage.
There were many thoughts running through Max’s head as he stared out at the approaching island. First and foremost were his hopes for a new child. For most of his life, he’d believed that he’d never have a family… that his drive for revenge over his father’s murder wouldn’t allow him that luxury. But meeting Evelyn had changed everything, shifting his entire paradigm to a new level. Since William had entered his life, he’d become nearly obsessed with the boy, wanting to give him all the happiness he felt had been stolen from his own childhood.
Behind those mostly happy thoughts, however, lurked fear about what was to come. Elizabeth Maddox had died in pain and anger, both of which had been so great that not only had she been driven insane but her fury had taken on an existence of its own. “And now I’m going to destroy her,” he whispered. He knew there was the possibility of reasoning with her spirit… but that seemed very faint. All that seemed left of Elizabeth was her anger. If there had been any sign of sweetness left, Max certainly hadn’t seen it.
The area he was headed to was now part of the Fort Raleigh National Historic Site, which had been established on April 5, 1941. Though Max had never been to the park before, he had read in an issue of Life about the outdoor symphonic drama The Lost Colony that had first been performed there in 1937 and repeated every summer since. “Too bad they don’t know the truth… of course that would make for a very depressing show, I suppose,” Max said to himself.
From somewhere behind him came a woman’s scream, followed by the war cry of an Indian. The Peregrine whirled about, his hand dipping down inside his coat to grasp at the Knife of Elohim.
Max cursed as he saw the three Red Men come into view. They were wielding their various weapons, slashing and stabbing at the tourists on the deck. The Peregrine rushed forward but one of the Indians spotted him and quickly sprang to engage him. The Indian swept his tomahawk through the air, slicing through Max’s tie. The undead warrior pressed his attack and the Peregrine found himself being forced back. He sprang up on the railing of the ship, which was slick with rain but Max’s natural agility allowed him to keep his footing.
The Peregrine kicked out with a foot, catching the flayed man under the chin and knocking his head back with a snap. As the Indian’s head came forward again, he found himself starring directly into the glowing yellow blade of the Peregrine’s knife. Max shoved it forward, embedding it deep in his opponent’s skull. As the Indian fell to the deck, his body already turning to vapor, the Peregrine realized that the remaining two warriors had thankfully turned away from the innocents. Many of the crew and passengers were injured but none looked seriously so and as the Peregrine watched, all of them began to seek safety from the crazed invaders.
The Peregrine waited until the two warriors were close enough and then he jumped from the railing, spreading his arms out to clothesline both of them. They tumbled back and the Peregrine immediately buried his blade to the hilt in one’s chest. The other rolled away and got to his feet, bloodied tomahawk in hand.
The Peregrine and the Indian moved in a slow circle around each other, both wielding their blades and taking the occasional swipe at the other. Max caught site of the ferry’s captain emerging from within, rifle in hand. It was then that the rain began to fall harder, as if the heavens above had thrown open their flood gates.
“I don’t know who the hell you two are,” the captain said, lumbering closer. He was a large man whose belly hung over his belt and he wore dirty jeans and a stained shirt. “But I’m going to shoot first and ask questions later!”
“I wouldn’t get involved if I were you,” Max warned, ducking under an attack from the undead Indian brave. The Red Man didn’t appear to care that there was someone approaching with a gun… his sole target remained the Peregrine.
“I became involved when all of you started fighting on my boat!” the captain bellowed. He raised his rifle and took aim at the Indian. Max lowered his shoulder and barreled into the brave, knocking him straight back towards the captain. When the shells tore through the Indian’s back, blood splattered all over the Peregrine’s torso… but it, too, turned to smoke and faded, just as the corpse did.
The captain lowered his weapon, staring in shock as the last of the Indians vanished. The rain was falling in buckets now and Max could hear that many of the travelers on the ferry were going into shock, screaming in confusion and fear.
“What the hell’s going on here?” the captain asked, staring at Max. Rain clung to the man’s nose running down so steadily that it almost looked like a single string of moisture hanging from the tip. Max could see the cold, clammy touch of terror reaching into the man’s soul.
“It’s going to be okay,” Max said and even though he no longer possessed the mental ability to force his sincerity into the man’s mind, the captain seemed to sense that Max wasn’t the threat he might have appeared to be.
Max looked back towards the island, running a gloved hand through his wet hair. “We’re almost there. And then it’s going to end, Elizabeth. For all time.”
As if in answer, the winds began to howl all around them. It sounded just like a woman’s wail of anguish.

CHAPTER IX
Hell Hath No Fury

The ground was slippery with mud as the Peregrine trudged through the woods. He held the box containing Elizabeth’s heart in his right hand. In his left, he bore a small lantern that helped guide him through the murk. He had passed the site of the yearly symphonic production a mile or so back and he could sense somehow that he was coming to the spot where Elizabeth had died, all those years ago. It didn’t take any mental powers to detect this: it was an almost palpable sense of dread and loss that seemed to grow thicker as Max approached.
As he moved through a closely grown clutch of trees, Max came to a clearing and saw firsthand why the area felt so foreboding. There, amid the grass, was the outline of a woman’s body, formed by an area where the grass was yellowed and dead.
The Peregrine stood there staring at it for a moment before taking a step into the clearing. As he did so, the wind began to pick up again and the rain began to fall in heavy drops that were almost painful against his skin. A fog rose up around his ankles, rising until it was to his knees… and then, from the mist, came the image of a young girl… she hovered in the air above the spot where she’d died, staring at him. She wore a tattered, bloodstained dress. Her long blonde hair was matted with blood, leaves and sticks wrapped up in the strands. Her face could have once been beautiful but it was marred now by bloated, cracked lips and a shattered nose. Her body was ethereal, glowing and slightly transparent, but there was not a doubt that she was real and was present, in as physical a form as she could now manifest.
“Hello, Elizabeth.” The Peregrine stood facing her in the rain, holding the box higher, as if offering it to her. “The people who did this to you are long dead. It’s time to stop the madness and get some rest.”
The wraith stared at him for a moment and then screamed, a wail of pure anguish that drove Max to his knees. It echoed throughout the island, waking those who slumbered and sending shivers through the spines of all those who heard it.
The Peregrine felt his head pounding so hard that it felt like it was going to split open but he forced himself to look up into Elizabeth’s face. She was moving towards him now, her face screwed up into an expression of pure rage. There was no reasoning with this… thing… that had once been a girl. There was no personality left to it, nothing but the anger she had felt towards the world for its treatment of her.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. He backed away, dropping his lantern to the ground and drawing the Knife of Elohim. With a flick of his wrist, he tossed open the box’s lid, revealing Elizabeth’s beating heart. Max then raised the blade and drove it straight into the heart. Black, oil-colored blood, oozed from the wounds and Elizabeth screamed again, thrashing in the air. Her eyes widened in newfound horror and Max felt something inside him go cold — this creature had suffered so much; it seemed wrong to end it this way.
Elizabeth’s anger increased the winds, so much so that the Peregrine was picked up off the ground and flung against the trees. When he slammed against one of the thick trunks, he lost his hold on the box, which fell from his grasp and dumped the heart and the sand on the ground. Max held on to the Knife of Elohim, though, and slashed at the ethereal woman when she closed in on him, missing her by inches. Her touch was cold enough to freeze Max’s skin, its icy grip sinking all the way to his heart. She stared into his eyes, continuing to howl like a banshee and Max felt her pain, as sudden and deep as if it were his own. The brutality of the attack, the violations of her body and then the cold finality of death… but there was no peace in the afterlife, only more pain. A steady reminder of all that was taken from her. And then a sinister voice asking if she wanted revenge… and all for the cost of a single soul: her own. A deal, sealed in Hell, that had cost the lives of so many.
Elizabeth’s ghostly hands closed about Max’s throat and began to squeeze, cutting off his ability to breathe. As his vision swam, spots appearing before his eyes, Max remembered the mystic blade in his hand. It had been dipped in the blood of Christ, giving it immense power against those entities empowered by demonic forces. Now, as it dipped into the ghostly form of Elizabeth, that power came to the fore. Elizabeth gasped as the blade disrupted her form, causing pieces of her to fall away like fresh meat. To Max’s amazement, blood seemed to fall from the cuts, splattering to the grass like rain.
Elizabeth pulled away, her body ripped to shreds, and Max spotted the heart on the ground. This time, he drove the heel of his shoe against it, grinding it to a messy pulp. This final assault seemed to be too much for Elizabeth Maddox, whose final wail seemed to reach the heavens before stopping abruptly. Her form disappeared in a blinding flash of light and the rain ceased in that moment.
The Peregrine winced as pain swept through him. His back felt like it was bruised in a dozen or more places but nothing seemed broken, thankfully.
Max knelt beside the outline of Elizabeth’s body and reached out to touch where her face would have been. “It’s over, Miss Maddox. Rest.” He then retrieved the remains of the heart and dug out a small hole in the dirt. He buried the last of her physical remains and then moved away, returning to the ferry dock.
Left behind in the clearing, the earthen outline of Elizabeth Maddox began to fade, sinking into the earth. The first sprouts of new grass poked through the ground within moments and by the time park officials moved through the area the next day, there was no trace of the cursed spot.
Elizabeth Maddox was at peace.
THE END

THE RESURRECTION GAMBIT


An adventure starring the Peregrine
By Barry Reese

CHAPTER I
Return of the Demon

November 11, 1942—Atlanta, Georgia
She moved with an animal grace, her movements feline and seductive. She wore Western style clothes, though her long dark hair and the slant of her eyes revealed her as someone of Oriental origins. Slacks and a form-fitting blouse accentuated her trim physique, but it was her smooth porcelain-like skin that most enhanced her beauty. Her skin appeared flawless, without the slightest blemish.
Lei looked up into the nighttime sky, shivering a bit in the wintry air. It was nearly midnight and most of Atlanta was sleeping, though her master’s enemy favored the dark as his element. She looked about herself fearfully, hoping that he had not sensed her actions this evening… there seemed to be no way that he could have done so, but her master had made it clear that their enemy had powers that seemed superhuman.
Confident that no one was watching, Lei reached into one of the pockets of her slacks and retrieved a small flat box. She was in a grassy field some miles from downtown, a desolate little spot that had served as her master’s final resting place for far too long. His remains had been gathered up and dumped here, with only a small marker to let anyone know that a great man lay in the dirt. The marker, erected by their great enemy, was blunt and to the point: Here lies a man who could have saved the world… but his greed and lust nearly destroyed it.
Lei wrinkled her nose at the words, so full of mockery that her heart nearly broke. Who could so brazenly cast judgment on someone as ancient and as powerful as her master? He had lived for centuries, kept alive by powerful elixirs that retarded his aging. During that time, he had mastered nearly every scientific, physical and alchemical art know to man. He had created an empire that spanned continents… but he had made many enemies and knew that even his long lifespan would not protect him forever. He had sought out an heir but, through no fault of his own, had been able only to sire a worthless daughter.
And then had come the great enemy. The master had welcomed the American into his home and trained him in the ways of death. But when the time had come for the young man to accept his mantle and become the master’s one true heir, he had refused, turning his back on the master and returning to America. That man had become the Peregrine, a nocturnal scourge against the evils of both the physical world and the supernatural.
The master had tried to coax his protégé back on to the true path on two separate occasions but in the end, the Peregrine had united with the master’s bitch daughter and they had slain the greatest man who had lived.
But Lei refused to let him go. When news of her lord’s death had reached her, she had cried out in anger and shock… but she had eventually recovered and begun a systematic search through his papers to find anything that could undo this awful turn of events. If her master had outsmarted death for so long, surely he had uncovered something that could return his spirit from beyond the void if necessary…
And she had been right. It had been hidden amongst a set of withering papers supposedly dating back to before the sinking of fabled Atlantis. Truthfully, Lei had not fully understood the entire document but she recognized enough of it to think she could revive her beloved.
Kneeling in the dirt and grass, Lei began pushing aside the soil, finally stopping after several minutes when her fingertips brushed the satin bag in which her master’s dusty remains had been piled. She pulled it free, ignoring the blood that caked her fingers.
Dumping the ashen remains on the ground, Lei then opened the small box and dumped its contents on top. A fine red and white powder fell from the box, mixing with the ashes. Lei stirred them all with her finger, letting her blood mingle with the powders.
Thunder rolled across the sky and a cold wind began to blow, making Lei shiver all the harder. A jagged bolt of lightning struck a nearby tree, no more than a hundred yards from Lei, and she cried out in alarm, standing up quickly. The tree was burning now, flaming wildly, and Lei blinked as the fire seemed to grow abnormally bright.
Lei let out a cry of alarm and backed away, her vision lost in a haze. When her eyesight began to return, she found herself staring at the desiccated corpse of her master, whom the world had come to fear under his honorific name, the Warlike Manchu.
He stood upright, though his eyes were hollow sockets and his skin clung tightly to the bones. He looked like a mummy come to sudden life and he clawed at the air in hungry anticipation.
Lei stood still as he lumbered towards her, his mouth working soundlessly. The smell of death was heavy about him and Lei found herself in a fierce battle to maintain her composure. She had known this moment would come and was willing to make the sacrifice but it was still against human nature to not run in the face of such horror.
The Warlike Manchu found her shoulder and pulled her close, wrapping his skinless lips around her throat and sucking hard. Lei moaned in fear and ecstasy, her body beginning to shrivel as the Manchu’s took on new vitality. In seconds, she was literally crumbling to dust even as her master was gasping with newly reborn lungs. He tossed her corpse aside, not taking notice as it fell to fragments and began to blow about in the wind.
The Warlike Manchu took several deep breaths and then relaxed. He was wearing a long flowing robe with a yellow dragon imprinted upon a green background, his feline face looking like the very epitome of evil. His eyebrows were arched, his eyes were a yellow green and his lips were curled in a perpetual sneer. He folded his hands into the oversized sleeves and began to move forward, his mind replaying the final events of his previous life:
He’d come into final conflict with the Peregrine, who had stabbed him with a serum that counteracted the elixirs which had kept the Manchu young for so long… he’d aged quickly, crumbling to dust as his enemies cheered.
But now he was back… and the Manchu could feel an unfamiliar hunger gnawing away inside him. It could mean only one thing: someone had used the Dunsany Method to restore him. On the one hand, this was a good thing: for it meant that the Warlike Manchu was alive once more and was blessed with slightly greater physical strength than before. But there were definitely drawbacks to this sort of resurrection…
The sound of twigs cracking made the Warlike Manchu pause. He stepped back into the shadows as rain began to fall even harder, soaking the ground and transforming dirt into mud. A figure came into view, holding a lantern in front of him. He was an older man, wearing overalls and a cap. He squinted into the clearing, his vision obscured somewhat by the rain. “Is somebody up here? You better not be messin’ around on my property, you hear?”
The man’s name was Steve Pearson and he had owned this land for all his life, having inherited it from his father. It was nice and quiet, most of the time, but several months ago, he’d thought he’d caught somebody sneaking around in the hills. Steve had given chase but lost sight of the man in the gloom of the trees… but he’d found the odd grave that had been left behind, with its absurd little sign. Something had caused him to leave the grave as it was… some sense that there was something awful now lurking beneath the dirt on his property. He felt it best to just leave the thing be.
But tonight he’d spotted movement up in the hills while staring out his kitchen window. As he’d approached, the hair on the back of his neck had begun to stand on end and he’d wished that he’d brought his old hunting rifle with him. Calm down, you old fool, he told himself. It’s probably just your imagination running wild with you.
It was at that exact moment that lightning flashed, illuminating the entire area. Steve Pearson saw an Oriental man standing near the trees, watching him with narrowed eyes. He was about to shout out a warning when the man charged him, mouth falling open to reveal sharp white teeth.
The Warlike Manchu fell upon him, tearing out his throat with a series of powerful bites. As blood and flesh ran down his throat, the awful hunger that filled every fiber of the Manchu’s being began to ebb. He stood up when the deed was done and his stomach was full, wiping at his mouth with the back of a hand.
“Like an animal,” he hissed through bloody lips. “But if this is the price I must pay for living again, then so be it.”
The Warlike Manchu, criminal mastermind, began to descend from the hills, the rain soaking through his bloody clothing.

CHAPTER II
The Ten Fingers

December 17, 1942—Atlanta, Georgia
The Peregrine threw himself to his knees, sliding across the slick floors of the ballroom, his coat billowing out behind him. His torso remained upright, allowing him to fire both pistols with unerring accuracy. The members of the Ten Fingers gang went down like ducks in a shooting gallery, leaving only a half dozen of their number to fend off simultaneous attacks from the Peregrine’s two allies: Atlanta police chief William McKenzie and his bride, the armored Iron Maiden.
McKenzie, with his athletic physique and dark hair, was firing his rifle at two members of the Ten Fingers, who were fleeing towards the exit. His shots hit home, dispatching both of them.
Kirsten Bauer McKenzie, the Iron Maiden, was more direct in her assaults. She was battling the remaining four Ten Fingers men, who peppered her with a series of karate attacks. Their fists and feet clanged harmlessly off the figure-hugging battle suit she wore, which hid most of her body behind an experimental lightweight shell. The lower half of her face, her eyes and strawberry blonde hair were all still on display and the way the armor hugged her body made it clear that she was a flawless physical specimen. She drew back a fist and shattered the nose of the man closest to her, splattering his clothing with blood and bone. All members of the Ten Fingers were Asian, working for a group that formerly had ties to the enigmatic Warlike Manchu. Since his death, the American branches of the group had fallen into a sort of civil war, with various leaders trying to unite them under their leadership… but recently, the groups had begun acting in concert once more, making the Peregrine believe that they had a new leader.
His researches had led him here, to the Robert E. Lee Symphonic Center, where a charity ball was to be held the following night. The Ten Fingers had slipped inside through a broken window, intending to hide themselves until the event was in full swing… at that point, they would reveal themselves and rob Atlanta’s richest citizens blind. Thankfully for the charitable citizens, the Peregrine and his friends had uncovered the truth in time to stop them.
The Peregrine rushed to aid the Iron Maiden, even as she kicked out with a steel-toed boot and destroyed another man’s knee. Max caught the last of the Ten Fingers by the neck and drove him to the floor, gun pressed against his temple.
In flawless Cantonese, the Peregrine hissed “Who’s leading you now? Tell me!”
The man grunted in reply, struggling to free himself but unable to do so. He tossed his head, knocking several strands of black hair from his eyes. “He knows you and is saving a special death for you and your friends!”
The Peregrine paused for a moment, recognizing the fervor in the man’s eyes. It was the same sort of overzealous worship that the Warlike Manchu’s servants had once held for him. But he was dead, killed by the Peregrine’s own hands… “Who? Who knows me?” he asked, a sense of unreality taking hold over him. Surely there was no way the Manchu could have cheated death…
“I serve the immortal one,” the man answered in English, laughing as he spoke. “He who has seen the other side and returned, wiser and more powerful than ever before!”
McKenzie stepped up beside his friend, having overheard their conversation. “Is he saying what I think he’s saying?”
The man behind the Peregrine mask said nothing for a moment. Max Davies had trained his entire life for his role as a vigilante, hunting down the sort of criminals who had murdered his own father. Part of that training had taken him on a tour of the world, where he met with experts in a variety of fields. One of those experts had been the Warlike Manchu, a criminal mastermind who — according to those with whom Max had spoken — had retired to a life of meditation. The Manchu had trained Max in every fighting style known to man, teaching him how to utilize nearly every part of his body as a weapon. In the end, the Warlike Manchu had revealed himself to be the leader of a worldwide network of crime, asking Max to become his heir. The refusal that had followed had led to a lifetime of enmity between the two.
The Peregrine pulled harder on the man’s head, causing the fellow to stop laughing and cry out in pain. “Last chance… tell me exactly who your boss is or I’m going to splatter your brains all over the floor.”
The man stared straight into Max’s eyes. “The Warlike Manchu is alive, Peregrine. And he’s going to destroy you if you dare stand in his way.”
Max raised the gun high and smashed it down on top of the man’s skull. He then tossed the unconscious fellow to the ground and began removing his glove, revealing the crimson signet ring with which he branded the foreheads of the guilty.
“Hey,” McKenzie whispered, “How can that be? He was turned to dust, wasn’t he?”
The Peregrine said nothing at first, not speaking until he had branded the foreheads of every member of the Ten Fingers. At that point, he turned to face his dearest friend, who stood holding hands with his armored wife. “If it was anyone else, I might not believe it. But the Manchu isn’t just some crime lord. The man is an expert in every discipline you can name. If there was anyone out there who might have found a way to return from the dead, it’s him.”
The Iron Maiden stepped away from her husband and began to unsnap her helmet. When she pulled it away, she gave her hair a good shake and wiped at some sweat on her forehead. “What is his real name, this Manchu?”
“No one knows,” Max answered. “I’ve heard rumors that he was a member of the Imperial family but that he backed the wrong side during the Boxer Rebellion. I do know that he served as a thief and an assassin during his younger days but he never revealed anything close to a real identity to me.”
McKenzie looked around, his handsome face growing concerned. “Last time, he kidnapped your son and nearly killed your wife. You want me to put them into protective custody?”
Max shook his head. “No. I’ll hide them myself. No offense, but the Warlike Manchu is too devious to be held off by anything your officers could come up with.” The Peregrine reached out and squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “If you don’t mind cleaning up here…”
“Of course not. Go home and tell Evelyn.”
Max nodded and started to turn but he stopped himself. “Will… be careful. He might come after you, too.”
“Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself… and besides, I have Kirsten to look out for me.”
The Iron Maiden, a former Nazi agent turned ally, laughed at that. “If this Manchu shows his face, I will batter him to a pulp and then turn him over to you, Max.”
The Peregrine didn’t join in the laughter. He moved with purposeful strides to the door and exited the Hall, his mind clouded with a dozen dire scenarios. Unlike almost all his other enemies, the Warlike Manchu knew practically every secret the Peregrine possessed. How could he be stopped, especially now that it was clear that not even death would be enough?

CHAPTER III
The Mounting Horror

Yue Jian was an old man. He walked with a stooped back and had a shuffling manner with his feet that made it impossible for him to move with any stealth. His long white beard was tied at the end, making it somewhat easier to manage, but it still swayed against his robes as he was led down the torch-lit hallway. Members of the Ten Fingers escorted him, their young faces impassive.
Jian stepped into the Warlike Manchu’s chambers, where the mastermind sat in a massive throne-like chair. Two nude women lay on the floor before him, their bodies ripped and torn. They looked like an animal had taken them, devouring them while they were still kicking and screaming. Jian’s eyes traveled up to the blood-stained robes of the Warlike Manchu and he shivered a bit, marveling at what the man before him had become.
“You summoned me?” Jian asked.
The Warlike Manchu raised a hand to his lips, savoring a drop of flesh that was still caked there. He examined Jian through heavily-lidded eyes. He looked like a man coming down from an opium high but Jian knew that the Manchu’s drug at present was a far more bloody affair. “You have served me for quite some time, Jian. You were but a boy when you entered my service.”
“Yes. I was only seven years old when I snuck into your home, intending to kill you.”
The Manchu leaned forward, smiling like a Cheshire cat. “I forget, Jian… why did you want me dead?”
“You butchered my parents for refusing to work on your behalf. They were chemists.”
“Ah, yes. I remember now. Your mother was very beautiful. I offered to let her live as one of my concubines but she spat in my face. I cut her nose off and forced her to eat it.”
Jian said nothing, having heard this story before. He knew that there were times when the normally quiet and enigmatic Manchu enjoyed verbally torturing his underlings… and Jian was a frequent target of such abuse. He had long ago learned to ignore whatever pain lingered over the death of his parents. “Is there something that I can do for you, o master?”
The Warlike Manchu rose from his seat, his robes rustling against his legs. He stepped over the corpses and places a hand on Jian’s shoulder, leading the older man towards an adjoining room. “Over the years, you have become a trusted advisor to me. You have taken to your tasks well, reading every tome that I have given you and breaking down the information within them, giving me only what I need. I have reason to call upon your skills again.”
“I live to serve,” the old man murmured, allowing himself to be led into the Manchu’s library. The master criminal had set up operations in an old hotel located on Peachtree Street, just a few blocks from the Fabulous Fox Theatre.
The Warlike Manchu gestured to a series of books laid out on a table, each bound in leather with cracking spines. “I have some research I would like you to do for me. Time is of the essence.”
Jian touched one of the books, opening its pages carefully in an attempt to protect the aged papers. The interiors of the books were enough to make him gasp aloud. Stunningly bright color plates had been stitched in here and there, depicting scenes that were intriguing to say the least. “These are masterpieces… priceless gems.”
“It cost many men their lives for me to obtain them,” the Manchu confirmed. He smelled of death and blood, but those close to him had become immune to those things. “I seek nothing less than the ultimate rising of the spirit, Jian, the transfiguration of the soul, as symbolized by the alchemical altering of lead into gold.”
Jian looked up at his master, his eyes widening. “You seek the Philosopher’s Stone?”
The Warlike Manchu smiled coldly. “The Stone is a means to an end, my old friend. I seek the keys to the kingdom… I seek to rule the world. Men like the Peregrine see me as a criminal but the acquisition of wealth has always been merely so that I can better accomplish my true goals. Humanity is like an unruly child… and sometimes it takes a firm hand to keep them in line. I will bring order to a chaotic world.”
Jian paused, trying to picture what the world would be like under this sadistic man’s rule. Aware of the Warlike Manchu’s insistence on having no disagreement from his underlings, Jian kept his doubts to himself. “I will begin work immediately. Am I looking for anything in particular?”
“This first book is the work of Jabir ibn Hayya, an 8th century Arab alchemist… the rest are the works of later researchers, like Albertus Magnus. Try to find out if any of them gave detailed instructions on how to fashion the Stone or any locations where carmot could be found. It’s an essential part of the process but I have never found anyone who can tell me exactly what the substance is or where it is hidden.”
Jian nodded and bowed, accepting his task. The Warlike Manchu turned without further instruction and left, leaving the old man to his work. Within moments, Jian had lost himself in the wonders of these ancient words… and begun to realize just how dangerous his master’s schemes truly were.
* * *
“What you really need is alkahest,” Jian reported, standing before his master’s chair once more. The Warlike Manchu was languidly chewing on a young boy’s leg, which had been severed with a knife moments before. The rest of the youth was currently resting in an icebox, where the Manchu could devour it at his leisure. Jian had heard that the Manchu’s revival was due to a dark ritual and it was one that had left his master with a powerful hunger for human flesh… a disgusting side-effect, to be sure.
“I thought the element I needed was called carmot,” the Warlike Manchu responded, tearing off another hunk of flesh.
“Carmot was an element that many believed was used in the creation of the Philosopher’s Stone… but alkahest is a universal solvent, having the power to dissolve every other substance, including gold. It was much sought after by alchemists who thought that it might have invaluable medicinal qualities. The name itself,” Jian continued, falling into the professorial role that he had come to relish, “was invented by Paracelsus in the 16th century, who modeled it on similar words taken from Arabic, such as ‘alkali.’ Paracelsus’ own recipe for creating alkahest was based on caustic lime, alcohol and carbonate of potash, along with several secret ingredients that he didn’t share in his writings. He came to believe that this element he had created was, in fact, the Philosopher’s Stone.”
The Warlike Manchu looked thoughtful, stroking his long beard. “If it dissolves anything… then how could it be transported? Any container you place it in would melt into nothingness, would it not?”
Jian nodded, as if proud that his pupil would have thought of the question. “Another philosopher — Philalethe — stated that the compound only dissolved composed materials, so some containers could indeed house it.”
“So we do not need Carmot for the Stone to be made,” the Manchu stated.
“I believe that Carmot is one of the missing ingredients from Paracelsus’ recipe.” Jian clasped his hands behind his back and stood as straight as possible. “I believe I know where you can find a sample of this element.”
The Manchu studied his advisor, continuing to stroke his beard as he did so. “I am listening.”
Jian swallowed hard, girding himself before speaking. He hoped that his understanding of the many papers he’d looked through were correct… for if he was wrong on this, if his master expended valuable resources for what turned out to be a false lead, then Jian’s long life would come to a painful end. “It’s currently housed in the Neues Museum in Berlin, in the Egyptian wing. I believe it’s inside a bust of Nefertiti… the Nazis have no idea that the key to immortality and the true rising of the spirit is in their possession.”
The Warlike Manchu closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the realization that he was about to steal ultimate power right out from under Hitler’s nose. The Fuehrer was a preening fool, not truly worthy of the Manchu’s notice… but his obsession with the occult had led his forces to clash with those of the Manchu’s, occasionally swiping objects away from the Ten Fingers organization.
Jian waited until the Manchu spoke again… and he knew that the next few days would decide his ultimate fate. “Summon the captains of the Ten Fingers. I wish to dispatch them to Germany.”

CHAPTER IV
Family Matters

“I thought he was dead.” Evelyn Gould Davies splashed water on her son’s back, watching as little William giggled in the tub. She had just barely begun to show that she was pregnant again but there was none of the usual happy glow around that was associated with expecting mothers. She wore a shroud of gloom and fear at present. She looked at Max, who stood in the doorway of the bathroom, dressed in his usual Peregrine garb, sans mask. “You told me that he wasn’t coming back again.”
Max shifted uneasily, trying to stop the feeling of defensiveness that was rising up within him. He knew that Evelyn wasn’t really mad at him, that she was just tired of her family being put at risk by people like the Warlike Manchu, but it didn’t make things any easier. Besides, those people only came after them because of Max… so, in a way, it was his fault. “I don’t know how he came back from the dead… but I asked Will to check on his gravesite for me. There was a man found there — the man who owned the property I buried the Manchu’s ashes on. He’d been killed… it looked like someone had actually eaten part of him.” Max saw Evelyn visibly compose herself, not wanting to frighten her son, who continued to splash happily. “And there was something else — an odd pile of ash. I thought maybe it was the ashes of the Manchu but it wasn’t… testing shows it was human, but it’s the remains of a woman.”
“His daughter…?”
“No, she’s in hiding but alive. I called her first, knowing that her father would be looking for her.” Max ran a hand through his dark hair, leaving it looking attractively mussed. “I want you and William to go stay with Leonid for awhile. Kaslov will be able to protect both of you and…”
“I don’t want to leave our house.”
“The last time, we let you stay here and what happened? The Manchu broke in, nearly killed you and stole our son. I won’t let that happen again.”
Evelyn’s eyes blazed and she stood up, moving so that they were very close. Her voice dropped to a cold whisper. “Then this is what you have to do… you have to find him and you have to stop him. For good. You know I don’t like it when you kill, but in his case, I’ll make an exception. I decided a long time ago that I wasn’t going to ask you to give up being the Peregrine — but I’m not going to let our children be at risk forever. You need to think about that. Somehow, some way, you’ve got to find a way to protect them.”
Max put his hands on his wife’s shoulders and squeezed gently. “I will. I promise. But please… don’t stay here. Go and see Leo. He’d love to have you.”
Evelyn sighed. She liked Leonid Kaslov, the so-called “Russian Superman” who was a perennial challenger for the coveted “Man of the Year” award in the national press. The son of genius Nikolai Kaslov, Leonid had grown up to become one of the foremost scientists and explorers in the world. He and Max had become friends during the Rasputin affair back in late ’39. “Okay. I’ll have Nettie pack my bags and we’ll take off in the morning.”
“Thank you.” Max kissed her on the forehead. “I love you.”
“I love you, too, Max… but I meant what I said. There’s got to be some way we can keep the Peregrine separate from the lives of our children.” Evelyn put a hand over her swelling belly. “Before it’s too late.”
* * *
The next day, Evelyn and William were gone, leaving Max alone in the big house with only their maid, Nettie, to keep him company. Broad-shouldered Josh was still on property, as well, working the fields and staying in the servants’ quarters that were separate from the house.
Max was down in the storm cellar, which had been converted into the Peregrine’s Nest, his private sanctum. Here and there, pieces of weaponry lay on work benches, in various states of repair. Max also had an impressive chemistry lab in the room, though he didn’t use it as often as he once did.
Max sat at one of his desks, feeling unusually melancholy. He was 42 years old and there were days when the weight of his lifetime hung over him like an anvil waiting to fall. Once, a demon had given him a vision of a future in which Max would live to the ripe old age of 108… remaining amazingly spry thanks to decades of exposure to mystic artifacts. In that future, Max had outlived everyone he’d known and loved… Evelyn, McKenzie, Leonid, William… everyone.
Those thoughts frequently nagged at him, especially at night. He’d sit in bed and stare at Evelyn’s sleeping face or he would sneak into William’s room to watch the little boy dreaming. He couldn’t imagine losing either one of them… and now here was the Warlike Manchu, threatening once more to take it all away from him.
A phone rang beside him and Max picked it up quickly, as if he’d been expecting the call. “Yes?”
McKenzie sounded tense but somewhat pleased, which gave Max some hope. “I think we found his base. He’s one step ahead of us, though. He took off with all his men.”
“How did you find it?”
“Your tip was right. We searched through some of the Asian neighborhoods until we found someone who was willing to talk. They told us where they’d seen the Ten Fingers and we hit the place.”
“You should have called me. I would have helped out.”
“I know you would have… but it was pretty clear from when we arrived that they were gone. But someone left us a clue.”
Max was on his feet now, strapping on his pistols and preparing to leave. “Tell me.”
“A scrap of paper was left under the door — it looks like it was written pretty quickly. It says ‘Neues Museum, alkahest.’ Do you have any clue what that last word means?”
Max was out the door, heading towards the modified roadster that he used when working as the Peregrine. “Not a clue. But I’ll figure it out. Thanks, Will.”
“Hey, Max, you know this could be a trap, right?”
The Peregrine smiled. “Of course. But one way or another it takes me closer to the Warlike Manchu… and when I find him, I’m putting a bullet in his brain.”

CHAPTER V
A Clash of Evil

Albert Speiros stood in the silent Egyptian Hall, staring at the lovely bust of Nefertiti. Despite her mongrel background, the girl must have been quite lovely in life for she had inspired enough depictions of her to keep her visage famous even now. Albert had always loved history, had enjoyed losing himself in the past… growing up, he’d liked to imagine himself as a Teutonic warrior, spreading the glory of the Fatherland far and wide. Unfortunately, a disfiguring accident early in his military career had left him a horrible sight to behold, killing any chance he had of rising in the new German military: the lower half of his face had been blown off in a grenade attack. For a man who had previously used his rugged good looks to bed a bevy of women, the disfigurement was doubly painful.
And then had come a man named Dr. Meer, a short Jewish looking fellow who had somehow managed to become head of something called The Department of Occult Materials, jokingly referred to as D.O.O.M. in military circles. Meer said that Albert fit a certain profile and could still be a vital resource for the Fuehrer. Eager to find a purpose again, Albert had accepted with no questions asked. He had joined a select few in gaining augmentations that made them special top-secret weapons in the Nazi arsenal. Their names had become infamous in time: the Black Zeppelin, the Iron Maiden, the Grim Reaper… and Albert himself, outfitted with a metal jaw that could rip through almost anything, had become Steel Jaw.
Unfortunately, things had not gone well for the elite task force in recent times. The Iron Maiden had turned traitor, abandoning the Reich in favor of an American lawman. The Black Zeppelin and the Grim Reaper had both been defeated by the Peregrine… leaving only Steel Jaw to defend the Fuehrer’s dream. There would be new officers, of course… even now, Dr. Meer was working hard on producing the next generation of occult and super-science soldiers. But Steel Jaw had seen the early warning signs that the war was not going as smoothly as the German leadership had hoped. There were even whispers now that the entrance of America into the war might become a tipping point and that The Reich might actually fall.
Albert sighed, trying to avoid such negative thoughts. He caught a glimpse of himself in the glass, reflected back in various shades of black and grey. He wore an honorary S.S. uniform, a red band around one bicep, proudly displaying the swastika. His sandy brown hair was neatly combed and he had the physique of a well-trained athlete, barrel-chested and broad-shouldered. But it was the metal jaw that caught everyone’s eye. It was sewn on to his face, leaving a horrid red scar around its edges. Albert flexed it with a thought, making it grind together. He hated it and loved it, using it to rip through his victims like they were so much tissue paper. Women no longer coveted his touch but most were too afraid to resist so the end result was the same: he got what he wanted.
Steel Jaw turned away, checking his watch. It was well past midnight and he was beginning to think his time was being wasted. The psychics in the Fuehrer’s employ had warned that something awful was going to happen and that it had to do with this particular bust… but they could see nothing more specific than that.
And so Albert was here, when he could have been home entertaining his latest prizes: Ursula and Penny, two Jew twins that he had rescued from one of the camps and brought home to be his toys, until he tired of them.
Sordid thoughts danced across his mental landscape, keeping him from noticing movement in the shadows. By the time he did detect the presence of the Ten Fingers, they were upon him, using their martial arts skills to drive him back towards the wall. There were five of them, all wearing matching dark bodysuits.
Steel Jaw roared like an uncaged lion, grabbing hold of the nearest man and pulling him close. His jaw snapped shut around the fellow’s throat, decapitating him. Steel Jaw grunted as another’s foot slammed into his ribs and Albert backhanded the man in return. He snapped his steel jaw open and closed constantly now, catching whatever limb was closest to him. Blood sprayed across the walls and floors, making them slippery. This gave Steel Jaw an advantage — the Ten Fingers relied on agility and speed, both of which required sure footing. Steel Jaw, on the other hand, was a creature of brute force.
Two more of the Ten Fingers were slain under Steel Jaw’s powerful attacks, their bodies falling to the floor missing significant chunks of flesh.
In the end, only one of the Ten Fingers remained and he was limping badly, blood streaming down the right side of his body.
“Who are you?” Steel Jaw demanded in German. When the man replied in Chinese, Steel Jaw swore under his breath and charged. The servant of the Manchu tried to jump out of the way but he was too slow to succeed. The two men slammed together, driving into the glass case containing the bust of Nefertiti. It shattered under the impact, the bust slamming to the floor and bursting. A strange substance encased in an odd white-colored wrapping spilled out onto the floor.
Steel Jaw was too busy ripping out the throat of the man beneath him to notice the odd material. It was only when he’d straightened up and was shaking the blood and gore from his metal chin that he noticed one last figure in the shadows. The man emerged, bending low at the waist to pluck up the wrapped object. The new arrival wore a green Oriental robe with a rampant dragon emblazoned upon it. A square hat sat atop his head and a long drooping moustache hung down his cheeks. His eyes were slitted, almost like a cat’s, and he regarded Steel Jaw with nothing short of open disdain.
“I will never understand your Fuehrer’s fascination with transforming men and women into comedic mockeries of humanity,” the man said in perfectly spoken German. “Look at you. By all rights, you should have been put down like a broken animal. The fact that you live at all is disgusting.”
Steel Jaw rose to his feet, blood still dripping from his mouth. “Whatever that thing is you’re holding, it belongs to the German people.”
“Actually, it belongs to the Egyptians. Like so much else in your museum, it was stolen and claimed as your own.”
“I am giving you one last chance to surrender.” Steel Jaw laughed hoarsely. “Believe me, it’s fine with me if you choose to fight. I’ll eat you alive.”
The Warlike Manchu arched one eyebrow. “How many people have you killed like that, barbarian?”
“Too many to count.”
“Then it is fitting that you should die in the manner in which you lived.” The Manchu strode forward quickly, opening his mouth wider than Albert would have thought possible. Sharp, elongated canines were quickly buried in Steel Jaw’s neck, spilling more blood — only this time, the blood came from Albert himself.
* * *
It was near dawn before the bodies were discovered. There were two: the night watchmen and Steel Jaw. Of course, there was far too much blood for only the two deaths, but no one really noticed… for most of the attention was focused on the state of Steel Jaw’s body, which had been mostly devoured.
From the shadows, the Peregrine watched in grim silence. He had arrived too late, which meant that whatever it was, the Warlike Manchu already had his prize. Max had studied up on alkahest on the way over to Germany and now knew that his old enemy was seeking the fabled Philosopher’s Stone. Just as trouble, however, was the realization that the Manchu had become something not quite human: he was a cannibal, with unimaginable hungers.
Enjoy your feasts while you can, you monster, Max thought to himself. Because I’m coming for you.

CHAPTER VI
To Track the Beast

Six hours later, the Peregrine was in the middle of a Berlin bar, one that catered to a select clientele, even in the middle of the day. There were girls in the back, chained to beds, serving as physical receptacles for the sick desires of men who coveted pain and despair. Out front, there was a small pub that rarely served any alcohol. The Peregrine was thoroughly disgusted by the place and planned to leave it in ruins — after having freed the poor slaves in the back. But before that, he had questions that required answers.
Three men lay groaning on the floor, two of them nursing broken arms. The third had a shattered nose, blood streaming down his face.
The Peregrine was barely breathing fast, his eyes narrowed behind his bird-like mask. Both gloved hands were clenched into fists, speckles of red on the knuckles. “I’m only going to ask you gentlemen nicely one more time: the Warlike Manchu is in town. He pulled off the heist at the museum last night. If my sources are correct, no one comes in or out of Berlin without passing through the checkpoints without paying off the three of you, who in turn pay off the border patrol. Am I right so far?”
The one with the broken nose, Dieter, looked up at the American vigilante and nodded. Poor Dieter’s face would probably never be quite as handsome again, not after that nose healed up. “We don’t know where he’s staying,” Dieter whispered. “I swear it!”
“You’d know if he left the country, though, wouldn’t you? Which means he’s still here.” The Peregrine strode over to Dieter, crouching beside him. The German flinched at his approach, fearful of another assault. “So if you know he’s still here, I’m betting you can help me locate where he’s staying.”
“I… might be able to find out for you.” Dieter struggled to his feet, still eyeing the Peregrine warily. “But it will take time. This man… he is crafty. If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be found.”
“Then that’s very bad news for you,” the Peregrine said with a cold gleam in his eye. “Because the more time it takes to find him, the angrier I’m going to become… and I’m going to take out my rage on your face.”
Dieter nodded, believing that to be absolutely true. “I will need to leave. If you want me to put out feelers on the Warlike Manchu’s whereabouts, I can’t do that from here.”
Max gestured to the door. “Then go. But don’t try and jerk me around. You won’t like what happens if you do.”
Dieter bolted towards freedom, having momentarily forgotten about his damaged nose. Max watched him go, cast one glance at Dieter’s companions, and then left the building himself.
* * *
The Peregrine stuck to the shadows, avoiding notice both from the armed Nazi guards who patrolled the streets and, most importantly, from Dieter. The career criminal had rushed down the street, moving so quickly that it was obvious he had no plan other than escape from the Peregrine for the first few moments. Once he was confident that the American was not behind him, he’d slowed his pace and stopped next to a public telephone.
Max took out a small device which he secreted in one ear. He then unfolded a triangular-shaped unit which he pointed towards Dieter. The Peregrine was hidden from view in an alleyway across the street but the directional microphone allowed him to hear Dieter as if he were standing right next to the man.
“Jian? This is Dieter. We have a problem. The Peregrine is here in Berlin. He nearly killed me!”
Through the transceiver, Max heard the tinny voice of an Oriental man responding. “What did you tell him?”
“I told him I’d have to call in a few favors to find out where the Manchu is… but I told him I might come up empty. He said I’d regret it if I didn’t give him what he wants.” Dieter looked around, eyes wild. “The Manchu has to help me, Jian! I gave you a good one in getting you into the country, now do me one back!”
“Please be patient,” Jian replied. Dieter waited while Jian apparently went to speak with the Manchu. Dieter licked his lips, unable to keep still. When Jian returned to the line, the German turned his back to Max, who continued listening in. “The Warlike Manchu wishes you to bring him to 17 Belarus. He will lay a trap for the Peregrine. You are to accompany him if he insists.”
“Done,” Dieter said, hanging up the phone. When Max saw him step back onto the street, he could tell that the German wasn’t completely happy about the situation. No doubt he was hoping to be left out of any further plans…
The Peregrine watched him for a moment, trying to decide if he should head back to the bar and wait for him. In the end, he decided that Dieter’s role in the affair was over for now. There would hopefully be time later on to punish the crook for his litany of sins.
The Peregrine picked up a small telephonic device and punched in a code. Seconds later, McKenzie answered. “Will, are you still across the street from the pub?”
“Yep. Right where you left me.”
Max smiled. He’d convinced his friend to accompany him to Berlin, hoping that McKenzie could serve as the sort of back-up that Evelyn used to do before her pregnancy. “Go on in, gun in hand, and let those girls out. Dieter is on his way back.”
“What then?”
“Get out of there. Head back to the plane and wait for me there.”
“What will you be doing?”
“Settling old scores.” Max cut the connection before McKenzie could press him further. He knew that his friend would want to tag along and Max didn’t want that: McKenzie needed to remain safe, so he could return to the States and help watch over Evelyn and the baby… if something did go wrong, Max wanted as many friends as possible for Evelyn to lean upon.
The Peregrine began moving through the city, heading towards the address Dieter had been given. The trek took a little over an hour, as the Peregrine kept to the shadows as much as possible. He could always ditch the mask and walk about in his suit, but there was the chance he could be stopped and asked for papers, of which he had none. Better, he thought, to use stealth.
The Peregrine finally arrived at the location, which was a small boarding house in one of the older parts of the city. Next door was a small shop of some kind and across the street was a butcher’s. Max crept around the back of the building, carefully peering inside. He saw several members of the Ten Fingers, all armed with a variety of weaponry: sai, shuriken and even pistols. The men were taking positions around the various entrances, obviously planning to strike as soon as the Peregrine entered the building.
Max continued around the boarding house until he was positive that the Warlike Manchu was nowhere to be found. He’d hoped that the master criminal would have wanted to take part in the ambush but obviously the Manchu was too clever for that. This was nothing more than a gamble on the villain’s side — if his men actually managed to kill the Peregrine, all the better. If they failed, they might still delay Max long enough for the Manchu to either successfully create the Philosopher’s Stone or else flee the country first.
The Peregrine took a deep breath, trying to consider his next move. He could try and locate Dieter again and beat him into giving more information… or he could enter this ambush and try to get information from the Ten Fingers.
In the end, it wasn’t much of a decision: he was angry and he wanted to hit something.
With a cold smile slowly spreading across his face, the Peregrine burst into the house through the window, landing in a rolling ball. He sprang up, guns blazing.
The Ten Fingers whirled about but it was obvious that they had been taken flatfooted. One of them managed to hurl a shuriken in Max’s direction but he was able to duck under the weapon, which embedded itself in the wall behind the Peregrine’s head.
Another rushed forward, his edged weapon — an Oriental sword known as a Sai — whipping through the air. The Peregrine dodged to his left, narrowly avoiding losing an ear to the man’s attack. Max was close enough to catch the fellow in the stomach with a knee, following that with the butt of his pistol against the man’s skull.
The Peregrine then resumed his firing at the others, using pinpoint aim to take them down.
Within seconds it was over. Two of the Ten Fingers lay on their backs, blood streaming from their shoulders and legs. Three more had been wounded in their stomachs and would die without medical treatment.
Max holstered his smoking weapons, feeling a cold rage growing within him. These idiots were willing to die for a man who saw them as nothing more than cattle… and nothing Max could say to them would ever make them realize their mistake.
The Peregrine looked around at them and asked in Chinese, “Where can I find your master? And answer me quickly… before I decide that all of you can handle a few more bullets.”
“We would die before betraying our lord,” one of them muttered through clenched teeth.
The Peregrine laughed then, a mirthless sound that was chilling to hear. “Then don’t bother betraying him. He’s like a living god to you, isn’t he? Then what does he have to fear from me? Tell me where to find him… so he can kill me once and for all.”

CHAPTER VII
The Philosopher’s Stone

The Warlike Manchu watched Jian at work, stroking his moustache as he observed the scene. Jian had sculpted a rectangular shape out of the various ingredients, including the odd powdery substance that had been hidden in the bust of Nefertiti.
“Are you finished?” the Manchu asked when his advisor backed away from his creation, which rested atop an otherwise bare table in the villain’s true hideout, which was located several miles from the scene of the anticipated ambush.
“I think so. I have gathered several small pieces of lead… if the mixture is correct, we should now be able to transform them into gold.” Jian looked into his master’s eyes, which burned with a hunger both literal and symbolic. “Obviously, the true power of the Philosopher’s Stone is not just that it creates items of material wealth… the gold produced is blessed with a healing power. Being in the presence of such can imbue the user with eternal life and health.”
The Manchu’s tongue darted out, licking his upper lip. He reached for the Stone and lifted it in both hands. It had the consistency of a recently dried mud brick, still soft enough to be crushed in his fingers if he squeezed but firm enough that it held together otherwise. “I’m hungry,” he informed Jian. “I have this overwhelming desire to sink my teeth into human flesh, to drink warm red blood and to watch as someone dies to satisfy my hunger. I thought it a curse at first… but it’s such a powerful display, to watch as another person dies to feed your belly.”
Jian shifted uneasily, disturbed by the sudden shift into discussion of cannibalism. “Should I fetch one of your prisoners?”
“No,” the Manchu said, smiling broadly. “I think I’ll try and slake my thirsts in another way.” The Warlike Manchu stunned his follower by extending his neck and taking a strong bite from the Philosopher’s Stone. He chewed it with a grimace, not liking the taste, but he did not pause until the entire thing was gone.
Jian watched in mute shock, his mouth hanging open. “Master… I am not certain that was wise.”
The Manchu ignored him, wiping his mouth with the back of a hand. He looked towards a member of the Ten Fingers, who was standing nearby. “Come,” he said, gesturing for the man to approach. The servant did so without hesitation, though he obviously recognized that his lord’s hunger had not been satisfied. The Warlike Manchu gripped the man and pulled him close, ripping his throat out with one powerful bite.
Jian took a step back, looking away until the sounds of his master’s gorging faded into silence. When he knew that the deed was completed and the corpse lay tossed to the floor, the aged advisor turned back, keeping his eyes lowered.
“You were saying?” the Manchu asked, wiping his chin on one of his oversized sleeves.
“Excuse me, my lord?”
“You were telling me that I shouldn’t have eaten the Stone. Why would you say that?” The Manchu reached towards the table, gripping a piece of lead. He closed his eyes and a strange orange glow surrounded his hand. When he relaxed his grip, he opened his palm to reveal that the lead pieces were now entirely composed of gold.
Jian swallowed hard, having lost the ability to speak temporarily. “I just meant that there are stories of the Stone not working for those whose hearts are not pure… I was merely fearful for your safety.”
“Then you should have warned me earlier.” The Manchu’s eyes narrowed and his face became feline and menacing. “And why would you think I would not count as pure, my trusted advisor? Do I not seek to bring peace and order to this fractured world?”
“Of course… I was only…”
“Trying to sabotage me further.” The Manchu turned away, his robes rustling with every step. “I know that you left a clue back in Atlanta, in hopes of luring the Peregrine to Germany in time to stop me.”
Jian straightened, one hand delving into a pocket at his side. He fingered a sharpened blade and awaited what was surely to come. “I have served you faithfully for many decades.”
“Yes… but not with the same sort of devotion that my other adherents possess. In some ways, that is why I kept you around. You were not blind to my faults. You would not tell me whatever I wanted to hear. But now you have overstepped your bounds. You have taken active steps to try and foil me. I am not happy.” The Warlike Manchu stopped in the doorway and turned his gaze back upon the aged advisor, whose parents had died at his command so many years before. “You have exactly ten seconds to tell me why I should not kill you.”
Jian bared his teeth and hissed like a tiger, snatching out his blade and hurling it with amazing accuracy. The Warlike Manchu’s hand shot upwards in a blur, catching the blade mere inches from his throat.
“Such a fool. You could have stood by my side in the new world order… but once again, I am betrayed by those who are of lesser blood.” The Manchu tossed the knife aside and raised both hands above his hand. He called upon the powers that now raged within him, products of the all-powerful Philosopher’s Stone. The ability to turn lead into gold was a potent ability, to be sure… but the Stone was about far more than that. It was about transfiguration of the spirit and the body as much as of metal.
Jian screamed as his body began to burn with a strange form of heat. He staggered back, noting that his skin and clothing were beginning to be covered by a golden sheen, a rapidly spreading set of scales that extended up past his waist, pinning his arms to his sides and then on up to his neck. Jian screamed out obscenities but could do nothing as the gilded surface enclosed his entire face, leaving only the tiniest of holes for him to breathe through and slits for him to see out of his golden prison.
“Think on your mistake,” the Manchu whispered. “As you slowly starve to death, you will realize that you should have learned from your parents’ example.”
Jian answered his murderer then, though his words were lost in the muffled confines of the prison. “I did,” he said. “I learned from their example, you monster…”

CHAPTER VIII
To Duel with Death

The Peregrine flew through the darkened streets, night having fallen quickly. Max could only imagine what the Fuehrer was doing tonight, with the last of his so-called ‘super agents’ dead and the tide of war slowly beginning to turn against him. Through his various contacts, Max knew that Enrico Fermi had recently led a team in initiating the world’s first self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. Though the news was at the highest levels of top-secret security, Leonid Kaslov was privy to such things and he’d shared the news with Max, even telling him that code-words used to inform President Roosevelt were “The Italian navigator has landed in the new world.” It was only a matter of time before America had a powerful weapon to bring down the Axis powers… of course, the Nazis had their own weapons program but Max felt certain they wouldn’t reach their goal first. The Germans were spread too thin and in too many directions… were they going to bring down the Russians? Or the British? Or were they focused on America? And would they achieve victory through conventional means or through the supernatural? Hitler couldn’t seem to make up his mind.
From rooftop to rooftop, the Peregrine bounded, sprinting and leaping. From time to time, men and women on the streets below would look up and catch him in mid-air, partially silhouetted against the full moon.
The Peregrine reached the address given him by the Ten Fingers, panting from his exertions. It was an old tavern and boarding house, closed for quite some time from the looks of it. Max knew this area of Berlin had once been home to a number of Jewish owned businesses, most of which had been seized by the Aryans upon their ascensions to power.
To Max’s surprise, the front doors were standing open, two members of the Ten Fingers outside. The Peregrine moved forward, still standing on the rooftop of the building next door, and one of the men looked upwards, staring into the barrel of the Peregrine’s pistol. The Peregrine was prepared to fire but the man held up both hands in obvious surrender.
“The master is waiting for you inside. He wishes me to congratulate you on surviving such an obvious trap but he advises that if you value your life, you will now turn tail and return to the United States.”
The Peregrine fired his pistol, shooting the man in the left leg. He then jumped from the rooftop, blocking a blow from the other member of the Ten Fingers. Max followed with a powerful karate chop to the man’s ribs, finishing him off by grabbing hold of the villain’s hair and slammed his head into his raised knee.
After checking to make sure that the sound of gunfire didn’t attract too much attention, Max made for the door. He saw one or two people peer fearfully from their windows in his direction but none allowed their gaze to linger for too long. Such was life under Hitler’s reign.
The Peregrine found that his path was fairly well laid out before him. No other members of the Ten Fingers were present and only a peculiar golden statue of an old Chinaman caught Max’s attention until he reached what had once been the master bedroom upstairs. The Warlike Manchu sat in this room, sitting languidly on a throne that looked like it dated back to one of the Imperial Chinese Dynasty.
“Welcome, my former pupil.” The Warlike Manchu leaned forward, his eyes glittering. Something about him seemed different than before. He seemed feral and somehow inhuman. Max saw dried blood on the master villain’s robes. “I commend you on your victory when last we met. You alone were able to defeat me.”
“Your daughter helped.”
“I’m sure. I will save a special revenge for her when I am done with you.” The Manchu rose from his throne, watching as the Peregrine moved slowly towards him, gun in hand. “I was reborn with stranger hungers, Max. I crave human flesh… nothing less will satisfy me.”
“You were always a monster. Now it’s just more obvious.” The Peregrine raised his gun, pointing it level with the Manchu’s face. “You should have stayed dead. It’s where you belong.”
“I once thought you could rule at my side,” the Manchu said, ignoring the danger. “But now I see that you are far too weak to do so. You lack the killer instinct that tigers possess… you see the weak and the sick amongst humanity and you reach out a hand to aid them, rather than culling them from the strong. There are too many like you in the world, which had led to its current decadent state of affairs.”
“I’m not here to chat.” The Peregrine squeezed the trigger but gasped when he noticed that his gun was now a golden color, its entire surface having been transformed by the Manchu’s power. “What the hell…?”
“I am so much more than I once was,” the Warlike Manchu said, his eyes glowing with an inner light. “I have devoured the Philosopher’s Stone.”
Max blinked, letting the enormity of that settle in. “You… ate it?”
“Yes. And now I can do things like this.” The Warlike Manchu slashed at the air with his fingers, causing every vein in Max’s body to seize up. They could be seen, pressing blue and purple against his flesh, and Max felt like they were about to tear free of his body.
The Peregrine fell forward when the attack ceased, though every fiber of his being ached with pain. Max felt his heart hammering in his chest and he was barely able to stay conscious.
“Today is the last day of your life,” the Warlike Manchu said, walking slowly towards the Peregrine. “When I am done here, I will journey to America and find your wife and child. I wonder if I shall like the taste of your son’s meat when I eat him for supper.”
The Peregrine groaned as the villain came ever closer but he was quietly slipping a hand inside his trenchcoat, slipping free the glowing Knife of Elohim. The mystic blade had once been bathed in the blood of Christ, making it especially powerful against those empowered by evil.
When the Manchu was within striking range, the Peregrine yanked the blade free and drove it hard into the madman’s foot. It cut deep, sending up a geyser of blood. The wound sizzled as the mystical weapon worked into the Manchu’s skin.
The Manchu tried to use his newfound powers on the blade but found it strangely resistant to his abilities. Instead, he kicked the Peregrine in the face repeatedly with his other foot and finally managed to tear his injured appendage free of its painful hold.
The Peregrine threw himself forward, pushing off with his knees, and slammed hard into the Manchu’s midsection. The two men flew backwards, knocking over the throne.
The Manchu gripped the Peregrine’s coat and began transforming the clothing into a golden prison, much like the one that had trapped Jian. Max shrugged it off quickly but was then unprepared for a backhanded blow from the villain that knocked him off his feet. Max landed hard on his side but immediately kicked out with a foot, catching the Manchu behind his legs and yanking them out from under him.
The Manchu ended up sprawled on his back but he rolled out of the way when the Peregrine attempted to drive his knife into the villain’s torso. The Manchu slammed an elbow into the back of the Peregrine’s head, momentarily disorienting him.
Max felt the Manchu grip him by the ears, the villain moving to stand behind the Peregrine. “This is it, my former pupil. Today you pay the price for refusing to accept the honor of standing beside me.”
“Go back to hell,” the Peregrine hissed as the Manchu began to project a strange sort of heat directly into the vigilante’s skull. Max felt himself being lulled into a comatose state… awake but not unable to fully move.
The Manchu released his grip, allowing Max to slam to the floor. The villain then knelt beside his old foe and opened his mouth, revealing sharpened teeth. “In this way, at least, you will always be a part of me, Max.”
As the Manchu leaned in to take a bite of his enemy’s flesh, the Peregrine had a very clear image appear in his mind’s eye: of his wife and son, in danger from this monstrosity called the Warlike Manchu. Max had no doubt that the Manchu would live up to his word… he would hunt them down and he would, as unbelievable as it sounded, eat them alive.
The power of the Philosopher’s Stone seemed to weaken in the face of love and Max felt his body return to his own control. He whipped up the hand holding the Knife of Elohim and drove it straight into the villain’s open maw. The blade slammed through, protruding from the back of the man’s neck. The Warlike Manchu jumped back, clutching at the hilt of the blade but it was too late… the evil-destroying power of the Knife was at work, spreading its effects through the villain’s body.
The Manchu fell against the wall, his entire form hardening into an inert state. He looked like he was carved from lead, his body as quiet and still as if he had never lived at all.
The Peregrine moved towards him, knife still in hand. He wasn’t sure what to do with the unmoving corpse but the decision was quickly taken out of his hands. The sounds of sirens and men shouting reached his ears — obviously, the altercation had finally brought the authorities. Not wanting to be captured in the heart of Nazi Germany, the Peregrine bolted for the window and was on his way to freedom by the time the S.S. soldiers burst into the room.
The ranking officer of the group looked around in confusion, seeing nothing more than an oddly carved metal statue, so much like the one of pure gold they’d found downstairs… the Fuehrer would not be pleased. Unless, he thought to himself, that statue piques his interest for some reason. Hoping for the best, he shouted to his underlings. “Take the statutes… both of them. We will have the Reich’s best men study them. Perhaps they can be some use.”
While the Nazis took possession of the Manchu’s body, the Peregrine was on his way to find McKenzie. He felt a sense of relief that nearly overwhelmed him.
Once again, the Manchu had been thwarted and the world was safe for another day.
THE END

THE REESE UNLIMITED TIMELINE

Major Events specific to certain stories and novels are included in brackets. Some of this information contains SPOILERS for The Peregrine, Lazarus Gray, Gravedigger and other stories.
— 800 Viking warrior Grimarr dies of disease but is resurrected as the Sword of Hel. He adventures for some time as Hel’s agent on Earth. [“Dogs of War” and “In the Name of Hel,” Tales of the Norse Gods].
1748— Johann Adam Weishaupt is born.
1750— Guan-Yin embarks on a quest to find her lost father, which takes her to Skull Island [Guan-Yin and the Horrors of Skull Island].
1776— Johann Adam Weishaupt forms The Illuminati. He adopts the guise of the original Lazarus Gray in group meetings, reflecting his “rebirth” and the “moral ambiguity” of the group. In Sovereign City, a Hessian soldier dies in battle, his spirit resurrected as an headless warrior.
1793— Mortimer Quinn comes to Sovereign City, investigating the tales of a Headless Horseman [Gravedigger Volume One]
1865— Eobard Grace returns home from his actions in the American Civil War. Takes possession of the Book of Shadows from his uncle Frederick. [“The World of Shadow,” The Family Grace: An Extraordinary History]
1877— Eobard Grace is summoned to the World of Shadows, where he battles Uris-Kor and fathers a son, Korben. [“The World of Shadow,” The Family Grace: An Extraordinary History]
1885— Along with his niece Miriam and her paramour Ian Sinclair, Eobard returns to the World of Shadows to halt the merging of that world with Earth. [“The Flesh Wheel,” The Family Grace: An Extraordinary History]
1890— Eobard fathers a second son, Leopold.
1895— Felix Cole (the Bookbinder) is born.
1900— Max Davies is born to publisher Warren Davies and his wife, heiress Margaret Davies.
1901— Leonid Kaslov is born.
1905— Richard Winthrop is born in San Francisco.
1908— Warren Davies is murdered by Ted Grossett, a killer nicknamed “Death’s Head”. [“Lucifer’s Cage”, The Peregrine Omnibus Volume One, more details shown in “Origins,” the Peregrine Volume One] Hans Merkel kills his own father. [“Blitzkrieg,” the Peregrine Volume One]
1910— Evelyn Gould is born.
1913— Felix Cole meets the Cockroach Man and becomes part of The Great Work. [“The Great Work,” The Family Grace: An Extraordinary History]
1914— Margaret Davies passes away in her sleep. Max is adopted by his uncle Reginald.
1915— Felix Cole marries Charlotte Grace, Eobard Grace’s cousin.
1916— Leonid Kaslov’s father Nikolai becomes involved in the plot to assassinate Rasputin.
1917— Betsy Cole is born to Felix and Charlotte Grace Cole. Nikolai Kaslov is murdered.
1918— Max Davies begins wandering the world. Richard Winthrop’s parents die in an accident.
1922— Warlike Manchu tutors Max Davies in Kyoto.
1925— Max Davies becomes the Peregrine, operating throughout Europe.
1926— Charlotte Grace dies. Richard Winthrop has a brief romance with exchange student Sarah Dumas.
1927— Richard Winthrop graduates from Yale. On the night of his graduation, he is recruited into The Illuminati. Max and Leopold Grace battle the Red Lord in Paris. Richard Winthrop meets Miya Shimada in Japan, where he purchases The McGuinness Obelisk for The Illuminati.
1928— The Peregrine returns to Boston. Dexter van Melkebeek (later to be known as The Darkling) receives his training in Tibet from Tenzin.
1929— Max Davies is one of the judges for the Miss Beantown contest [“The Miss Beantown Affair,” The Peregrine Volume Three]. Richard Winthrop destroys a coven of vampires in Mexico.
1930— Richard Winthrop pursues The Devil’s Heart in Peru [“Eidolon,” Lazarus Gray Volume Three].
1932— The Peregrine hunts down his father’s killer [“Origins,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Darkling returns to the United States.
1933— Jacob Trench uncovers Lucifer’s Cage. [“Lucifer’s Cage”, The Peregrine Volume One] The Peregrine battles Doctor York [All-Star Pulp Comics # 1] After a failed attempt at betraying The Illuminati, Richard Winthrop wakes up on the shores of Sovereign City with no memory of his name or past. He has only one clue to his past in his possession: a small medallion adorned with the words Lazarus Gray and the image of a naked man with the head of a lion. [“The Girl With the Phantom Eyes,” Lazarus Gray Volume One]
1934— Now calling himself Lazarus Gray, Richard Winthrop forms Assistance Unlimited in Sovereign City. He recruits Samantha Grace, Morgan Watts and Eun Jiwon [“The Girl With the Phantom Eyes,” Lazarus Gray Volume One] Walther Lunt aids German scientists in unleashing the power Die Glocke, which in turn frees the demonic forces of Satan’s Circus [“Die Glocke,” Lazarus Gray Volume Two]. The entity who will become known as The Black Terror is created [“The Making of a Hero,” Lazarus Gray Volume Two].
1935— Felix Cole and his daughter Betsy seek out the Book of Eibon. [“The Great Work,” The Family Grace: An Extraordinary History] Assistance Unlimited undertakes a number of missions, defeating the likes of Walther Lunt, Doc Pemberley, Malcolm Goodwill & Black Heart, Princess Femi & The Undying, Mr. Skull, The Axeman and The Yellow Claw [“The Girl With the Phantom Eyes,” “The Devil’s Bible,” “The Corpse Screams at Midnight,” “The Burning Skull,” “The Axeman of Sovereign City,” and “The God of Hate,” Lazarus Gray Volume One] The Peregrine journeys to Sovereign City and teams up with Assistance Unlimited to battle Devil Face. They also encounter a new hero — The Dark Gentleman. [“Darkness, Spreading Its Wings of Black,” The Peregrine Volume Two and Lazarus Gray Volume One)]. Lazarus Gray and Assistance Unlimited become embroiled in the search for Die Glocke [“Die Glocke,” Lazarus Gray Volume Two]
1936— Assistance Unlimited completes their hunt for Die Glocke and confronts the threat of Jack-In-Irons. Abigail Cross and Jakob Sporrenberg join Assistance Unlimited [“Die Glocke,” Lazarus Gray Volume Two]. The Peregrine moves to Atlanta and recovers the Dagger of Elohim from Felix Darkholme. The Peregrine meets Evelyn Gould. The Peregrine battles Jacob Trench. [“Lucifer’s Cage”, The Peregrine Volume One]. Reed Barrows revives Camilla. [“Kingdom of Blood,” The Peregrine Volume One]. Kevin Atwill is abandoned in the Amazonian jungle by his friends, a victim of the Gorgon legacy. [“The Gorgon Conspiracy,” The Peregrine Volume One]. Nathaniel Caine’s lover is killed by Tweedledum while Dan Daring looks on [“Catalyst,” The Peregrine Volume One] Assistance Unlimited teams up with The Black Terror to battle Promethus and The Titan in South America [“The Making of a Hero,” Lazarus Gray Volume Two]. Doc Pemberley allies himself with Abraham Klee, Stanley Davis and Constance Majestros to form Murder Unlimited. Lazarus Gray is able to defeat this confederation of evil and Pemberley finds himself the victim of Doctor Satan’s machinations [“Murder Unlimited,” Lazarus Gray Volume Three]. Lazarus Gray is forced to compete with The Darkling for possession of a set of demonic bones. During the course of this, a member of Assistance Unlimited becomes Eidolon. [“Eidolon,” Lazarus Gray Volume Three]. Charity Grace dies and is reborn as the first female Gravedigger. [Gravedigger Volume One]. Dr. York attempts to revive Princess Femi so that she can aid him in battling The Peregrine [“The Peregrine Animated Script,” The Peregrine Volume Three]. The Dark Gentleman confronts The Shadow Court and brings them to justice. [“The Judgment of the Shadow Court,” The Adventures of The Dark Gentleman Book One]. A few weeks later, The Dark Gentleman learns the truth about Amadeus Crouch [“The Silver Room,” The Adventures of The Dark Gentleman Book Two].
1937— Max and Evelyn marry. Camilla attempts to create Kingdom of Blood. World’s ancient vampires awaken and the Peregrine is ‘marked’ by Nyarlathotep. Gerhard Klempt’s experiments are halted. William McKenzie becomes Chief of Police in Atlanta. The Peregrine meets Benson, who clears his record with the police. [“Kingdom of Blood,” The Peregrine Volume One]. Lazarus Gray and Assistance Unlimited teams up with Thunder Jim Wade to confront the deadly threat of Leviathan (“Leviathan Rising”, Lazarus Gray Volume Four]. Hank Wilbon is murdered, leading to his eventual resurrection as the Reaper. [“Kaslov’s Fire,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine and Evelyn become unwelcome guests of Baron Werner Prescott, eventually foiling his attempts to create an artificial island and a weather-controlling weapon for the Nazis [“The Killing Games,” The Peregrine Volume Three] Gravedigger confronts a series of terrible threats in Sovereign City, including Thanatos, a gender-swapping satanic cult and The Headless Horseman. Charity and Samantha Grace make peace about their status as half-sisters. [Gravedigger Volume One] Lazarus Gray teams with Eidolon and The Darkling to combat Doctor Satan [“Satan’s Circus,” Lazarus Gray Volume Four]. Lazarus Gray battles the forces of Wilson Brisk and Skyrider. The Three Sisters are unleashed upon Sovereign City [“The Felonious Financier,” Lazarus Gray Volume Five]. Gravedigger confronts the twin threats of Hiroshi Tamaki and the immortal known as Pandora [Gravedigger Volume Two]. Lazarus Gray travels to Cape Noire to investigate the mysterious vigilante known as Brother Bones [“Shadows and Phantoms,” Lazarus Gray Volume Five]. The villain known as The Basilisk attempts to seize control of Sovereign City’s underworld [“Stare of The Basilisk,” Lazarus Gray Volume Five]. The Three Sisters unite with Princess Femi to combat Assistance Unlimited. Sobek’s attempt to destroy Femi helps lead young Madison Montgomery into a role as Femi’s handmaiden. Lazarus gets engaged to Kelly Emerson [“Immortals,” Lazarus Gray Volume Five]. Lazarus and Kelly are married. [“Wedding Bells,” Lazarus Gray Volume Five].
1938— The Peregrine travels to Great City to aid the Moon Man in battling Lycos and his Gasping Death. The Peregrine destroys the physical shell of Nyarlathotep and gains his trademark signet ring. [“The Gasping Death,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The jungle hero known as the Revenant is killed [“Death from the Jungle,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. Gravedigger, Lazarus Gray and The Peregrine come together to confront the terrible events known as Götterdämmerung. Many other heroes — including The Black Bat, The Black Terror, The Darkling and Leonid Kaslov are caught up in the events, as well [Götterdämmerung]. Three months after Götterdämmerung, Assistance Unlimited battles The Librarian and adds The Black Terror to the team. [“The Affair of the Familiar Corpse,” Lazarus Gray Volume Six].
1939— Ibis and the Warlike Manchu revive the Abomination. Evelyn becomes pregnant and gives birth to their first child, a boy named William. [“Abominations,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine allies himself with Leonid Kaslov to stop the Reaper’s attacks and to foil the plans of Rasputin. [“Kaslov’s Fire,” The Peregrine Volume One] Violet Cambridge and Will McKenzie become embroiled in the hunt for a mystical item known as The Damned Thing [The Damned Thing]
1940— The Warlike Manchu returns with a new pupil — Hans Merkel, aka Shinigami. The Warlike Manchu kidnaps William Davies but the Peregrine and Leonid Kaslov manage to rescue the boy. [“Blitzkrieg,” The Peregrine Volume One] The Peregrine journeys to Germany alongside the Domino Lady and Will McKenzie to combat the demonic organization known as Bloodwerks. [“Bloodwerks,” The Peregrine Volume One] Kevin Atwill seeks revenge against his former friends, bringing him into conflict with the Peregrine [“The Gorgon Conspiracy,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine takes a young vampire under his care, protecting him from a cult that worships a race of beings known as The Shambling Ones. With the aid of Leonid Kazlov, the cult is destroyed [“The Shambling Ones,” The Peregrine Volume One].
1941— Philip Gallagher, a journalist, uncovers the Peregrine’s secret identity but chooses to become an ally of the vigilante rather than reveal it to the world [“Origins,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine teams with the Black Bat and Ascott Keane, as well as a reluctant Doctor Satan, in defeating the plans of the sorcerer Arias [“The Bleeding Hells”, The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine rescues McKenzie from the Iron Maiden [“The Iron Maiden,” The Peregrine Volume One].
1942— The Peregrine battles a Nazi super agent known as the Grim Reaper, who is attempting to gather the Crystal Skulls [“The Three Skulls,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine becomes embroiled in a plot by Sun Koh and a group of Axis killers known as The Furies. The Peregrine and Sun Koh end up in deadly battle on the banks of the Potomac River. [“The Scorched God,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. In London, the Peregrine and Evelyn meet Nathaniel Caine (aka the Catalyst) and Rachel Winters, who are involved in stopping the Nazis from creating the Un-Earth. They battle Doctor Satan and the Black Zeppelin [“Catalyst,” The Peregrine Volume One]. Evelyn learns she’s pregnant with a second child. The Peregrine solves the mystery of the Roanoke Colony [“The Lost Colony,” The Peregrine Volume One]. The Peregrine battles against an arsonist in the employ of Bennecio Tommasso [“Where There’s Smoke”, The Peregrine Volume Three]. The Warlike Manchu is revived and embarks upon a search for the Philosopher’s Stone [“The Resurrection Gambit,” The Peregrine Volume One]
1943— The Peregrine teams with Xander to deal with the Onyx Raven [“The Onyx Raven,” The Peregrine Volume Three]. The Peregrine is confronted by the twin threats of Fernando Pasarin and the undead pirate Hendrik van der Decken [“The Phantom Vessel,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. Evelyn and Max become the parents of a second child, Emma Davies. The Peregrine teams with the daughter of the Revenant to battle Hermann Krupp and the Golden Goblin [“Death from the Jungle,” The Peregrine Volume Two] The Peregrine battles Doctor Satan over possession of an ancient Mayan tablet [“The Four Peregrines,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. The Peregrine travels to Peru to battle an undead magician called The Spook [“Spook,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. The Peregrine clashes with Doctor Death, who briefly takes possession of Will McKenzie [“The Peregrine Nevermore,” The Peregrine Volume Three]. Baron Rudolph Gustav gains possession of the Rod of Aaron and kidnaps Evelyn, forcing the Peregrine into an uneasy alliance with the Warlike Manchu [“Dead of Night,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. Doctor Satan flees to the hidden land of Vorium, where the Peregrine allies with Frankenstein’s Monster to bring him to justice [“Satan’s Trial,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. Tim Roland is recruited by The Flame and Miss Masque [“The Ivory Machine,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. The Black Terror investigates a German attempt to replicate his powers and becomes friends with a scientist named Clarke [“Terrors”, The Peregrine Volume Two]
1944— The Peregrine organizes a strike force composed of Revenant, Frankenstein’s Monster, Catalyst and Esper. The group is known as The Claws of the Peregrine and they take part in two notable adventures in this year: against the diabolical Mr. Dee and then later against an alliance between Doctor Satan and the Warlike Manchu [“The Diabolical Mr. Dee” and “A Plague of Wicked Men”, The Peregrine Volume Two].
1946— The Peregrine discovers that Adolf Hitler is still alive and has become a vampire in service to Dracula. In an attempt to stop the villains from using the Holy Lance to take over the world, the Peregrine allies with the Claws of the Peregrine, a time traveler named Jenny Everywhere, a thief called Belladonna and Leonid Kaslov. The villains are defeated and Max’s future is revealed to still be in doubt. Events shown from 2006 on are just a possible future. The Peregrine also has several encounters with a demonically powered killer known as Stickman. [“The Devil’s Spear,” The Peregrine Volume Two]. The Peregrine encounters a madman named Samuel Garibaldi (aka Rainman) and his ally, Dr. Gottlieb Hochmuller. The Peregrine and his Claws team defeat the villainous duo and several new heroes join the ranks of the Claws team — Miss Masque, Black Terror & Tim and The Flame. [“The Ivory Machine,” The Peregrine Volume Two
1953— The Peregrine acquires the Looking Glass from Lu Chang. [“Black Mass,” The Peregrine Volume One]
1961— Max’s son William becomes the second Peregrine. [“The Four Peregrines,” The Peregrine Volume Two]
1967— The second Peregrine battles and defeats the Warlike Manchu, who is in possession of the Mayan Tablet that Doctor Satan coveted in ’43. Evelyn Davies dies. [“The Four Peregrines,” The Peregrine Volume Two]
1970— William Davies (the second Peregrine) commits suicide by jumping from a Manhattan rooftop. Emma Davies (Max’s daughter and William’s sister) becomes the Peregrine one week later, in February. [“The Four Peregrines,” The Peregrine Volume Two]
1973— The third Peregrine is accompanied by Kayla Kaslov (daughter of Leonid Kaslov) on a trip to Brazil, where the two women defeat the Black Annis and claim the Mayan Tablet that’s popped up over the course of three decades. Emma gives it to her father, who in turn passes it on to Catalyst (Nathaniel Caine) [“The Four Peregrines,” The Peregrine Volume Two]
— 1985— Max resumes operating as the Peregrine, adventuring sporadically. Due to various magical events, he remains far more active than most men his age. The reasons for Emma giving up the role are unknown at this time.
Events depicted in the years 2006 forward occur in one of many possible futures for The Peregrine. As revealed in Volume Two of The Peregrine Chronicles, the events of 2006 onward may — or may not — be the ultimate future of Max Davies.
2006— The Black Mass Barrier rises, enveloping the world in a magical field. The World of Shadows merges with Earth. Fiona Grace (descended from Eobard) becomes a worldwide celebrity, partially due to her failure to stop the Black Mass Barrier. [“Black Mass,” The Peregrine Volume One]
2009— Ian Morris meets Max Davies and becomes the new Peregrine. He meets Fiona Grace. Max dies at some point immediately following this. [“Black Mass,” The Peregrine Volume One]
2010— The Ian Morris Peregrine and Fiona Grace deal with the threat of Baron Samedi [“The Curse of Baron Samedi,” The Peregrine Volume Three]
2012— The fourth Peregrine (Ian Morris) receives the Mayan Tablet from Catalyst, who tells him that the world will end on December 21, 2012 unless something is done. Using the tablet, Ian attempts to take control of the magic spell that will end the world. Aided by the spirits of the three previous Peregrines, he succeeds, though it costs him his life. He is survived by his lover (Fiona Grace) and their unborn child. Max Davies is reborn as a man in his late twenties and becomes the Peregrine again. [“The Four Peregrines,” The Peregrine Volume Two]
# # #
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