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 Chapter I: Voyagers on the Sea of Death


 


Sovereign City Harbor, 1937


Bulky and foreboding in the thick night fog, the
steamship Geischler loomed over the pier to which she was moored, where
busy ship hands were loading the last pieces of cargo into her hold. 


The dim lights cast from the pier were kind to the
Geischler, hiding the scratched and unpainted hull of the ship. In fact,
the lighting combined with the fog to give the false impression of grandeur to
the steamship, making it appear to be a mammoth, proud vessel, when in fact it
was rated at only eight thousand tons. 


Though a freighter, the Geischler carried
passengers, sometimes as many as two dozen. One of those passengers was
standing on the main deck watching the men work. Dressed in an Oriental
wrap-style dress, Li Yuchun was lovely enough to prove a distraction to the
stevedores who were hurrying to finish their tasks. 


Li was a young Chinese-American girl with
raven-black hair and almond-shaped eyes. In her twenties, she radiated a
youthfulness that made her especially enticing to the opposite sex. 


What none of those would-be suitors knew was that
Li had recently been saved from a life on the streets. Now employed as an agent
of a dark vigilante, Li had found her perpetual curiosity and fearlessness put
to the test again and again. To date, she had never been found wanting. 


Li served The Gravedigger and she eagerly assisted
in the investigation of crimes both great and small. Gravedigger was actually
Li’s old friend Charity Grace, a common street thief who had made the mistake
of robbing the wrong house on the wrong night. Killed in the attempted
burglary, Charity had been revived by a mysterious entity known as The Voice,
who offered her a perverse chance at redemption: become The Voice’s servant on
Earth, slaying all those who worked to harm the innocent, and Charity would be
given a second chance. In three years’ time, however, The Voice would stand in
judgment of Charity’s soul… if she was still heavily tainted by sin, then Hell
would be the woman’s final destination. But if Charity had redeemed herself,
then the slate would be wiped clean for all time.


Li wasn’t sure how much of the mystical
mumbo-jumbo she believed but it didn’t matter. She relished danger and enjoyed
the opportunity to match wits with the seedier side of humanity. It was that
sort of work that had led her to book passage on the Geischler. 


Watching closely, Li observed a shadowy figure
moving along the pier. Recognizing the silhouette, she knew that Gravedigger
was making her way towards the ship. 


At that moment, her attention was attracted by the
arrival of an armored truck. It came to a rolling stop alongside the freighter,
blanketed by four motorcycle police. The officers remained where they were as
the rear of the truck was opened, keeping a watch to ensure that nothing
threatened the delivery. A massive strongbox, borne by rollers, appeared as it
was pushed from the back of the truck. The thing almost filled the truck and Li
guessed that it measured close to eight feet in each direction. 


Two large doors formed the front of the giant
steel cube and she could see a complicated combination lock that would have
looked right at home on a bank vault. For added security, the entire thing was
girded with padlocked chains. 


Attached to the front of the double doors was a
plate that read:


 


Property of The Sovereign Museum


On Loan


 


The strongbox was led out of the truck and wheeled
into position, where the hooks of a derrick were attached. The big box was
lifted up into the air and it swung delicately for a moment before it was
lifted up and onto the Geischler. When it settled down with a clank, Li
thought she felt the entire deck rumble with the force of the impact. She
hadn’t been told what was inside the box but she knew it was the reason why
Gravedigger was so interested in this particular excursion.


Li sensed a presence beside her and she turned her
head to see another of the ship’s passengers, resting his elbows on the
railing. She’d noticed him before, having taken note of his strong cleft chin,
well-coiffed hair and expensive suit. He didn’t look like the sort of man who’d
be traveling on a freighter. He seemed more like the yachting type. 


He flashed her a confident smile. “What do you
think’s in that thing?” he asked, gesturing with his head towards the steel
box. “I’m betting bars of gold or silver.”


“Why would the Museum be shipping anything like
that?” she asked, batting her eyelashes and deliberating seeming a lot more
dense than she was. Men had a habit of underestimating her and she often used
that to her advantage. 


“That plate on the front’s just a red herring,” he
explained. “So nobody aims to break into it. If you think it’s just a box full
of museum pieces, you’re not going to waste time hiring goons to try and steal
it.”


“You seem very clever, Mister…?”


“Whitman. Donald Whitman.” He held out a hand and
she accepted it lightly, a false blush reaching her cheeks as he lifted her
wrist. His lips brushed ever so gently across the surface of her hand and he
held on to it for a moment before releasing his grip. “And your name, Miss?”


“Li Yuchun.”


“Chinese?”


“My father was Chinese, my mother American.”


“How exotic!”


Li giggled, continuing to play the part of a naïve
young woman. “And where are you from, Mr. Whitman?”


“Donald. Just call me Donald.” Whitman waved a
hand towards the city. He did it in the same way that a man might point out a
car or an animal that belonged to him. “Born and bred right here in Sovereign.”


“A local boy,” she teased. She jumped as the
freighter’s horn filled the night air. 


Whitman moved closer, taking on the demeanor of
the protector. “Just their way of letting us know we’re on the move. Is this
your first voyage?”


“It is.” Li gave a little shiver. “I think I might
retire to my room. It’s starting to get a bit chilly out here.”


“Want me to walk you there?”


“I appreciate the offer, Donald, but I think I can
find my way. Perhaps I’ll see you tomorrow?”


“You can count on it,” he said. Li could feel his
eyes upon her as she vanished into the ship’s interior.


 


 


BECAUSE OF THE fog, the Geischler made slow progress in
pulling away from Sovereign City. Li took her time in making it to her cramped
cabin, enjoying the novelty of being onboard a ship for the first time in her
life. Being an agent of Gravedigger’s meant that she was constantly being
exposed to new things, which helped satisfy the urgent need she felt for
different experiences. 


When she stepped into the darkened room where she’d
be sleeping, some form of female intuition gave her pause. Though the shadows
were too thick for her to see anything of substance, she knew immediately that
she was not alone. Nonetheless, she closed the door before her, a smile dancing
across her full lips. When given the chance to face potential death or the warm
security of safety, she always chose the former. It would be the end of her eventually
but until then, she had no regrets. 


Her hand reached out for the light switch but a
strong grip seized her wrist and a familiar voice said, “You look ravishing
tonight.”


Li gasped as the unseen figure pulled her close
and kissed her upon the lips. For a long moment, she allowed his hands to
explore her back and hips but then she playfully pushed him away. “You’re lucky
I didn’t bash your head in.”


He flipped on the light switch, revealing his
handsome face at last. With dark hair, deep-set eyes and a square jaw, Cedric
Hendry had originally been a businessman from Pittsburgh. But after meeting Li
and Gravedigger, he had become yet another recruit in their war on crime. 


“I’ve felt lucky ever since the day I met you,” he
said and the sincerity in his expression stopped her from responding in a
teasing manner.


“You take me too seriously, Cedric,” she said,
turning away from him. She liked men and loved attention from them but Cedric’s
intentions were a little too earnest for her tastes and they scared her. 


“Love is a very serious thing – or, at least, it
should be.”


Li sat down on the hard mattress and crossed her
legs. “Gravedigger’s onboard.”


“Did you see her?”


“I’m positive that I did, before we left. I’m sure
she must have gotten on while I was talking to a man up on deck.”


“A man? Who was he?”


Noticing the jealous tone in Cedrick’s voice, Li
shrugged noncommittally. “Donald something,” she said, pretending not to
remember. “Wiltmore or something?”


“Whitman,” Cedric whispered. “Donald Whitman. He’s
trouble and nothing but.”


“You know him?”


“Of him,” he corrected. “He runs a couple
of nightclubs that aren’t the sort of places a good girl would frequent… if you
get my drift.”


Li wondered if Cedric considered her a ‘good girl’
and if he did, what put that notion in his head. “He doesn’t look the sort to
be onboard this kind of cruise.”


“Who does?” Cedric answered with a laugh. “Haven’t
you noticed? The entire ship is filled with strange types.”


Li pondered his words. She knew that Mitchell, the
brown-skinned Brit who rounded out their little squad, had infiltrated the
crew, taking a job working in the bowels of the ship. But of the others… she
had noticed that the crew seemed comprised of some rather dangerous types but
she’d always suspected that sailors were a rough crowd. “I hadn’t really
thought about it,” she admitted. 


“Well, I have. While all the men onboard have been
ogling you, that freed me to study them.”


“Was I being ogled?” 


“You don’t have to sound so pleased,” Cedric
huffed.


Switching topics, Li asked, “Why are we here? Do
you have any clue?”


Cedric considered his words before responding. He
had been in a business office when a message had arrived telling him to book
passage on the Geischler. He didn’t receive any other instructions
except that he was to keep his eyes and ears open for anything unusual. “I have
to assume it’s about that giant crate they loaded onboard.”


“It did seem rather noticeable. Even Donald
mentioned it. He thinks it’s filled with gold and silver.”


“From the museum?”


“The sign’s a red herring – or so he says.”


Cedric shook his head. He glanced at his watch and
saw that it was getting late. “I suppose I better find my own room. It’s just
down the hall so if you need anything, just give me a call.” He lingered a
moment longer, giving her ample opportunity to invite him to stay, but he
finally mumbled good night and left, closing the door behind him.


Li ran her hands through her hair and smiled. She
had thought about taking him to her bed but she was tired… and his earnestness
was somewhat off-putting. She had lived a life where leading men on had become
almost second nature but Cedric was different. 


Unusually troubled, Li began to undress for bed
but sleep would be a long time in coming.


 


 


DEEP IN THE dark, dank belly of the ship, something was stirring
– several somethings, to be exact.


James Pelvin cut off a ragged piece of tobacco from
a plug and jammed it into his cheek, chewing methodically. Four other men were
with him, one of them a Negro with a funny accent. All of them had the kind of
money-hungry look in their eyes that Pelvin himself possessed. That’s why he
had picked them for this job. “Get the cutters and open this damned thing up.”


The black stood staring at the large armored box
and shook his head. When he spoke, he sounded almost like one of those English
actors that sometimes played in the movies. It struck Pelvin as strange – he
hadn’t realized they had Negroes in England. “Excuse me for asking,” the
dark-skinned fellow said, “But even if we cut through these bloody chains, it’s
not going to do us much good unless you know how to get past the lock.”


“You let me deal with that,” Pelvin replied. He
shivered a bit, having never gotten used to how cold it was in the cargo hold.
He’d been serving onboard the Geischler for almost three years and
during that time, he’d become intimate with every nook and cranny the old ship
possessed. The hold was a place that he generally avoided, however – it was
dimly lit and freezing, especially at night. 


The men worked quickly, exerting their strength to
cut through the heavy chains. The restraints fell to the floor with a loud
clatter and several of the goons jumped in fear, hoping that they wouldn’t
attract attention. 


“Don’t act like a bunch’a dames,” Pelvin chided.
“The Captain’s probably on his second bottle by now and nobody else is gonna
come down here.” He approached the box, doing more grinding than chewing with
the tobacco in his mouth. He was in his early fifties, unmarried and with no
kids. His hard living had taken its toll on his face, meaning that it was
unlikely that he’d snag a good woman at this point in his life, either. 


So he’d jumped at the chance to score in the only
way left to him: money. He was being paid enough to let him retire from life on
the seas and set himself up comfortably in Sovereign. He’d go through enough
booze and women to fill up the hole inside him or he’d die trying.


And all he had to do was open up this box and then
load its cargo into a boat that he’d escort back to land. 


Easy as pie, he believed.


Pelvin reached into his pocket and pulled out a
small piece of paper that he’d folded up as small as it could be. He flattened
it out and read the numbers that were written there. He licked his fingertips
before reaching out and taking hold of the combination lock, flicking it right
and left as the notes directed. 


“What do you think’s in there?” Pelvin heard
someone ask.


The Negro responded, “Probably some old vases or
pottery. Things like that sell for a lot on the black market.”


Pelvin hissed, “Shut up, all of you! This is
complicated.” He resumed his work, wishing again that he could have done all
this on his own. The problem was, he didn’t know what was in the box, either.
That meant that if it were heavy or cumbersome to move, he’d need help. Given
how hard the crane had to work to lift the box onto the boat he had to assume
that whatever was in here was not only valuable but also big.


The snap of the lock indicated that he’d finally
gotten the code correct. With a low chuckle, Pelvin yanked the restraint away
and tossed the lock to the floor. He hesitated before opening the doors,
however, wondering if he should peek inside in private before sharing the
secret with the other men in the room. After all, if the box contained a large
number of small objects, he might want to pocket one or two of them to boost
his take on this deal.


The fact was, he wasn’t sure how dangerous the
people he was dealing with really were. They had contacted him via a letter,
offering him the deal in exchange for his cooperation and silence. All he had
to do was drop a reply off at a local hotel’s front desk, with a single word
written on a piece of paper: Yes. He’d mulled it over for a day or two,
wondering if it was some sort of elaborate prank… but in the end, his own
desperation had led him to agree. 


Who the people were who wanted the box’s contents,
he didn’t know. Nor did he know what they intended to do with it. 


“None of my business,” he muttered.


Throwing caution to the wind, Pelvin threw open
the doors. Thick clouds of smoke came pouring out, making everyone back away
and cough. It smelled dry and dusty, making Pelvin think of his grandfather’s
home not long before the old man had finally kicked the bucket. 


The thick smoke made the already dim lighting even
worse but Pelvin thought he saw some sort of figure within the box. A statue of
some kind, he reasoned, which lessened his excitement. He couldn’t fit a statue
into his back pocket, after all.


“What is that bloody thing?” 


Pelvin realized that the Negro with the British
accent was standing at his side. Most of the other guys had moved back against
the walls, unnerved by the smoke and odor. “How the hell would I know?” Pelvin
snapped.


“I didn’t think you’d have sold yourself down the
river without a bit of information, mate.”


Pelvin turned towards the other man, planning to
put the uppity fool in his proper place but he was greeted by a powerful punch
to the nose. He hit the deck, blood flowing freely from his nostrils. Before he
could even ask what had happened, a second punch put him out cold.


Mitchell Williams heard a commotion from behind
him but he didn’t bother turning to see what was happening. He had a pretty
good idea already – and from the startled grunts of the other men, followed
quickly by the sounds of their bodies hitting the floor, he knew that
Gravedigger had decided now was the time to emerge from the shadows.


Charity Grace was the second Gravedigger that
Mitchell had served. During his youth, he’d fallen in with a rough crowd – but
his life had changed for the better when he’d been caught committing a crime by
Josef Goldstein, the man who had preceded Charity in this costumed role.
Goldstein had spared his life and taught him to be something better. For that,
he would always be grateful. 


Mitchell waved away the smoke, peering into the
box’s stygian interior. There was definitely a figure in there, standing with
hands straight down at its sides. He took a quick step back when one of the
hands began to twitch, followed quickly by a spasm that rocked the figure from
head to toe.


“He’s waking up,” he warned, reaching for the
automatic that was stuck in the waistband of his pants. 


“Get back.” Gravedigger moved quickly past him,
brandishing a curved Arabian-style blade in her left hand. Mounted on her right
forearm was a small spring-loaded crossbow. With a certain flick of her wrist,
she could fire a bolt at her target. In addition to those, she had various
other weapons strapped about her red and black bodysuit. The hood and mask she
wore hid her face and disguised her voice, giving it an otherworldly quality.
Added to the fact that she was a walking arsenal was the strange trace memory
she seemed to possess, as if the skills of previous Gravediggers were hers to
call upon as needed.


What really made her dangerous, of course, was the
steely determination that she possessed. Charity had been born into poverty and
had fallen prey to misfortune again and again – but it had never broken her.
Mitchell doubted that anything ever would. 


“Find the others,” she hissed, obviously wondering
why he was still there. “There’s going to be trouble and they need to be ready
to help the passengers in case you need to evacuate.”


Mitchell gave a curt nod and ran towards the
entryway. He felt only a brief second of regret about leaving her to face the
thing in the box. She was a Gravedigger and better suited for such things than
he’d ever be. 


Unlike Li and Cedric, Mitchell knew that the thing
in the hold had never come from the Sovereign Museum nor was it meant to be
taken off the vessel at all. It had been sent here for one reason only: to sow
chaos and fear. Pelvin was no more than a patsy, a tool to open the box at the
proper time, so that its contents could be unleashed. It was never planned for
Pelvin to receive his promised reward. 


 


 


GRAVEDIGGER WONDERED EXACTLY when her life had become so surreal.


Was it when she’d learned that the famous Samantha
Grace, the pert blonde beauty from Assistance Unlimited, was her half-sister?


Or was it when she woke up in her own grave, a
mysterious entity known as The Voice offering her a chance of redemption?


All she knew was that from day to day, things were
so bizarre that the extraordinary almost became commonplace.


For instance, the creature she was now facing was
something straight out of an old Gothic horror story or, perhaps, one of those
sleazy pulp magazines that she sometimes saw at the newsstand. 


The figure slowly emerged from the confines of the
box, his skin looking sallow. It lay tight against the bones of his body, spidery
veins visible. His eyes lay deep in their sockets, staring out with bloodshot
malevolence. His dark hair hung in dirty clumps along his shoulders. The
clothes he wore were of a different age – a dusty black suit with tails, a
stiff white shirt, a dark cummerbund and a bow tie. He looked like some sort of
hellish Victorian butler. 


“I am on the open seas,” he said, his voice
grating like sandpaper. It was dry and obviously painful. His eyes bored into
hers before taking in her outlandish attire. “Are you one of my servants?” he
asked, his hands clenching into fists even as he made the inquiry.


Brandishing her weapons, Gravedigger asked, “Do I
look like I’m here to welcome you back to the world of the living?”


“No. You do not.” Slowly, the man adjusted the fit
of his jacket. If he felt any fear about Gravedigger’s implied threat, he gave
no sign of it. “You know who I am?”


“Your name is Ira Shelley, born in 1677. You died
in 1722 at the age of 45. Resurrected that same year, thanks to the dark magic
cast by your followers. You continued your fiendish existence until 1893, when
you were badly injured and your body shut down to repair itself.”


Shelley raised one eyebrow. “You honor me with
your careful appraisal of my life.”


“Honor you? I didn’t mean to do that.”


“I can sense your disapproval. May I ask what I
have done to offend you?”


Gravedigger continued to hold off on her
instinctual desire to attack him. She wanted to give Mitchell plenty of time to
reach the others and get them ready to handle a possible evacuation. “You
practiced black magic during your lifetime and your resurrection was the result
of human sacrifice – three virgins were killed to bring you back. Since then,
you’ve killed how many people to satisfy your dark lusts…?”


“Over sixty. I can remember each and every one.”
Shelley looked down at her, a sly smile forming on his lips. “You seem troubled
by the fact that I am kept alive by the sacrifices of others. But it is no
different from you – you subsist off the life energies of animals. And what are
humans but highly intelligent animals?”


A feeling of disgust washed over Gravedigger and
she knew that this… thing… before her was exactly the sort of beast that
The Voice had wanted her to eradicate. 


“Now, if you don’t mind, could you tell me how I
ended up in the bowels of this vessel?” Shelley moved past her, taking
tentative steps at first but quickly gaining confidence.


“For the past couple of decades, you’ve been
stored in the basement of the old Elks Lodge building. You still have a half
dozen followers who get together to drink and have sex in front of your
corpse.”


“How charming,” Shelley murmured and he sounded as
if he genuinely meant it.


“Last week, one of them got the bright idea to
sacrifice a virgin in your presence. You started to wake up and so they did
another… by this time, they were getting a little frightened since they knew
you’d be famished when you awoke. So they booked you passage on this ship and
fabricated a cover story, saying you were being transported from one museum to
another.”


“They intended for me to awaken and feed to my
heart’s content on this ship’s unfortunate passengers and crew?”


“That was their idea, yes.”


“And how did you come to know about all of this?”


“I was investigating the disappearances of their
victims. I found their lair and made them talk… they finally told me what they
had done and what they intended to do.”


“You killed them?” Shelley asked, turning to face
her. He seemed to be regarding her with renewed interest. 


Gravedigger nodded. “Oh, yes. Just like I’m going
to do with you.”


Shelley spread his arms. “I’m afraid that won’t be
as easy as you think. I have already died and returned. That changes a man.”


“I know all about resurrection and the changes it
brings.” Gravedigger took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I’ve waited long
enough. Let’s dance, shall we?”


Before Shelley could respond, Gravedigger had
fired off one of her crossbow bolts. It buried itself in the big man’s neck,
the point extending out the back of his throat. A black fluid, like the ink
from a pen, oozed from the wound but there was no blood. 


Even as Gravedigger swung her blade, intending to
decapitate her foe, Shelley was recovering from his surprise. He twisted away
from her attack and drove an elbow down atop Gravedigger’s head, knocking her
off-balance. 


Shelly reached out and grabbed hold of
Gravedigger’s hood, using it to yank her towards him. He then placed a strong
hand about her throat, lifting her off the ground. She gasped, unable to
breathe, and Shelley said, “All you’ve done is assured that you’ll be my first
morsel. But there will be many more to follow. I’ll turn these waters red with
the blood of my meals. And then I’ll return to Sovereign City and build my cult
anew.” His sunken eyes flashed with a dark fury. “You really are a stupid
little cow if you thought you could stop me.” With every word that Shelley
said, the dark fluid that leaked out around the crossbow bolt grew thicker. 


Gravedigger was seeing stars appear before her
eyes. Thankfully, this wasn’t the first time in her life when she’d been in
this position. She’d trained herself to function without oxygen, able to hold
her breath as long as an Olympic swimmer. She raised her weapon and used all
that was left of her strength to stab it straight into Shelley’s forehead. 


The big fellow howled in pain and dropped her to
the ground. He placed a hand over the injury. He hissed, his voice now filled
with anger. “I’m going to cut you open from throat to crotch! I’m going to
scoop out your insides with a spoon!”


Gravedigger scrambled back to her feet. She
reached into a small pouch secreted alongside her belt and yanked free a silver
vial. She used her thumb to push out the stopper and then poured the clear
fluid within onto her sword. The rest of the stuff she flung at Shelley’s head
and shoulders. 


The revived figure screamed, his body sizzling
wherever the liquid had touched. He looked at her in confusion, the ink-like
fluid that was his life’s blood staining his face. “What have you done?” he
demanded. 


“Just a little water – blessed by Father Nelson of
St. Joseph’s Church.”


Shelley roared like an injured bear, rushing at
her with both fists raised. He no longer looked like a lumbering, tentative
brute. He had recovered enough vitality to move like a blur and Gravedigger
barely rolled aside as he barreled past her. 


Dropping low, Gravedigger swept out with her
blade. She caught Shelley in the hamstring, slicing right through it. He
toppled over, groaning as he hit the ground. Though his body was no longer the
same as a living man’s, it was similar enough that Gravedigger could lay him
low. 


“There’s no need for this,” he said, rolling onto
his back. His face was contorted with pain but she knew it was temporary – give
him a taste of human flesh and he’d be healing up again like the injury had
never happened. “We can work together,” he said, forcing himself onto his
elbows as he looked up at her. “A woman with your skills… you would be the
perfect guide to this new century for me. And I have money hidden away in places
where no one would have looked!”


Gravedigger flipped back her hood and then removed
her mask. She shoved it into her belt and allowed Shelley to examine her bare
face. It was obvious that he was surprised to see her youth, not to mention her
beauty. Her brown hair was pulled back into a tight bun but several curls had
spilled free and now danced about her neck. 


“There’s nothing you could offer me that would
stay my hand. I’m The Gravedigger, servant to The Voice. I do this not just for
my own redemption but because it’s the right thing to do…”


“You’re not a murderer,” he argued, raising one
hand as if he could ward off her blow.


“I’m not killing you,” she countered. “You killed
yourself long ago, when you decided to toss away all that was good and just in
your soul. All I’m doing is shoveling the dirt on your grave.”


Shelley howled in indignation, crying about the
unfairness of the situation. He had suffered so much, he said, in the name of
his immortality.


Gravedigger barely heard the words. She raised and
lowered her blade again and again, the black fluid that ran through his veins
flying into the air. It soaked her uniform and dripped from her face but still
she hacked at him, not stopping until his limbs were severed and his body was a
ruined mess, barely recognizable as anything human.


Finally ceasing her assault, Gravedigger backed
away, panting from her exertion. When her breathing had finally slowed, she
used a cloth to clean her blade. After it was sheathed, she pulled her mask
back into place and crept towards the entryway. 


She thought about what she’d said to Shelley –
about how she did these things not just for her own personal redemption but
because it was the right thing to do. She desperately wanted that to be true.
She wanted to feel like a hero and not someone who had changed her life only
because she’d been given no other real choice.


Covered with gore, it was hard to feel
particularly heroic.


She had saved lives, though, no doubt about that.
And her friends had never even been called upon to evacuate the ship. They
could enjoy the rest of the cruise and take a much-needed vacation.


Pausing at the door, she looked back at the grim
scene she’d left behind. 


“This is the right thing to do,” she said aloud.
She repeated the words, more firmly the second time. Confident that she was
really starting to feel that way, she pulled the door shut behind her… and
vanished into the shadows of the ship.


 


 









 Chapter II: The Silver Skull


 


It looked like something torn straight from a
nightmare – an old house that loomed against the moonlit sky. It was a massive
pile of ancient stone, fine woodwork and dark shadows. The impression that it
gave was that it was almost a living thing, this isolated mansion known locally
as Hendry Hall - a living thing that was just waiting to sink its fangs into
the bodies of all those unlucky enough to cross its doorway.


Hendry Hall was known to all in Sovereign as a
cursed place, full of mysteries and death. That description was still
applicable now that it belonged to Cedric and was the headquarters for
Gravedigger’s war on crime.


With the rest of the group away onboard the Geischler,
the house was empty save for one singularly unusual soul. Mortimer Quinn
appeared to be a man in his mid-thirties but he had been born in the year 1761.
For most of his life, he’d been an investigator, generally working for The New
England Insurance House. It may not have sounded like an exciting vocation but
Mortimer had found himself at death’s door on numerous occasions. During one
trip into the Appalachian Mountains, he’d located a woman named Mary Owen, only
to stumble upon a black bear and her cub while on the way back home. The animal
had assaulted him and left him for dead. He’d managed to drag his bleeding form
all the way down the side of the mountain and though the scars sometimes
terrified the women he took to his bed, he was proud of them. They reflected
his tenacious nature, he thought. 


Tall and well formed, Mortimer had the sort of
rangy build that men of extreme activity sometimes possessed. He was neither as
broad nor as handsome as some but the overall combination of his looks and
intelligence were memorable and pleasing to the opposite sex.


It was during an ill-fated trip to Sovereign in
1793 that he had been confronted with an entity known as the Headless Horseman.
The ensuing battle had left Mortimer a dead man until the same Voice that would
later resurrect Charity Grace had made him an offer he could not refuse. 


Mortimer had served his time as Gravedigger,
successfully redeeming his soul in the process. To his surprise, he’d found his
own aging severely retarded. Where others grew old and died, he simply kept…
existing. There were a few small signs of the passage of time – a wrinkle or
two around the eyes, a stray wisp of silver to his hair – but they were few and
far between.


Eventually, he had returned to the place of his
birth, using some of the occult knowledge he’d gained as Gravedigger to ensure
his continued wealth. He’d lived in relative solitude, aware that others had
been pressed into service to The Voice but never interacting with them… not
until Charity.


He’d happened to catch a brief newspaper mention
of Gravedigger and her activities. He’d recognized it immediately, knowing what
it meant and curious that this new Gravedigger was a woman, the first female to
ever own that title, Mortimer believed.


Mortimer liked to believe that it wasn’t prurient
interest that had led him out of the shadows, eager to confront Charity. He
wanted to offer her guidance and protection, a purely gallant response to both
her position and her gender.


Of course, he’d been quite pleased to discover
that she was amazingly gorgeous, but what red-blooded male wouldn’t have been?


All of these thoughts ran through his mind as he
sat in the study, his eyes riveted to the flickering flames in the fireplace.
He wore the modern fashions, even though they felt strange to him even after
all these years. The only outward sign of his age was the somewhat unusual
nature of his features. It had been a source of no small amount of amusement to
him over the years that the nature of human appearance shifted and altered over
time. People simply looked and carried themselves differently than they did in
the past. Whether it was the result of increasingly better health conditions or
simply the evolution of the species, men and women were generally taller and
stronger than they had been in the era of Mortimer’s birth.


So far, the group that surrounded Gravedigger had
been slow to embrace Mortimer. He was quite the outsider amongst them and he
wasn’t quite sure why that was. He had certainly tried to ingratiate himself
into the team but none of them, not even the overly flirtatious Li, had warmed
up to him.


The chiming of the grandfather clock made Mortimer
glance up. It was nearly midnight. With a yawn, Mortimer pushed himself out of
the chair and finished the last of the brandy that he’d been nursing for the
past half hour. The liquid was burning its way down his throat when a sound
caught his attention. The heavy brass knockers on the front door clanged
against the front entrance again and Mortimer sighed, wondering who would be
brave enough to approach the darkness of Hendry Hall at the witching hour.


He approached and took the time to peer through
the slot on the door. Seeing nothing but shadows and fog, Mortimer’s time as a
Gravedigger prompted him to take precaution. He reached into his pocket and
pulled out a small handgun, keeping it hidden as he unlocked the door and
opened it.


To his amazement, there was no one standing there.
He had expected to find someone lying in wait for him, having hidden from the
peephole’s view, but all that he found was a well-wrapped parcel sitting on the
stoop. He picked it up, noting the heavy weight of the thing, and took note
that there was no writing on the box at all; nothing to suggest who it was from
or even who it was meant for.


Mortimer closed the door behind him and entered
the study, wondering if he should set the box aside for Cedric. The house was
technically his, even if everyone treated it as belonging to Charity. If anyone
was going to have packages delivered here, it was liable to be the man of the
house but the mail service didn’t typically run a midnight delivery shift, did
they?


Thinking that the box might pose a threat, Mortimer
began to open it. What he found inside was enough of a surprise that he merely
stood there looking into the package’s interior for nearly a full minute.
Finally reaching in, he pulled out a wonderful carved replica of a human skull,
one that was made completely out of silver. The weight of the thing assured him
that it wasn’t hollowed out and as he brought it close to his face. Peering at
its many fine details, he saw that tiny emeralds were affixed to the back of
the eye sockets. The light caught these gems, giving the eyes an artificial
glow. 


Mortimer set the skull aside so that he could
finish its examination of the package. He felt along the interior of the box
and felt a slip of paper that had become wedged along the side. A less thorough
search would not have detected it, as it was hidden so well that it almost
suggested that it was unintentional.


He yanked it free, seeing that it had a series of
strange symbols written in ink on one side. They looked almost like Norse
runes. Turning the paper over revealed more writing on the back, this time in
English: Pandora Rises.


The incongruity of Norse runes being used on the
same slip of paper as a reference to an ancient Greek myth was not lost on
Mortimer. According to the original stories, many of which had received
considerable embellishment over the years, Pandora was the very first mortal
woman, formed out of clay at the command of Zeus himself. Endowed with beauty,
grace and wisdom by the Gods, Pandora was offered to Epimetheus as a bride.
Shortly after being brought into his home, Pandora’s curiosity about a strange
jar led her to open it, unleashing a swarm of evil spirits that would plague
humanity from that day forward. 


Though some cast Pandora as malicious or
unintelligent, the truth was that she had merely succumbed to curiosity, which
was hardly the worst of sins. 


What connection that story could have with a
silver skull and some Norse runes escaped him.


Deciding that the skull posed no immediate danger,
Mortimer placed it and the slip of paper back in the box. He carried it down to
Charity’s room and set it on the floor outside her door. 


After taking one last walk around outside Hendry
Hall, Mortimer felt he’d done his due diligence as far as the silver skull was
concerned. Whoever had left it was long gone and the box’s contents would
hopefully make more sense once Charity had examined them. 


He had no idea that a terrible evil was about to
descend upon Sovereign City.


 


 


WARDEN JOHNNY MATTHEWS1 had a
lovely wife and three adorable children. He was a church deacon and frequently
took part in charitable activities throughout Sovereign. It was sometimes
whispered that he took bribes in his position as Warden but in a place like
Sovereign, this was hardly unusual. In fact, many of those who gossiped about
such things would have argued that he did it out of a desire to provide for his
family, which was hardly a terrible thing.


A stout man with an unsightly complexion, Johnny
had married above his station in terms of physical appearance. His wife had
curves in all the right places and was a warm-hearted person and a good mother.


He lived, to all who knew him, the perfect life. 


Which would have made it all the more surprising
to his friends and family to know what Matthews was up to now.


He was lying nude in a motel room rented under an
assumed name. And the lovely brunette who was checking the strength of the
ropes that bound his ankles and wrists was most definitely not his wife.


Sandra Locke wore a black negligee that emphasized
her slim, athletic figure. Her high heels clicked on the floor as she moved
away from Matthews, examining her handiwork with a smile. “Johnny, you look
good enough to eat.”


Matthews laughed, a mixture of nervousness and
excitement making his voice higher than normal. “Never done anything like this
before. You’re gonna be gentle, right?”


Locke pursed her lips but she said nothing. She
wandered over to a nearby chair and bent over to retrieve something from her
purse. Matthews admired the view, licking his lips in anticipation. He’d spent
the past two weeks wining and dining this woman and he was eager to sample her
wares. He didn’t mind if she was a bit kinky. Truth be told, he had a few
desires that he’d never dare broach to his wife. Maybe Miss Locke was the sort
of woman who wouldn’t mind indulging in those fantasies.


“I found myself thinking about your work the other
day, Johnny. You oversee so many hardened criminals, all locked up tight in
that prison of yours. I bet you keep a close eye on the most dangerous ones,
don’t you?”


“Hell, yes!” He laughed, thinking that this wasn’t
the first woman he’d met who was turned on by the perceived dangers of his job.
Truth be told, it did take some bravery to stare down some of those hardened
killers.


“What do you know about Jonah Craig? Is he one of
the ones you keep a close on?”


Matthews blinked, the question taking him by
surprise. Locke was standing up again, a bullwhip held in her hands. She
cracked it expertly on the floor, making him jump. “Hey, now! Nothing like
that,” he said. “I don’t want anything that hurts.”


Locke pouted, swinging her hips as she approached
the bed. “Johnny. Answer my question.”


Matthews took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, I
know him. Skinny little big brain who got caught trying to steal some stuff
from the Sovereign Museum. What about him?”


Locke crawled onto the bed, settling her hips just
above the councilman’s excited member. “I want to play a game. You offer me
something and then I offer you something. Interested?”


Matthews stared into the valley between her
breasts. “Whatever you want.”


“I want you to get me in to see Craig.”


“Why?”


“Does it matter?” she asked, reaching back to grip
him with her left hand. 


Matthews grunted. “Sure. I can do that. As long as
you’re not gonna try and break him out.” He smiled broadly. “Now what do I
get?”


Locke removed her grip, using both of her hands to
stretch the whip’s lash into a tight coil. She quickly looped it around the
warden’s neck, tightening it until he was gasping for air. “You get to live,”
she said with a cool smile. “Now I’m going to tell you a few more things that I
want and you’re going to agree to give me each and every one of them. And if
you say no to even one of them, I’m going to hurt you.”


When he felt her hold loosen slightly, he
whispered, “Crazy bitch! I’m going to see your ass in jail for this!”


Locke reached between her breasts, pulling forth a
vial of lipstick. She applied it to her lips before leaning forward and
pressing her mouth to his. He resisted for a moment before the chemicals took
hold, weakening his will.


The lipstick would have been enough to get what
she wanted but Locke enjoyed the domination/submission game, so she made sure
that Matthews could still offer some resistance.


Matthews stared at her blearily. “Are you going to
have sex with me?” he asked, sounding like a little boy pleading for candy.


“We’ll see. Depends on how happy you make me.”
Locke slapped the side of his head, hard enough that he saw stars. “I think you
and I are going to become very good friends, Johnny. You’re going to help me
right some serious wrongs.”


“Don’t hurt me,” he whimpered.


Locke tightened the noose again. “Ah,” she said
with forced regret. “Now that… that I can’t promise.” Her pink tongue darted
out, slowly traveling over her full red lips. “In fact, I can pretty much
guarantee that it’s going to hurt more than a little. I like it that way.”


 


 


THREE HOURS LATER, Locke smiled at the hotel doorman and stepped
into the passenger seat of a green sedan. The man behind the wheel wore a black
suit and gloves. The brim of his fedora was pulled down low, partially
obscuring the mean features of his face. His name was Daniel “Quick Dan” Nunn
and he was well known to the authorities, having been arrested nearly a half
dozen times in the past few years alone. It was only because his skills had
been utilized by so many in the underworld that he’d avoided ending up in
Matthews’ prison for any real stretch of time.


“How’d it go?” he asked, pulling out onto the
street. 


“The Warden agreed to help me.”


“Heh. I bet he did.”


“I told him I’d be at the prison tomorrow
afternoon at two. He’s going to take me in to see Jonah then.”


“And you don’t think he’ll come to his senses
before then?”


“That’s not the way the chemicals work and you
know it. They stay in his system for up to two weeks – longer if I give him
another dose. He’ll do whatever he’s told until then.”


“Good news,” Quick Dan said with a nod. “I did my
end of it, too. Dropped the parcel off at Hendry Hall and then hightailed it
out of there. Nobody saw a thing.”


Locke ran a hand through her hair. She smelled of
booze, cigarettes and sex. It made her long for a bath. Unfortunately, they had
one stop left before she could indulge in relaxation. 


Quick Dan pulled into the Chinatown district,
navigating the narrow streets with familiarity. He parked behind a small shop
that had once belonged to a man named Bingwen but the crafty old man known for
selling occult relics had died several months ago, killed by a maniac who
dubbed himself Thanatos2. 


Locke was already out of the car before Quick Dan
had killed the engine. She strode to the back door of the shop and knocked.
When no one answered, she discovered that it was unlocked and entered, Quick
Dan right at her heels. She felt his hand go around her waist, pulling her
close. 


“You gonna tell me all the details?” he hissed
into her ear. 


Locke resisted the urge to laugh. Sometimes she
thought Quick Dan enjoyed hearing all the ‘gory little details’ more than he
did taking part in sexual activities himself. “Maybe later,” she teased,
pulling away from him. He groaned in disappointment but she didn’t want to play
one of their games right now. She was tired and she had business that had to be
attended to. 


They strode into what had once been the heart of
Bingwen’s store: a large room that had previously been lined with display cases
and shelves. All of that was gone now, leaving nothing but peeling wallpaper
and dusty floors behind. 


The sole occupant of the room was currently
wielding a katana, spinning about as he slashed at a series of wooden figures
that were mounted in a semi-circle around him. Of Japanese descent, the man was
undeniably good-looking, with somewhat longish black hair and dark eyes. His
lips and cheekbones were almost feminine but he retained the slim physique of
well-toned athletic male. Dressed in black pants, dark boots and a white shirt,
Hiroshi Tamaki cut a dashing figure as he performed a series of expert
maneuvers with his weapon. His training session came to an end when he
delivered a blow that removed the head from one of the wooden figures. 


He straightened, flipping his hair back out of his
eyes, and turned with a smug smile to face Locke and Quick Dan. He bowed low,
speaking with only a faint trace of accent. “I trust that you have both
performed your assignments?”


Quick Dan spoke first, living up to his name. “We
did. Right now, the silver skull is at Hendry Hall.”


“You examined it and the box to make sure that
nothing but the skull was present?”


“Of course. All the paperwork that was with it I
took out and left on your desk.”


“Good. I want them to follow the trail I’m leaving
for them but I do not wish them to learn more than that.” Hiroshi’s smile
broadened as he looked at Locke. He stepped towards her, tipping her chin up.
“And you, my lovely flower. You have gotten your meeting with Mr. Craig?”


“Tomorrow afternoon,” she replied.


“You have both done very well.” Stepping back, he
placed his sword into a scabbard he wore on his back. “We are well on our way
to achieving all of our goals.”


“I still think it’s dangerous to involve
Gravedigger in this,” Locke said. She ignored the warning glare she was
receiving from Quick Dan, feeling that she had to get this off her chest. “I
mean, I know it’s not like we’re dumping the skull on Assistance Unlimited or
Doc Daye but she’s dangerous, right?”


“She’s far more dangerous than those others you
mentioned,” Hiroshi answered. “She serves an ancient force, one that has
empowered many great heroes.”


Forging ahead, Locke asked, “So why possibly alert
her to our presence?”


“Because there are secrets to that skull that have
eluded me,” Hiroshi admitted. “And I have the utmost faith in her that she will
be able to unlock them. Once she has, we’ll use that information for our own
purposes.” 


Locke nodded, knowing that pressing any further
could only be a dangerous proposition. “Thank you for answering me, my lord.”


“Emperor,” Hiroshi corrected. “Soon enough, it is
how everyone in this city, this country and this world will know me…” He spread
his arms wide and looked upward, as if addressing a large crowd that only he
could see. “Emperor Tamaki!” 


 


 









 Chapter III: Questioning the Dead


 


Mortimer woke up early, washed his face in the
sink and brushed his teeth. He had bathed before bed as was his habit, so he
went ahead and got dressed in a casual suit and trudged downstairs to make
breakfast. As he passed by the small office that had been claimed by Charity as
her workspace, he noticed that the lights were on in the room. 


Pausing in the doorway, he saw that she had
unexpectedly returned and was now seated at her desk, the silver skull and its
odd accompanying paper resting before her. The desk and some of the other
furnishings in this room had been moved from Josef Goldstein’s home once the
decision had been made to relocate her activities to Hendry Hall. 


Charity wore her Gravedigger uniform, though the
mask was gone and her hood was pushed back, revealing her lovely features and
dark hair. Mortimer paused as his eyes moved admiringly over her full lips and
he wondered for the thousandth time what it would be like to kiss them. 


Without looking at him, Charity said, “Come in. I
assume you know about this?”


“Someone left it on our doorstep,” Mortimer said,
taking a seat across from her. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and gave
her the smile that had broken a hundred hearts over the years. “I didn’t expect
you back so soon. Not that I’m not happy to see you.”


Charity looked up at him, her eyes searching his.
Her words were somewhat cruel but the way she delivered them undercut their
painfulness, making it clear that she was just being honest. “You’re a handsome
guy, Mr. Quinn. But I’m not in any way interested in flirting with you. You’re
here because I consider you a resource. With Josef dead, you’re the only other
former Gravedigger around.”


Trying to hide his disappointment, Mortimer
shifted the conversation back to the skull. “What do you make of it?”


“The skull is carved from pure silver and the gems
that are implanted in the eye sockets are genuine. I asked Cedric to estimate
its worth and he says it could go for several thousand dollars to the right
collector.”


“But why is it here?”


“Good question. If it was left for me, then that
begs the question of who knows about Gravedigger, which could pose all kinds of
concerns for us.”


“True,” Mortimer admitted. “So you don’t really
know anything, then?”


“I didn’t say that.” Charity stood up and
stretched, arching her back in a manner that made Mortimer truly sorry that she
wasn’t attracted to him. She picked up the skull and tossed it to Mortimer, who
caught it with both hands. “Mitchell did some digging through Josef’s papers
and he found a reference to it.”


“And?”


“It’s very old, dating back at least to the 9th
century.”


“You’re kidding!” Mortimer stared at the skull,
marveling that anything could have endured so long. 


“Supposedly, it was the creation of a Norse wizard
and it housed a demonic entity that granted dark powers to whomever held it.”


Mortimer frowned and set the skull back down on
the desk. 


Charity walked over to a small decanter and poured
herself a glass of water. She took a sip, her gaze focused on something that
only she could see. “A warrior named Grimarr3
recovered it after a tremendous battle and from that point on it mostly
vanishes from the historical record, only popping up every few centuries –
usually in the hands of someone wanting to tap into its power.”


“The Norse stuff at least explains why there are
runes on one side of the paper,” Mortimer said. “Have you been able to
translate them?”


“Not yet. I’m going to take it into town and see
if someone at the museum can do that for me.”


“What about this reference to Pandora? Where does
a Greek myth cross over with a 9th century Norse object?”


Charity looked over her shoulder at him, the
twinkle in her eyes suggesting that she’d mulled over that very same question.
“I have some ideas about that… but I don’t want to tempt fate by talking about
them just yet.”


Mortimer grunted, having expected nothing less
from her. During his own time as Gravedigger, he’d kept his cards close to the
vest. There was something about knowing that you only had three years to prove
your worth that made you a bit paranoid. He stood up and said, “Is there
anything I can do to help?”


“To be honest with you, I’m not sure.”


Mortimer exhaled, pleased in a way that it had
finally come to this. He moved towards her, trying to ignore how good she
looked in that uniform of hers. It looked like it was meant for a woman to wear
despite the fact that she was the first to do so. “I’m here to give you advice.
I think you know that. But I can help you on missions, too. I’m tired of
staying in this house. Put me out in the field.”


“Here’s my problem,” Charity said, placing her
hands on her hips and facing him directly. “Li, Cedric and Mitchell, they all
know their place on the team. They answer to me. But you, you’re a former
Gravedigger. You’re used to operating as the person in charge. You balk at my
commands and that challenges me in front of the others.”


“I’d never—”


“You do it all the time. You think you’re making
helpful suggestions but you’re not. I have a hard enough time acting as leader
as it is. I’m young, I’m female and I’m new at this. The last thing I need is
somebody who’s already done the job looking over my shoulder.”


“But you speak so highly of Josef. Isn’t that what
he’d be doing if he hadn’t been murdered?”


“Probably but we’ll never know because he’s dead.”


Mortimer paused, considering her words. “What if I
promised to hold my tongue unless asked to speak?”


Charity frowned. “I’m not sure I want that,
either. I don’t want you letting something slip just because you’re afraid of
my reaction.”


Mortimer’s hands flew up in exasperation. “Then I
really don’t know what you want!”


“Neither do I. When I figure it out, I’ll let you
know. Until then, stay at the house.” Charity strode over to the desk, plucked
up the skull and headed towards the door. “I’m going to change and then head
into town,” she said. “We’ll talk more this evening.”


Shaking his head, Mortimer wondered if he wouldn’t
be better off just leaving. If all she wanted was advice, then she could call
him on the phone, couldn’t she?


 


 


THE PRISON WAS a gray stone monstrosity that sat high on a hill.
A large wall, topped by barbed wire and powerful searchlights, enclosed it. The
facility had a reputation for being a harsh, violent place and Locke didn’t
doubt it in the least. Sovereign’s criminal underworld was filled with sadists
and many of them had ended up here, courtesy of the city’s plethora of
vigilantes and antiheroes. Even if you avoided the harsh glare of Doc Daye’s
all-prying eyes, you had to contend with Lazarus Gray or Fortune McCall, not to
mention the less famous names like The Dark Gentleman or Gravedigger. 


It was that last one that concerned Locke the most.
While the others preferred to take their opponents alive, Gravedigger seemed
the opposite. It was rare to find one of her enemies with their heads still
intact. 


Locke pushed such thoughts away from her mind, not
wanting to be distracted from the mission at hand. Her cab dropped her off
inside the prison walls, where she signed in at the front desk and received a
visitor’s pass. From there, she was led through a circuitous path that ended at
a small room marked ‘Visitation.’ 


Warden Matthews was standing outside the door, an
unpleasant look clinging to his heavy features. He glared at the guard who had
escorted her and when the man had moved away, the Warden leaned in close to
Locke. “He’s in there but you’re only going to get a few minutes. Do you
understand?”


Locke smiled sweetly and placed her hand on the
Warden’s cheek. The slap that followed was so sudden that both Matthews and the
guard standing at the end of the hall blinked in surprise. Even as a red
handprint began to form in the wake of the blow, Locke was grabbing hold of the
Warden’s tie with a firm grip. Her smile never wavered and when she spoke, her
tone was so matter-of-fact that it was all the more chilling. “Johnny, if you ever
speak to me in that tone of voice again, I’ll cut off your testicles and mail
them to your wife and kids. Are we on the same page here?”


Matthews swallowed hard and nodded. He
straightened up when Locke released his tie and he cast an angry glance at the
guard, who quickly looked away. “I wasn’t trying to be rude,” he hissed. “I
just wanted to let you know that people would start to talk if you spent too
long in there. We don’t generally let people be alone with prisoners.”


Locke nodded, accepting his apology. She knew that
he meant it. The drugs that were still in his system would prevent him from
bucking her orders to any real degree. “If tongues start wagging, I’m sure
you’ll know how to handle it. I don’t plan to take any longer than necessary
but I won’t be rushed.”


Without waiting for him to respond, Locke reached
for the door and opened it. She found Jonah Craig waiting for her, dressed in
prison grays. He looked even thinner than she remembered and he was unshaven,
adding to the haunted look that he possessed. His eyes traveled hungrily over
her body as she took a seat across from him and she wondered how long it had
been since he’d even seen a woman. 


“Jonah,” she said, clasping her hands on the small
table that separated them. “Do you remember me?”


“Sandra Locke,” he replied. “You attended
Sovereign University the same years I did but we only had one class together.
If I recall correctly, you dropped out before graduation.”


“You have such a good memory! I found employment
and decided that an education wasn’t going to be of much use to me.”


“Education is very important. So much so, that I’d
appreciate it if you called Dr. Craig.”


Locke laughed and looked away shyly, using her
beauty to manipulate him. “I agree, Dr. Craig, about the importance of education,
I mean. I just meant that in my line of work….”


“What work is that?”


Locke leaned forward and lowered her voice,
inspiring Craig to do the same. “I work for a man who’s going to take over the
country.”


Craig stared at her for a long moment, saying
nothing. When he did speak, his words conveyed no doubt about her honesty.
“What’s his name?”


“Hiroshi Tamaki.”


Craig looked quickly at the door and then at
Locke. “I’ve heard of him.”


“He knows about the connection between Pandora and
the Silver Skull. In fact, he’s got someone working to confirm that right now.”


“It doesn’t need confirming. It’s true! The Silver
Skull belonged to her.” Craig’s eyes were wild now, as if he could barely
contain his rising excitement. “Is that why you’re here? You want me to look at
something to prove this?”


“Better than that. I’m here to break you out.”


“How?”


“Patience, sweetie. All good things come to those
who wait.” Locke glanced at her arm, where she wore a small timepiece. “While
we’re waiting, why don’t you tell me about Pandora?”


“The myth?”


“The truth.”


Craig grinned wolfishly and Locke wondered if all
of his sanity was still intact. “Cursed for her actions, Pandora was told that
she could not rest until all of the sins she had unleashed were placed back
into a vessel. She became a nomadic warrior, seeking out the demonic entities
that were the avatars of mankind’s darkest fears and desires. She’s still out
there, even now, seeking to undo the damage she’s done.”


“And you believe that?”


“I believe she exists, yes. Unfortunately, I don’t
think she’ll ever succeed in her task. The darkness is ingrained in all of us
now. Even if she destroyed the forces that embody those fears, there’s no
removing the taint from our souls.”


Locke looked at him with curiosity. “Tell me, what
you were trying to steal from the museum back when they caught you and put you
in here?”


“Hiroshi didn’t tell you?”


“I want to hear it from you.”


“You prefer primary sources? I like that. Shows
good research methods.” Craig spoke quickly now, pleased to be able to share
his knowledge.  “The museum purchased a collection of antique weaponry; mostly
swords and knives but flails, shuriken and more were included. No real rhyme or
reason to the set, it was from all over the world and different time periods. I
heard that some of it may have belonged to Pandora herself and I wanted to have
a look at it… a permanent look at it, I have to confess. Immortals like her
leave impressions on things that are important to them. If you know how, you
can use them like a divining rod.”


“Wait, you thought you could actually track her
using some old sword?”


“Yes! Of course, I didn’t get a chance to test my
theory since I was captured on the way out the door.” Craig rapped his knuckles
on the tabletop. “But she’s out there, I’m sure of it.”


“What would you say to her if you found her?”


Craig paused, apparently having never given
serious thought to that obvious question. “I… I think I would ask her what
things she’s seen and done over the years. From a historical perspective, she’d
be the most valuable find in the entire world! Everyone would know my name when
I was done. I’d be the one who uncovered the truth!”


Locke smiled, a genuine one this time. She liked
finding out what drove other people, what dirty little secrets made them tick.
Obviously, Craig’s desire wasn’t just to help the rest of mankind. He wanted to
be some kind of superstar, with newspapers and radio programs begging him to
speak to them. She wondered if he even cared at all for this Pandora woman and
how she would be affected by all of this. 


On the surface, the entire notion of Pandora
surviving was ludicrous but Locke had seen things from Hiroshi that defied
explanation. He believed in Craig’s theories, which meant that Locke did, too.


After casting another glance at her watch, Locke
stood up and gestured for Craig to do the same. “It’s time. Get as far away
from the exterior wall as possible.”


Craig did as she directed but his next question
was lost in the cacophony of sounds that suddenly rendered all conversation
pointless. Alarms began to blare throughout the prison, followed quickly by
gunfire. 


Locke was obviously expecting all of this, Craig
realized. She was staring at the sole window in the room. Through the bars, she
saw a large hook and rope drop down, just outside. Moving quickly over, she
reached through and grabbed hold of it, attaching it to one of the bars. 


“Where is that coming from?” Craig shouted. Before
Locke replied, he received his answer. Through all of the alarms and gunfire,
he heard the telltale sounds of an autogyro. 


“Don’t get too close,” Locke cautioned, leaning
close so she could speak directly into the doctor’s ear. 


The rope grew taut and as Craig’s eyes widened,
cracks began to appear in the wall around the bars. The entire wall came
tumbling back, tumbling down into the abyss. The hook and its trailing line
were cut from above, seconds before a second one was thrown down, close enough
for Locke to grab hold. She pulled Craig close and tied the rope securely
around his waist. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she gave a pull on the
cord and indicated that Craig should hold on tight. 


Up above, silhouetted against the sun, was the
autogyro, a strange sort of wingless aeroplane with rotating blades that gave
it both propulsion and the ability to hover in midair. 


Craig gave a startled cry as he was lifted into
the air, dangling below the autogyro. He looked back at the prison, seeing
inmates running around, guns in hand, exchanging gunfire with the guards. 


“We did this for you. We’ve been sneaking in
weapons and setting up explosives for nearly a month.” Locke said, her lips
brushing his ear. “All because Hiroshi believes in your research.”


“But… what does he want?!” Craig asked, his heart
hammering in his chest. He was afraid of heights and didn’t want it to show,
though it was obvious to Locke that he was terrified. 


“I told you. He’s going to become the first
Emperor in the history of the United States. And you’re going to help him do
that, but first we’re going to have to find a way to introduce you to Pandora.”


 


 


THE SOVEREIGN MUSEUM of Natural History was a sprawling
structure. It stood in the heart of the downtown area and was comprised of
twelve interconnected buildings. The Museum housed well over a million
specimens, only a relative few of which were on active display. With a
scientific staff of over a hundred, the Museum funded nearly four dozen
scientific expeditions each year, sending explorers out all over the globe. The
Museum was divided up into numerous displays but the most popular was the
ever-present Start of Sovereign Hall, where the origins of the city were
examined. To access this, visitors had to stride through the huge entranceway,
where they could stare up at a full-size model of a Blue Whale which hung from
the ceiling.


Charity barely glanced at the model, which was
built from papier-mâché, iron and basswood. She wasn’t here for sightseeing and
even if she had been, it wasn’t the sort of display that would have impressed
her. Instead, she found herself drawn to a set of ancient weapons mounted on
the wall. Something about the blades called out to her and she wished she could
reach out and touch them. She wondered if it was simply the fact that she
utilized such killing devices on a daily basis that made her appreciate these
or if it was something more, something that called out to her on an even more
primal level. These weapons all belonged to a woman, she thought,
despite there being no evidence to support that idea. All of them… to the
same woman.


Smartly attired in a figure-hugging black dress
and heels, Charity looked like a pretty young socialite. It was so far from the
truth that she felt a bit silly. Her half-sister, Samantha, had grown up with a
life of privilege while Charity had scraped by on the mean streets of
Sovereign, engaging in petty theft and deceit to ensure she had enough food to
eat. It hadn’t been pretty but she managed to eke out an existence.


Besides, that was all in the past now, though she
was still working the sin off the ledger.


“Miss Grace?”


Charity turned to see Kelly Emerson striding
towards her. Though many in the city thought of Kelly Emerson as merely “the
curator’s daughter,” she was in fact much more. A graduate of Sovereign
University, Kelly held doctorates in archaeology and anthropology. Standing
nearly six feet tall and possessed of flowing red hair, she looked like a
modern Amazon, with enough curves to unsettle even the most ardent of playboys.
Her glittering green eyes and full lips had made her one of Sovereign City’s
most sought after figures. 


All of that, however, would not have made her a
fixture of the city’s gossip columns. It was her on-again, off-again romance
with Lazarus Gray that kept tongues wagging. 


Kelly looked like she was ready for a day in the
jungle rather than the museum. She wore a white blouse, jodhpurs and black
leather boots that reached to her calf. 


Obviously noticing that Charity was looking at her
garb, Kelly smiled and explained, “I apologize for my appearance. I literally
just got in this morning from Cairo. I haven’t even had the chance to unpack
yet.”


“Then I really appreciate you meeting me like
this. If you’d prefer, I can come back later.”


“Nonsense.” Kelly waved away the very thought.
“Besides, we have some mutual friends.”


“Lazarus?”


“Well, yes, but I was actually speaking of
Samantha.”


“We’re not close.”


“So I’ve gathered. But that might change, right?”


Charity shifted her weight from foot to foot,
thinking about how to best answer that. “Given that her employer doesn’t
approve of me or my methods, I’m not sure that my sister’s going to be inviting
me over for brunch.”


“She’s her own woman. I think you might be
surprised.” Kelly gestured towards an office down the hall. “I’m sure you
didn’t come here to have me poke around in your life. Why don’t we go someplace
where I can take a look at those runes?”


 


 


CHARITY WATCHED KELLY at work, marveling at the way the woman did
her job. Immediately after taking a look at the slip of paper, Kelly had gone
to one of the massive bookshelves in her office and pulled out three
leather-bound tomes. She laid these out on her desk and hurriedly flipped the
pages in each until she had found what she was looking for. She then set out
translating the runes, writing down the words on a pad of paper. 


“Do you get any flak about being a woman?” Charity
asked. “The only other females I’ve seen around this place are fetching coffee
and looking pretty.”


Kelly answered without glancing up from her task.
“I’ve gotten my share of coffee for my father and his friends, and I like to
think I look quite pretty.” 


“You know what I mean.”


Kelly paused and sat back in her chair. With a
nod, she said, “Yes, all the time. Even after all the accomplishments I’ve had
and the tens of thousands of dollars in relics I’ve personally added to the
collection, I still have men who – every day – ask if they can speak to my
father instead of me. By all rights, I should be the obvious choice to succeed
him as Curator but I honestly thought that it would ever happen. It’s not my
father’s fault, mind you, but the museum board is comprised entirely of old men
and they’d rather look at my legs than listen to me give a presentation.”


“It’s not the same by any means but I’m the first
woman to do… this. All the Gravediggers before me were all men.”


“Lazarus told me a little about that,” Kelly
admitted. “It all sounded a bit… mystical.”


“That’s putting it mildly,” Charity responded,
laughing as she did so. She leaned forward, realizing that she really liked
Kelly. 


“So do you feel extra pressure because you’re a
woman?” Kelly asked.


“I do. Not sure why but I really do.”


“It’s natural, believe me. We’re so aware that
people are usually looking to the men for leadership that we feel we have to
not only be the equal to them but their superior. All the while without losing
the femininity that people not only expect but that we want to hang on to, as
well.”


“I worry that I’m pushing my people too hard.”


“That depends on the people.”


“I only have three years. You know that, right? I
have three years to get all my work done. If I screw this up, I’m going
straight to hell.”


“I don’t believe in hell,” Kelly said, looking a
bit embarrassed by the revelation. “Heaven, either. My father nearly had a
stroke when I said that to him.”


“I won’t judge you and I don’t know if The Voice
is God or just some powerful entity that’s using me. Whether or not the hell I
might end up is the same one from the Bible, don’t know that either. But
whatever it is, I don’t want to end up there.”


“Can’t say I blame you for that.”


Charity pointed towards the notepad. “What do you
think it says?”


“I’ve been re-checking my translation for awhile
now because there must be some mistake.”


“Why do you think that?”


“The closest runic translation I could decipher
says: THE AGELESS WOMAN SLEEPS IN THE SILVER SKULL. TO AWAKEN HER IS TO BEGIN
THE END TIMES.”


“Why do you think you made a mistake?”


“Because of the last part of the translation.”
Kelly locked eyes with Charity and leaned forward. “It goes on to say: THE
WOMAN WHO DIGS GRAVES SHALL BE HER OTHER. Not only does that not make any
sense,” Kelly continued, “but it seems to be a direct reference to a female
Gravedigger… and you’re the first one in history, right?”


“No reason to think those runes couldn’t have been
written yesterday,” Charity countered, though she was confident that Kelly was
on to something big. 


Kelly stood up quickly, moving over to a locked
cabinet in the corner of her office. She fished around for a set of keys in her
pocket and opened the storage, pulling out a battered old book. She flipped
through the pages and handed it over to Charity, who looked in surprise at the
drawing on the yellowed paper. “That’s the Silver Skull, isn’t it? And you have
it?”


“What is this book?” Charity asked, looking at the
spine but seeing no title. 


“It’s called The Daemonicus Bible and it was
written sometime in the mid-1600s. Lazarus had it in his library of the occult
but I begged it off of him. I’ve read it from cover to cover so many times I
have this thing memorized.” Kelly tapped the drawing and continued, “This book
says the Silver Skull was created by a Viking mystic and that he trapped
something of great power within it.”


“A demon,” Charity whispered, though she could see
where Kelly was going with this.


“No. According to those runes you showed me, it’s
not a demon inside the Skull – it’s Pandora.”


Charity handed the book over to Kelly, looking
pensive. “The other side of the paper – it says Pandora Rising.”


Kelly set the book down and turned the paper over.
“Interesting. Looks like someone wanted to make sure you didn’t miss the
point.”


“But who? And if they already knew about the
connection between Pandora and the Skull, why bring it to my attention at all?”


“Now you’re asking questions that I’m not
qualified to answer.” Kelly began packing up her books but she glanced over at
Charity and asked, “Why don’t you ask Lazarus for some help? I’m sure he
could—”


“I don’t think so,” Charity answered, a bit more
sharply than she’d intended. Seeing Kelly wince, she added, “Lazarus may be a
good man. Hell, I’m sure he is. But he doesn’t approve of my methods. I don’t
have time to pussyfoot around, though. Three years. That’s all I’ve got.”


“I understand,” Kelly countered. “That’s why you
really need to use all the resources available to you.”


 


 


HIROSHI SAT WITH legs crossed, sipping his tea and picking at the
turkey sandwich he’d ordered. He was seated outdoors at O’Henry’s, a small
eatery located across the street from the Museum. Dressed in an expensive suit
and long overcoat, he looked like a visiting diplomat from overseas and he
played that role to the hilt, occasionally pretending to need help finding the
right words in English as he spoke to the waitress. 


Finally, after what seemed to be an interminable
wait, Charity reappeared, walking down the Museum’s front steps. She held a
small envelope in her right hand and Hiroshi was positive that it contained the
scrap of paper he’d sent her, along with whatever materials she’d just picked
up.


He stood up, dropped a few coins on the table, and
tugged at the collar of his coat. He then crossed the street, waved a hand
apologetically at a couple of drivers who loudly voiced their disapproval of
his action. 


By the time he caught up with Charity, she was
about to hail a taxi. He placed a hand into the pocket of his coat and yelled
out, “Miss Grace! A moment of your time, please?”


Charity turned to face him, suspicion and
curiosity both showing in her features. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?”


“Yes and no. You see, I am quite familiar with you
but I’m afraid that this is the first time that you’ve met me.”


Charity seemed more guarded now and he noticed
that she was balling her left hand into a fist. “And what’s your name?” she
asked.


“Hiroshi Tamaki. And I thank you for doing such
important work on my behalf.” With lightning speed, Hiroshi pulled a small
pistol from his pocket. He shoved it hard against Charity’s stomach and pulled
the trigger. 


The sound of the gunshot was partially muffled by
a large truck banging through a pothole in the street. Charity staggered back
and fell, her head landing hard against the sidewalk. Even as the waitress at
O’Henry’s began to scream, Hiroshi had knelt and snatched the envelope from
Charity’s twitching fingers. 


He walked away hurriedly, vanishing from sight
within seconds. 


In his wake, Charity Grace was left staring up at
the sky. Her last thoughts before she blacked out were about the brevity of
time she’d been given… and how much of it she had wasted.


 


 









 Chapter IV: Forever Evil


 


Quick Dan hated Bingwen’s old shop. It was too
small and it had a strange odor that clung to the place, no matter how much
cleaning you did to it. It was the accumulation of years’ worth of incense and
strange Oriental potions, he reasoned. 


He could still feel the vibrations of the autogyro
beneath him, even though he’d landed the strange aircraft nearly a half hour
ago. It was hidden in one of the many empty buildings that could be found in
the Chinatown district. Though many had seen it coming and going, no one would
say anything to the authorities. Secrets were prized currency in this region
and you often paid with your life. 


Dan lit a cigarette and stepped into the main area
of the old shop, where Locke, Craig and Hiroshi were seated around a circular
table. They were flipping through the books and papers that Charity had been
carrying. “Find anything interesting?” he asked between puffs. 


Craig sat back, looking flustered. “I tell you,
this can’t be right. It’s impossible.”


“Just because it doesn’t match up with your
theories doesn’t mean that it’s untrue,” Hiroshi pointed out. The handsome
young man reached out and squeezed Craig’s shoulder. “I brought you into this
because you might be the only one who can revive her. If that is Pandora inside
the skull and not some nameless demon, I need to know, can you free her?”


Craig paused before nodding. He was obviously
unhappy to find out that Pandora wasn’t running free in the world, killing
monsters like he’d thought. Quick Dan had heard Locke trying to reason with
him, saying that there was no reason why Craig’s notions couldn’t coexist with
the fact of Pandora being in the skull. Perhaps, she’d argued, Pandora had done
exactly as Craig’s sources claimed until the day that she’d become trapped in
the Silver Skull. The stories of the Skull’s ‘dark powers’ might simply come
from the energies associated with Pandora herself and not any demon. 


“I can free her,” Craig said, though there was a
hint of doubt in his voice. “But in order to do that, we’ll need the Skull.”


“Which we gave to our enemies,” Locke pointed out.
“I never understood that part of the plan.”


“You’ve stated that several times,” Hiroshi
replied testily. “I needed access to an expert like Miss Emerson. Charity Grace
gave me that, all the while keeping our presence a secret from more established
forces. If we had given her a fake Skull, she would have figured that out and
it might have delayed her looking to prove the connection between Pandora and
The Skull.”


Craig leaned forward. “You already knew about
this? Or at least suspected it?”


“Yes. I’ve looked for Pandora for many years, my
good doctor, and in the end, I came to the conclusion that she had been trapped
in The Silver Skull.”


Locke stood up, her exasperation making her
foolhardy. “But now we don’t even have the Skull! How are we supposed to
resurrect Pandora without it?” She glared at Hiroshi, ignoring the whispered
word of warning that came from Quick Dan. “And you haven’t even told us exactly
how she’s going to help you take over Washington, D.C.!”


Hiroshi was up from his chair so fast that he was
nothing more than a blur. He seized Locke around the throat and shoved her hard
against the wall, lifting her up so that her toes barely scraped the floor. As
she gasped for air, pushing at his grip, he hissed, “I tell you what you need to
know. You work for me and if you want a place in the coming world order, then
you’ll shut your mouth and remember your place. My mother once went six months
without saying a single word because my father told her that he’d cut out her
tongue with scissors if she questioned him again. Is that what I will have to
do with you? It would greatly lessen your usefulness to me, given that your
tongue seems quite popular with the men you seduce!”


With obvious disgust, Hiroshi tossed her aside.
She landed in a heap at Dan’s feet and the ugly man knelt at her side, giving
her a comforting squeeze. 


Hiroshi looked around at each of them, ensuring
that they were listening to his every word. His voice became so loud that
people on the street hurried on, sensing that this was not something they
wanted to hear. “I am the leader here. I allow all of you the opportunity to
express yourself but I have my limits. You will trust and believe that I know
what is best because I do! I gave Miss Grace the Silver Skull so that she might
prove my theory. She has done so. Those papers that we have been looking at, I
did not just take them from her. I left her in a pool of blood on the streets!
She is probably dead by now! We will march into Hendry Hall and take back what
is ours and then Pandora will fulfill her destiny by helping me claim what
should be mine!”


“She didn’t mean any harm,” Quick Dan murmured.
“She’s just a dumb broad.”


Hiroshi saw Locke’s cheeks redden at her friend’s
words and he laughed. The tension in the room began to dissipate and Hiroshi
took his seat once more. “Dumb broad,” he said, still chuckling. “You are so
right, Dan. Locke, please sit back down.”


Locke rose unsteadily, pushing Dan’s hands away
from her. She swayed somewhat but made it back to her chair. There were bruises
already forming on her smooth neck. “I’m sorry,” she said hoarsely. 


“It’s forgotten,” Hiroshi said dismissively. 


“I didn’t realize that you’d already killed her.”


“As I said, it’s in the past.”


Obviously eager to help move the discussion forward,
Dan took a long drag on his cigarette and asked, “So when do we go to Hendry
Hall?”


“Tonight. I want you two to have a good, hearty
meal and then move out.”


Dan and Locke exchanged glances. It was Dan who
cleared his throat and spoke up first, though he obviously dreaded having to
ask. “Just the two of us?”


“Can’t you handle it?”


“Sure.”


“Then, yes, just the two of you.”


“What about the people in the house?”


“Do as you need to. Kill them if it makes it
easier for you. All I care about is getting the Skull back.” Hiroshi looked
over at Craig, whose eyes were very wide. The doctor was obviously extremely
unnerved by the confrontation he had just witnessed. “Still feeling confident
that you can bring our Pandora back to life, Doctor Craig?”


“Yes, but I have to confess that I’m uncertain
what your ultimate plans are – not that I’m asking!”


Hiroshi sighed and closed his eyes. When he opened
them again, he seemed to have reached some sort of decision. He leaned back and
crossed one leg over the other. His posture conveyed supreme confidence and
even those who were nursing extreme anger towards him – such as Locke – were
drawn in by his charismatic nature. It was a gift, one that would serve him
well as Emperor. He was handsome and magnetic, drawing people to him like moths
to a flame. Even when someone knew they were going to get burnt, they couldn’t
pull themselves away. 


“Pandora accumulated a lot of magic over the
years. Just as you surmised, Doctor Craig, she came to view it as her lot in
life to hunt down the demons and destroy them. Her method of doing this was to
place them into a new trap: her own soul. She allowed herself to be the vessel
that would contain these awful beasts in the hope that it would free the world
of sin, fear and destruction. Unfortunately, the number of monsters she’d
unleashed was too many to count and over time, she became corrupted by the very
creatures she sought to destroy. Her ability to control her power and her
actions began to wane. She became as large a threat to mankind as the things
she’d unleashed. Finally, a powerful wizard decided that he coveted her power
but he knew better than to destroy her and unleash the great beasts she held
within. So he put her into a cage. He was then able to manipulate the
power, filtered through her and through the Skull.”


“But you want to free her? Isn’t that… dangerous?”
Craig asked. “Why not just use the Skull like the old wizard did?”


“Because I want her full glory. I plan to free
her,” Hiroshi’s eyes gleamed with madness. “And then I plan to woo her. I will
win her heart and then she will fight for me. There is nothing in this world
like a woman who battles for the people and things she loves. It is a passion
that no man could ever equal. She will be my bride and my deadly blade that will
cut through the world.”


 


 


MITCHELL HURRIED INTO the spotless foyer of the Sovereign City
Hospital. He was just about past the small guard’s station when he skidded to a
stop as a beefy hand grabbed hold of his arm.


“Where are you off to in such a hurry, boy?”


Mitchell turned to face the security guard, a
heavyset man with a thick beard. His name tag said Richards. “I’m sorry, mate,
but I’m in a bit of a hurry here.”


“Mate?” Richards said, squinting. “Where the hell
are you from, boy?”


Mitchell’s jaw tightened at the continued use of
the term ‘boy’ but he kept his tone civil. “I’m English.”


“Didn’t know they had Negroes in England!”


I’m sure that’s not the only thing you’re don’t
know, you ignorant idiot. Mitchell kept those thoughts to himself, however.
Even in 1937, one had to be careful about confronting racism too directly.
“We’re all over the place,” he said. “Just like your people.”


“Or rats,” Richards pointed out. He took his hand
away from Mitchell’s arm and turned to grab hold of a clipboard. “I’m gonna
need you to sign in and let me know the name of the person you’re here to see.
We keep track of all you people after we had those supply thefts last fall.”


Richards turned around but found that Mitchell was
already gone. With a curse, the guard tossed the clipboard back onto his desk
and muttered something quite unkind.


Thankfully for his continued existence, Mitchell
didn’t hear him. The Englishman had made his way upstairs, where he ran into
Li, Cedric and Mortimer. The looks on their faces made his heart sink. Had he
arrived too late? Was she dead?


Li seemed to sense his concern and moved towards
him. Dressed in a red dress adorned with a yellow floral pattern, she looked
like a ray of sunshine in the drab interior of the hospital. She embraced him
and then pulled back, studying his face. Without him even asking, she launched
into an explanation, telling him that the curator’s daughter at the Museum had
called for the ambulance and then for a particular doctor, one who usually did
specialty work for Assistance Unlimited.


As if sensing that he was being talked about,
Doctor Hancock emerged from a nearby room. Mitchell knew of him by reputation
and was pleased to see him. He was on call 24/7 for the exclusive use of
Assistance Unlimited. He was paid so handsomely that he had been able to
abandon his traditional practice, despite having had the reputation for being
one of the top practitioners in Sovereign.


Hancock looked at the assembled group and asked,
“Are all of you here for Miss Grace?”


“We are,” Cedric confirmed. “How is she?”


“The good news is that the bullet passed right
through her without hitting anything vital. If she hadn’t gotten medical
treatment as soon as she did, she might have been at risk of bleeding out. As
it is, she’s stable. In fact, she’s recovering faster than anybody I’ve ever
seen.”


Mitchell exchanged a knowing glance with Li.
Charity wasn’t quite human anymore. She not only had access to the combined
muscle memory of all the previous Gravediggers but she was faster and stronger
than a normal woman her age should be. Apparently, that translated into being
healthier all around. 


“Can we see her?” Mortimer asked.


“Well, she is awake but I’d be cautious about
overwhelming her. I think it might be best if one or two of you went in, perhaps
whomever is closest to her?” Hancock’s eyes naturally went to Cedric and
Mortimer and Mitchell sighed. Even good men like the doctor here couldn’t help
but be subtly racist in some regards. Of course the two white men would be
closer to Charity than the Oriental girl or the Negro, right?


Cedric lightly pushed Mitchell forward. “Go.”


“You coming, Li?” Mitchell asked.


“I can wait,” she said knowingly.


Mitchell stepped around Doc Hancock and thanked
him. He stepped into Charity’s room and was shocked to see that she was on her
feet, getting dressed. She was reaching around to zip up the back of her dress,
a grimace on her pretty face. 


“What the hell are you doing?” he hissed, careful
to keep his voice down. 


Flashing him a smile, she responded, “Doing what
all of you should have been doing already. Trying to find the bastard who shot
me.” Her expression suddenly faltered. “Please tell me you didn’t leave the
Skull unprotected. Isn’t anyone back at Hendry Hall?”


“I made sure to lock it up in the safe before I
left.” He moved towards her and wrapped her in his arms, enjoying the smell and
feel of her. “You should be in bed.”


“I like hearing you say that but I’m feeling
better by the minute.” She kissed him lightly and turned, offering her back to
him. “Finish zipping me?”


“I should refuse.”


“You know I’m right.”


“Yeah, damn it, I do.” With an exaggerated sigh,
Mitchell ran the zipper back up into place. “Hancock’s going to have a fit if
we march you out that door.”


“Already thought of that.” Charity moved away and
grabbed her shoes in one hand. She unlatched the window and peered out. She was
on the second floor, a short drop to the ground, relatively speaking. “Meet me
outside, won’t you?”


Before Mitchell could say anything, she was gone,
having leaped out of the window.


“You’re the craziest woman I ever met,” Mitchell
muttered under his breath. 


 


 


BACK AT HENDRY Hall, the group gathered in the study, each taking
their usual places. Gravedigger sat in her uniform, sans mask, at the desk that
once belonged to Josef. Mitchell sat to her right, his chair facing hers.
Cedric and Li were side-by-side next to the fireplace, whispering to each
other. Mortimer, always the odd man out, stood by the door, his back pressed
against it. 


The Silver Skull had been retrieved from its spot
in the safe and was now resting on the desk. It seemed to have taken hold over
the minds of everyone in the room, for their eyes kept drifting back to it. 


“Tell us again what the runes said,” Li asked,
turning away from Cedric and focusing on the task at hand. Whatever he had just
said to the young Asian girl had brought a flush to her cheeks. From the
twinkle in her eyes, it had been some sort of suggestion that she had found
most agreeable.


Gravedigger sighed. They had been over these
details again and again since her return. “The ageless woman sleeps in The
Silver Skull. To awaken her is to begin the end of times. The woman who digs
graves shall be her other.”


“We need to destroy that thing,” Mortimer said.
When everyone turned to look at him, he gave a shrug of his shoulders and
added, “Every Gravedigger has an ‘Other.’ That’s the person who mirrors you in
some way. They’re your equal not only physically but also mentally and
emotionally. Every time you face them, it’s a deadly confrontation. If your
Other is in there, you don’t want her getting loose. I was lucky to have killed
mine, but I’d guess that the majority of Gravediggers who don’t survive their
three-year tenure are done in by their Other.”


It was Li, always the clever girl, who asked the
obvious question. “So if The Voice empowers Gravedigger, then who’s the power
behind The Other?”


“Whoever or whatever it is,” Charity responded,
“They work in opposition to what I’m doing. That’s all that matters. From what
I’ve gathered, though, it works a bit differently than the Gravedigger thing.
There’s no three-year limit on them, they’re bound to their master forever and
are used as specific foils for the Gravediggers.”


Mitchell nodded. “Then I guess I’m in agreement
with Mortimer. No need to let her out, not if we can help it.”


“That’s the problem,” Gravedigger replied. “How do
we do that? It’s not easy to simply destroy this thing,” she said, tapping The
Silver Skull. “If it was, it would have been long ago. And if we did destroy
it, who’s to say that wouldn’t just release Pandora anyway?”


“So then we dig a big hole, fill it with concrete
and let it sit.” Mitchell grinned. “Let her rot in that Skull.”


“You have something else in mind, don’t you?” Li
asked, staring at Charity. The two women had known each other longer than
anyone else in the room and their bond was a strong one. With a devilish grin,
Li clapped her hands together and exclaimed, “This is going to be very
dangerous, isn’t it?” 


“You’re a strange woman,” Mortimer murmured, still
unnerved by Li’s willingness to throw herself into the flames of danger. 


“She’s brave and smart – and beautiful,” Cedric
retorted, glaring at Mortimer.


“I’m not arguing any of those points,” Mortimer
said. “But it doesn’t change my point at all.” 


Gravedigger stood up and all conversation ceased.
She was the team’s leader and the only person who might have possibly
challenged that role had recently been put into his place. As such, there was a
definite feeling that whatever Gravedigger decided would be the path they would
take, regardless of individual concerns.


“Whoever sent this to me wanted me to take it to
the museum. They wanted me to find out the truth about The Skull. That’s why
they stole the information I was carrying.” Gravedigger picked up the Skull and
stared into its gleaming eye sockets. “I’m pretty sure they think I’m dead now,
which means they’ll want The Skull back.”


Mitchell tensed in his seat. “You’re saying
they’re going to make a raid on Hendry Hall, aren’t you?”


“I’d bet my last dollar on it.”


“Then we’ll be ready for them! Once we’ve captured
them, we’ll make them talk.”


“I don’t want the rest of you here.”


The looks of surprise on the faces of the men were
only dwarfed by the extreme disappointment evident on Li’s.


Mitchell sprang to his feet, fists clenched. “That
man left you for dead, Charity. You’re in no shape to take on him and whatever
army he might have with him!”


Gravedigger placed a hand on her lover’s chest.
“They think I’m dead, remember? If we have you guys out of the house, they
won’t be expecting any trouble at all. I’ll take them completely by surprise.”


“Doesn’t mean that it’s not crazy.” Mitchell
covered her small hand with his own, which covered it completely. “Besides, you
don’t know when they’re coming. What do you want us to do? Stay away for
however long it takes?”


“They won’t waste any time, I’m certain of that.
They also won’t come during the day.”


“How do you know that?”


“Because the guy who shot me told me his name.”


“Why didn’t you tell us that?” Mitchell asked, his
mouth falling open. He didn’t bother asking why she hadn’t mentioned that fact
to the police. He knew that she’d want to deal with the would-be murderer
herself. 


Ignoring the question, Gravedigger said, “His name
is Hiroshi Tamaki. He’s a Japanese immigrant who moved to this country several
years ago. His family was once close to the Imperial throne but factors never
conspired to allow them the chance to seize power for themselves. Now they’ve
fallen on hard times and Tamaki fled to the United States along with what was
left of their fortune. He literally abandoned his own parents to a life of
squalor.”


“Sounds like a real peach,” Cedric said.


Gravedigger nodded and continued. “Since coming to
Sovereign, he’s gotten his fingers into a lot of organized crime, mostly
bankrolling other operators and then skimming the profits. It keeps him out of
the eyes of the police but on top of the action.”


“Let me offer up a guess here,” Mitchell said.
“He’s not just your average criminal. He has an interest in the occult and
wants to become immortal or something, right?”


“I don’t know about that last part but he does
have an interest in the occult. He was a frequent customer of Bingwen and
bought up his property after the old man died.”


“I’ve seen him!” Li exclaimed. “There’s a Japanese
man who comes and goes from there. A few others visit him pretty regularly but
I’m not sure who they are. I’m not in Chinatown as often as I used to be.”


Gravedigger shrugged her shoulders. “There’s no
telling. Tamaki has a lot of contacts. I think he came across The Silver Skull
at some point and maybe even had some theories regarding Pandora but he wasn’t
sure. He needed someone to verify it all for him. All of you heard about the
breakout at the prison earlier today. Well, the man who escaped was Dr. Jonah
Craig. He was serving a prison sentence for attempted theft of some items from
the museum and he’s written a number of papers about the historical accuracy of
the Pandora myth.”


“So why not just break out this Craig guy and
avoid bringing us into it at all?” Mortimer moved closer to the group now and
Gravedigger was suddenly glad that he was present. He thought of things in a
similar manner to how she did and, even though the conclusions they drew were
often different, she could perfectly understand how and why he got to them. 


Cedric interrupted, asking, “Wait, do we know for
sure that the breakout is related to Tamaki?”


“Too big of a coincidence for it not to be,”
Mitchell answered, eliciting a nod of agreement from Gravedigger. 


“Mitchell’s right. So we have to ask ourselves the
very same question that Mortimer just raised: if he knew that I was going to
get the answers to The Skull’s history, why break out Craig? Obviously, he has
another purpose in mind for him. Given the manhunt that’s out there for both
Craig and his accomplices, Tamaki isn’t going to waste any time. That’s why I
think he’s going to send someone to get The Silver Skull tonight.”


“And because some of his key henchmen were
involved in the prison breakout, he won’t want to send them out in broad
daylight to do something like this,” Mortimer said. “Which leads you to assume
that they’ll make their move tonight.”


“Exactly.”


Mitchell sighed, still looking unhappy. “If you
want us out of here, that’s what we’ll do. You know that. But at least let us
stay within earshot so you can call us if it comes to that.”


Cedric snapped his fingers. “I know just the
place. We can make a big show of driving out at sundown, just in case anyone is
watching the house. Then we double back around and park at the old
groundskeeper’s place at the edge of the property. We’d be able to hear any
gunshots that were fired.”


Gravedigger smiled at Mitchell. “See? We both get
what we want.”


Mitchell wasn’t budging, however. “Let me get this
straight, though. You’re going to be lying in wait for them, not knowing if
they’re coming with two people or twenty. We’re going to be at the far edge of
the property which means by the time we get here you could have been shot or
stabbed a good dozen times and you’re doing to be fighting them with a gunshot
wound in your belly that’s less than twelve hours old?”


“That’s the plan.”


The two lovers stared at one another for a long
moment. It was finally Mitchell who relented, exhaling slowly and saying, “If
you do end up dead, I’m going to say I told you so.”


 


 









 Chapter V: Pandora Rising


 


“They’ve been gone for over an hour. I say we make
our move.”


Locke stood a few feet away from Quick Dan, who
was nervously puffing on a cigarette and staring through a pair of binoculars.
She had initially offered to spell him occasionally but after staring at the
gloomy structure of Hendry Hall for more than a minute, she’d shivered and
shoved the binoculars back into his hands. The place sent a spike of fear
straight into her chest. It looked like something out of a Bela Lugosi movie. 


A group of eight men were with them, huddled
together next to the cars they’d brought. The thugs were the sort for whom rape
and murder were almost second nature. They didn’t ask any questions about what
the job entailed. All they cared about was getting paid. If it required them to
break into somebody’s home and possibly kill once they had done so, they were
more than willing to do it.


“You’re the boss of this one,” Locke said to Dan.
“Whenever you say jump, we’re ready.”


Dan glanced at her, his beady eyes staring into
hers. “I won’t forget the way he’s treated you, baby. Eventually he’s going to
get his.”


Locke was almost touched. She and Dan were sexual
partners but she’d never loved him and never would. She didn’t think he really
loved her either but he knew a good thing when he saw it and was willing to go
to great lengths to have their affair continue. In a sorry place like
Sovereign, that was sometimes the best you could hope for. “Don’t let your mouth
write checks that your body can’t cash, Danny boy. Hiroshi doesn’t take lightly
to backtalk.” She reached up and touched her bruised neck. “I ought to know.”


Dan yanked open one of the car doors and raised
his voice. “Let’s go, boys. Place should be empty but we ain’t takin’ no
chances. We’ll kick the door down and start ransacking it until we find what
we’re looking for.”


“And what’s that?” one of the men asked.


“You’ll know it when you see it. It’s a Silver
Skull.”


Several of the goons exchanged looks but Locke
thought they were mostly laughing to themselves. Let them, she reasoned. The
less they knew about how important The Skull was, the better.


 


 


AMAZINGLY, THE INTERIOR of Hendry Hall was even more foreboding
than the exterior. The heavy oak door had resisted the group’s attempts at
breaking it down, finally succumbing only after two of the men had grabbed hold
of a heavy log and turned it into a makeshift battering ram.


Locke and Dan led the way, finally ordering the men
to spread out. The house was quiet, the long shadows giving everything a
supernatural air. This was worsened by the fact that the décor seemed chosen
for the express purpose of frightening visitors: an Egyptian sarcophagus was
propped up in the hallway; a series of shrunken heads were displayed in a
shadowbox mounted on the wall; and there was a painting of what looked to be
androgynous spell casters placed above the fireplace in the study. 


Dan was staring at the painting so intently that
he failed to notice The Silver Skull that was sitting on the desk. Locke caught
sight of it and gasped aloud, drawing her partner’s attention. He followed her
gaze and let out a whistle. The ugly grin that spread on his face did nothing
to improve his appearance. 


“This is going easier than I expected it would!”
he admitted. 


“Something’s wrong here.”


“What do you mean?” he asked, looking around. All
was still quiet and dark.


“This is too easy.”


“Nobody’s home. It’s supposed to be easy.”


“Their friend gets gunned down in the middle of
the street and they all take off, leaving The Silver Skull sitting out like
this? It’s not even in a box, Dan! Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”


Quick Dan paused, a frown starting to form on his
face. “Okay, that is a little bit weird…”


It was then that the screams began.


 


 


IT WAS THE men known as Slick Phil and Screwball who first felt
the deadly presence of Gravedigger. 


The two men, longtime friends, were creeping up the
stairs when they heard a rush of movement behind them. Screwball, so named
because of his bald head, whirled about with gun at the ready. He never got to
fire it because Gravedigger was rushing up the stairs, sword in hand. She wore
her full uniform, her masked face half hidden by the raised hood over her head.
In the dim lighting, she looked like a demonic figure come to life.


She jabbed her blade into Screwball’s belly and
yanked upwards, disemboweling him. By the time Phil was reacting, her sword had
cut deep into his throat, nearly decapitating him. They both hit the stairs and
began to roll down into the foyer. 


Leaping over their corpses, Gravedigger ran down
one of the dark hallways, where three of the other men were just reaching
Mitchell’s first-floor bedroom. She came upon them with amazing speed, cutting
the arm off one of the men before she drove an elbow into the face of another.
The third man gave a surprised shout even as his one-armed friend began howling
in pain. Gravedigger silenced them both with a quick set of thrusts that sent
the point of her blade digging deep into their hearts. 


The man whose face had been on the receiving end
of Gravedigger’s elbow had recovered enough to put some distance between
himself and her blade. Backing up down the hall, he raised his gun and pulled
the trigger.


Gravedigger dropped to the ground, avoiding the
bullets. She slid across the recently waxed floor, squeezing between the bodies
of the men she’d just killed. With her sword extended upward, she went right
through the legs of the gunman. The blade caught in his groin, prompting him to
howl in a high-pitched manner. 


Yanking her weapon free, Gravedigger sprang back
to her feet. Now behind the wounded man, she grabbed him by the hair and yanked
his head towards her. A second later, her sword slit his throat. After shoving
the dying man to the floor, Gravedigger saw three more men entering the hall.
The cramped fighting ground seemingly made her a sitting duck as they opened
fire but she managed to lower her shoulder and throw herself against the door
to her left. It opened under her weight and she rolled into Mitchell’s room. 


Scrambling back up, she saw the first of the men
swing into the doorway. He yelped as her sword whipped out and took off the tip
of his nose. As his hands came up to cover his wound, Gravedigger raised her
weapon with both hands and brought it crashing down atop his skull. 


Grabbing hold of the dying man’s collar, she
shoved him back into the hall, propelling him ahead of her like a shield. His
friend’s bullets slammed into the man but failed to reach Gravedigger. When she
was close enough, she gave a mighty heave and the bloodied figure bumped
against one of the other men, knocking him off-balance. 


Flush with excitement, Gravedigger raised her
right hand and activated the small device that controlled her mini-crossbow.
The bolt flew forth, embedding itself in the eye of the closest of the gunmen.
A fresh bolt automatically slid into place, moving up from a small quiver held
under her wrist.


By the time the other gunman had freed himself
from the bloody embrace of his former friend, it was too late. Gravedigger’s
sword whistled through the air and sent his head bouncing off the ceiling. 


In less than two minutes, eight men had died but
Gravedigger knew that they were not the only ones who had entered her home. She
strode quickly towards the study, pausing as she neared the door. The gunfire
and sounds of battle would have attracted not only the attention of the other
criminals but also her aides, who were no doubt on the way back to the house
now. Knowing Mitchell, he would have kept the engine running for just such an
emergency.


Keeping her back to the wall, she paused just
outside of the open door and said, “I saw two of you go into this room and I’m
betting that both of you are armed. Toss your weapons out into the hall and
I’ll let you both live. I give you my word.”


About twenty seconds later, a single handgun flew
to the floor next to Gravedigger’s foot. It landed with a thud and Gravedigger
kicked it far down the hall before saying, “I don’t believe that you only have
one gun between the two of you. Where’s the other one?”


Alerted by some sixth sense, Gravedigger dropped
into a crouch. The act saved her life as a bullet passed right through the wall
above her. If she’d remained standing, it would have hit her in the back of the
neck. 


Springing into the room, Gravedigger took quick
aim with her mini-crossbow. She’d calculated where her attacker would have been
standing, based upon the height, velocity and placement of the bullet that had
gone through the wall. She’d judged accurately, as Quick Dan was standing right
where she’d guessed. Just behind him, a lovely young woman was standing with
The Silver Skull clutched between her breasts. 


The next event seemed to stretch far beyond the
brief seconds it actually took to occur. Gravedigger let her mini-crossbow bolt
fly and as it hurtled on its fatal journey towards Quick Dan, Locke screamed in
horror. If she’d had the time, Gravedigger thought the woman might have shoved
Dan out of the way, putting her own life at risk. 


But the time was not there and the question of
whether or not Locke really felt that strongly for her lover would go
unanswered.


The crossbow bolt tore through Dan’s throat,
tearing a jagged hole that briefly allowed Gravedigger to see right through it,
into the shocked features of Locke. Then dripping gore filled in the wound and
Dan was on his knees, gurgling as he began to die a terrible death. 


Locke, meanwhile, was splattered with blood. The
bolt had just missed making her into a victim, as well. It had passed through her
hair and struck the wall behind her. 


Blood oozed from Locke’s chin, dripping down onto
The Silver Skull. Gravedigger raised her sword and approached the woman, her
eyes drawn to what was happening with The Skull. The blood was seemingly being
drawn into the mystic prison and the eyes were beginning to glow with a
blinding green light. 


“Drop The Silver Skull!” Gravedigger shouted. She
knew that something bad was about to happen and her own pulse was beginning to
pound in her ears, drowning out the sounds of her friends forcing their way
past the splintered front door and into the house. They were calling Charity’s
name but she didn’t answer. Her focus was entirely on the bizarre scene taking
place before her.


Locke’s screams had died away as she, too, noticed
the strange power from The Silver Skull. The object was shaking now, cracks
beginning to appear in its surface. 


“Drop it!” Gravedigger repeated. She reached out
to knock it from Locke’s grip but it felt like she was moving through an
invisible field of molasses.


The spirit within The Skull, the woman known to
the world as Pandora, was being freed. The splatter of blood upon its surface
had caused a transformation. The Silver Skull was no longer an effective
prison.


Locke’s eyes glazed over as some elder power
seized hold of her. She lifted up The Skull, turning it towards her. She
brought it close, as if to kiss it, and the teeth of The Skull broke apart,
shards falling to the floor. A ghostly wisp of a woman’s face moved out of The
Skull, disappearing right down the throat of Locke.


Time suddenly caught up to itself and Gravedigger
reached her goal, backhanding The Skull out of Locke’s grip. It flew across the
desk, bouncing several times, before hitting the floor. 


The two women stood staring at one another for a
few seconds before Gravedigger asked, “How do you feel?”


Locke’s eyes narrowed and a wicked smile touched
her lips. The voice that came from her lips sounded unlike the woman who had
screamed at the sight of her partner being killed. This voice was deeper and
huskier. Locke was no longer in control of her own body, Gravedigger realized.
She had become a vessel for someone else’s soul. “I feel better than I have in
many years, sinner.”


“Pandora?” Gravedigger asked, the blood in her
veins turning to ice. 


“You’re plagued by the Vices of Lust and Wrath. I
can smell them wafting off of you.”


“There are some bad people looking for you,”
Gravedigger said. “You need to let us help you.”


Pandora looked past Gravedigger, at the strange
collection of people who were standing in the doorway. Mitchell and Cedric were
armed with pistols, while Mortimer brandished a large Revolutionary-era sword.
Li was armed with two small daggers. “Your friends run the gamut of Vices.
They’re not alone, I’m afraid. This entire world has become overrun by the
demons I unleashed.”


“I understand the guilt you must feel but we’re
trying to help the world, too. There’s no reason why we can’t work together.”


“You understand nothing,” Pandora hissed. She took
a step back, her eyes raking across the room, looking for exits. She saw a
single window that led outside, the doorway that was blocked by Gravedigger’s
aides, and the fireplace. All of those were means by which she might have
escaped but two of those three would have taken far too much time to navigate. 


Gravedigger raised her weapon, brandishing it
before her. “If you fight me, you’ll lose.”


“Will I? I have centuries of experience, little
girl.”


“So do I, in a way. I’m a Gravedigger, do you know
what that means?”


Pandora paused, studying Gravedigger’s uniform.
“Impossible. You’re a woman. The Voice has never chosen a female to do its
bidding.”


“There’s a first time for everything.”


“I’ve met Gravediggers before. You’re all the
same. You think that you’re helping the world but you’re not. You’re all
sinners, given power by The Voice. That power just lets you channel your sins
into the direction that The Voice sets for you. You murder, kill and lie for
three years and if you do it well enough, it rewards you by setting you loose upon
the world for decades to come. If you fail to please it, you get your just
desserts in Hell. What part of all that makes you think that I’d want to work
with you?”


Gravedigger had been afraid of that response.
Given that Pandora had been identified as her “Other,” she knew that there was
a chance the two women were destined to be enemies but she’d hoped it would be
different. She was about to give voice to those thoughts when Pandora bolted
into action. Using Locke’s lithe young body, Pandora jumped over the desk and
lowered her shoulder. She launched herself at the window, shattering it. 


Gravedigger rushed to the window, intending to
climb after her. She saw Pandora vanishing into the dark shadows of the
surrounding woods. Given the other woman’s years of experience, it seemed
unlikely that she would be able to track her, even given the fact that
Gravedigger was more familiar with the terrain.


“Want us to fan out and cover the grounds?”
Mitchell asked. 


“It won’t do us any good. She’s going to get away.”
Gravedigger sighed and reached up to push her hood back. A second later, she
had yanked her mask off and tossed it onto the desk. Her dark hair tumbled free
and Mitchell noticed how beautiful she looked in the moonlight. “I should have
left one of these guys alive. I let my bloodlust take over and now we might be
missing out on important information.”


“None of these goons were Japanese,” Mitchell
said. “We checked them out. That means Tamaki is still out there. Why don’t we
head over to Bingwen’s old place and bust him?”


Nodding, Gravedigger turned to face her
operatives. “Cedric, take Li into Chinatown and case Bingwen’s old store. If it
looks like Tamaki is there, call me. If not, stake it out and watch it until
dawn. The second he comes back, I want to know.”


“You got it,” Cedric replied, grabbing hold of
Li’s hand. He pulled her toward the door and Charity noted that the businessman
had a look of excitement in his eyes. She wasn’t sure if it came from the
opportunity to be alone with Li or if he was becoming an adrenaline junkie like
his girlfriend.


Deciding that it didn’t matter at the moment,
Gravedigger turned to Mortimer, who stood up straight. He was obviously itching
to be given something to do. “Can you please search the pockets of all these
men? Go through it all, just in case there’s something of use here.”


“And then?”


“Then get rid of them.”


Mortimer nodded. It had been agreed upon earlier
that the corpses would be burned and the remains thrown into a deep pit located
on the property. Mortimer knew it was fairly unsavory work but at least he was
making progress with Charity. “If I find anything, I’ll bring it to you
immediately.”


Gravedigger nodded, not expecting his search to
bear any fruit. When they were alone, she turned to Mitchell and pulled him
close. His strong arms went around her, giving her comfort. “I have a job for
you, too.”


“What’s that?”


“I want you to take me upstairs and undress me.
Then I want you to take a bath with me.”


Mitchell laughed. “The day’s finally caught up to
you, huh?”


“Well, I was shot and then I killed eight men
while coming face-to-face with Pandora. So, yeah, I think I’m due for a crash.”


He tilted her chin up and gave her a kiss. “You
aren’t alone in this, you know. Your mission is our mission. Every one of us. Even
Mortimer.”


“You think I’m too hard on him?”


“Hell, no. You needed to put him in his place and
make sure he knows who’s running the show. But I think it’s time to start
putting him to work.”


“I’m letting him burn a bunch of dead bodies,” she
pointed out.


“True. We don’t want to give him too much all at
once.”


They laughed and Charity felt more relaxed
already. There was a naturalness to Mitchell that really appealed to her, like
he was made of bedrock, something to cling to in the bizarre maelstrom that her
life had become. 


“Let’s go,” he said and she allowed herself to be
led out of the room and up the stairs. 


Momentarily forgotten, the remains of The Silver
Skull lay in the corner of the study. The mystic glow from the eyes had not
quite died out yet, though it was fading. The prison gates had been thrown
wide… and Pandora had risen.


 


 









 Chapter VI: Wrath of the Goddess


 


Doctor Craig hurriedly threw items into suitcases,
blearily trying to wake himself up. He’d been sleeping soundly when Hiroshi had
come pounding on the door to his room, delivering the disturbing news that they
were to leave Bingwen’s shop as soon as possible. Craig had glanced at the
clock, noticing that it was well past midnight. 


“Can you at least tell me what’s happened?” he
asked, throwing the bags down next to the back door. “Did Dan and Locke get
captured?”


The handsome young Japanese man was slipping on a
dark coat which partially obscured the fact that he was wearing a sword at his
hip. “They never returned. I always give them strict orders to phone in at
least once every two hours. It’s been nearly four since I last heard from
them.”


Craig swallowed hard. He didn’t need to be told
what that could mean. Gravedigger might be dead but her followers weren’t and
if they found Hiroshi’s lair, a return to prison would be the least of Craig’s
concerns. Gravedigger was infamous for dispatching her enemies in the most
permanent of ways and it only made sense that her aides would do the same.


“Where are we going?” he finally asked.


“I have a number of safe houses. I need to figure
out what went wrong and then make our move to regain The Silver Skull. No
matter what happens, we have to find a way to free Pandora.”


Nodding, Craig lifted as many of the bags as he
could carry. He followed Hiroshi out the back and began loading the cases into
the backseat of the car that was parked there. He thought about the gyrocopter
that had been used to rescue him from the prison but he wasn’t sure if Hiroshi
could pilot it. Besides, it probably couldn’t carry the two of them plus the
luggage. 


“You drive,” Hiroshi said, tossing the keys to
Craig. The Japanese stared into the dark gloom of the Sovereign streets, his
senses on full alert. He disliked it when his plans went awry but no matter how
much he might try to exert his will upon the world, he could never prepare for
all eventualities. Chance, too, always played a part, which could never be
accounted for.


With thoughts of Pandora dancing through his mind,
Hiroshi slid into the passenger seat.


 


 


“STOP.”


“USUALLY YOU like it when I…”


“They’re leaving.”


Cedric pulled away from Li, the surprise
momentarily overwhelming the desire he was feeling. The young businessman
stared through the windshield as Craig pulled their car out onto the quiet
streets and began to pull away. He hurriedly started the engine of their own
vehicle and began what he hoped would be a stealthy pursuit. Unfortunately,
there were no other automobiles on the roads, forcing him to drift farther back
than he would have liked to avoid drawing attention. 


Li leaned forward excitedly. Cedric’s pride was
slightly wounded by the look on her face. Though she’d been responding
appropriately to his advances, it was obvious that she was now far more aroused
by the potential danger of the situation than she’d been by his attempts at
lovemaking. “Once we find out where they’re going to be staying, we can call
Charity,” she said. 


“Sure.”


Li glanced at him, her expression betraying her
annoyance. “What’s wrong?” 


“Nothing.”


“Don’t act like a girl.”


“Fine. It’s us.”


Li sighed, turning her attention back to the car
ahead of them. It was leaving the Chinatown area, speeding towards the
waterfront. “I said don’t act like a girl, remember?”


“One of us needs to.”


“And that means…?”


“That I’d like for us to be more than what we are.
I love you, Li.”


“Why did you have to say that?” she asked, shaking
her head. 


“See? Most women would be thrilled to have a man
express those kinds of feelings! And I don’t mean to sound arrogant but I’m a
good catch! Lots of girls would count themselves lucky to have me chasing after
them.”


Li bit her tongue, preventing herself from telling
him that maybe he should be off with them, instead. After a moment to compose
herself, she responded, “Most men would be thrilled to have the opportunity to
play with a girl like me, who isn’t looking for any strings.”


“I love you.”


“You said that.” Li placed the palms of her hands
atop her legs and stared straight ahead. “You do know that I’m not like the
girls you’ve dated before? I… have done things to get by. No, let me rephrase
that. Some of them were done just because I needed to get by. Others were done
because I’m young and I want to have fun.”


“I don’t care how many other men you’ve been
with.”


“You should. If we were to get married, would you take
me with you to fancy parties? Introduce me to your friends in the business
world?”


“Of course!”


“And how long before one of them recognizes me?
Maybe one of them even paid me to have relations with them. Word would get
around and you’d be embarrassed at best, ruined at worst. Men like you do not
marry girls like me.”


“I don’t care about any of that!”


“Then you’re a fool!” Li finally turned to face
him and he saw, for the first ever, true passion for him in her eyes. It was
startling to behold. “I care about you, Cedric. I really do. You’re the first
man who’s ever made me feel this way. But you’re a white man who comes from
money. I’m an Asian whore. We can sugarcoat it however we like but that’s the
truth. And if us sleeping together is causing you to forget all of that then
maybe we shouldn’t do it any longer.”


Cedric’s cheeks burned and he found that his
spirit was deflated. 


They rode on, together but very much alone, for
the rest of the trip. Even after they’d found out where Hiroshi was staying – a
cheap hotel known as The Imperial that catered to foreigners – they said
nothing to one another.


 


 


PANDORA WALKED THROUGH the streets of Sovereign, both amazed and
disgusted by everything that she saw. Motorized chariots… huge, blinking signs
and billboards… and the way people were dressed! If her senses hadn’t been
attuned to the presence of sin, she might have been taken in by this strange
modern world, dazzled by all the technological improvements. 


But the stench of moral decay was so thick in this
city that her lungs felt clogged by it. 


Pandora had stopped once to stare into a shop
window, enchanted by her own reflection. This new body she wore was fit and
strong, though it was a bit softer than she would have liked. This was the form
of a woman who had not lived the life of constant battle and hardship that
Pandora had endured for centuries before her imprisonment.


That would change, though. It wouldn’t be long
before this body had been chiseled into what she needed it to be.


A car roared past, startling her. She looked over
and saw two men engaged in conversation. Neither of them noticed her but she
felt a brief flash of recognition at the sight of them. One was Western, the
other Oriental. Had the woman – Locke, Pandora thought her name had been – known
them?


A moment later, a second car followed in pursuit.
This time, Pandora definitely recognized them. They were two of the people who
had been at Gravedigger’s side. 


Acting more on instinct than anything else,
Pandora ran out into the street, very nearly killing herself in the process. A
taxi slammed on the brakes, screeching to a halt just inches away from her
legs. 


“What the hell’s wrong with you, lady?” the driver
bellowed, leaning his head out the widow. 


Pandora studied him for a moment before asking,
“What manner of chariot is this?”


“Say what? This here’s a cab. You know, you tell
me where you want to go and I take you there?” He shook his head, looking
amused. “Lady, have you been drinking?”


Pandora strode to the passenger side of the car
and yanked open the door. She sat down and pointed in the direction of the
retreating cars. “Follow them.”


“To where?”


“To wherever they go.”


The driver hesitated for only a moment before
giving a shrug of his shoulders. The night had been a bad one for business and
he was in no position to refuse a fare. “You’re the boss, lady.”


 


 


CRAIG HAD BEEN pleased to discover that Hiroshi had the entire
third floor reserved in his use. This meant that the doctor would have his own
quarters, which was his preference. There were a number of other men waiting
for them when they arrived and Craig had quickly learned that they were others
in the employ of Hiroshi. The Japanese man had fallen into planning with them,
asking detailed questions about what could be done next.


After being introduced to them all and just as
quickly forgetting their names, Craig had excused himself to go to his room. He
was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. His excitement made him jumpy, leading him to
light up a smoke.


Opening the curtains to his window, he saw that he
had an excellent view of the waterfront. It would have almost been beautiful if
not for the down-on-their-luck unfortunates who lined the alleyways, most of
them drunk out of their skulls. He unlatched the window and pushed it out,
allowing the smell of the sea, along with the unfortunate odors of unwashed
bodies and urine, to waft into the room.


Puffing away, Craig thought about how he had come
to this. He had been a brilliant young academic and numerous universities had
courted him upon graduation. If he had been so inclined, he could have joined
any of those faculties and eventually risen to the top of his field. 


But there was Pandora, always Pandora. From the
moment he had first stumbled upon a reference to the true story laying beneath the
myth, he had become obsessed with her. He wanted to find out the truth and, if
possible, to meet her. 


A part of him even became infatuated with her
depiction. He had collected paintings, drawings and sculptures related to her.
The images had varied widely but he had known that she was beautiful, inside
and out.


Pandora had been unfairly blamed for her actions.
She had succumbed to curiosity, which was far from the worst sin imaginable.
Craig felt sorry for the way her reputation had been besmirched and he
understood her drive to redeem it. In some ways, it was the same with Craig
himself. His obsession with Pandora had gradually eroded his standing in the
academic world and after his desperate attempt to prove himself right had led
to an arrest, he had nearly succumbed to despair.


Now that Hiroshi had given him a new lease on
life, he wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. He was so close to Pandora that
he could almost reach out and touch her.


A hand suddenly reached over the edge of the
windowsill, grabbing hold of Craig’s belt. It yanked him forward so that he
almost tipped out the window but he managed to grab hold of the wall and hold
himself steady. 


Locke’s face appeared though there was something
different in her expression. Her voice was deeper and huskier as she said, “If
you value your life, you’ll help me inside.”


Craig sputtered and then helped haul the woman
inside. Her clothes were ripped and filthy. Her fingers and bare feet were
covered with grime. “Did you… did you just climb up the side of the hotel?” he
finally asked.


“You were followed,” she replied. 


“What? By whom?”


“A man and a woman. They work for Gravedigger.”


“We have to go tell Hiroshi…”


Pandora reached out and grabbed him by the wrist,
stopping him from turning towards the door. “Who is Hiroshi? Tell me
everything. And if you lie, I will know.”


Craig stared at her in confusion. Suddenly
something went off in his head like a light bulb, causing him to curse out
loud. The look of disgust that flashed across Pandora’s features made him
instantly regret his action. “I’m sorry but… this is impossible… You’re not
Locke, are you?”


“I came to your room because you were alone and
because you looked more intelligent than your friend. Please do not tell me
that you’re an imbecile.”


“My name is Doctor Jonah Craig.” Licking his lips,
he lowered his voice and asked in an almost confidential manner, “Are you
Pandora?”


“Yes.”


“Oh my god!” Craig had to stop himself from
shouting for joy. “You have no idea how long I’ve sought you! I’ve dedicated my
life to you…”


“Why?”


“Because… it’s hard to explain, really.”


Pandora released her grip on his wrist and
gestured towards a chair. “Then sit and tell me everything. I need to know
about this strange world and who your master is. I’m assuming that if he is an
enemy to my enemy then he may be my friend. But that is not always the case.”


Craig found his seat and looked at her with wide
eyes. All thought of sleep had been banished from his mind. “He wants you to
help him take over the country… and probably the world after that.”


“He’s a military leader?”


“He wants to be Emperor.”


“As do all men, in one way or another.” Pandora
waved her hand dismissively. “Start at the beginning. Tell me of yourself and
then of the man you serve. When you are done, I will judge whether or not I
wish to meet this Hiroshi.”


 


 


CEDRIC PRETENDED TO read a newspaper, sitting in the rather grimy
lobby of The Imperial. He had placed a call to Hendry Hall upon arriving, using
one of the many phone booths located on the premises, and had been told to
maintain their surveillance until Mortimer could arrive to relieve him.


Rather than remaining inconspicuous, Li was very
animatedly flirting with several of the hotel’s staff, pumping them for
information. Cedric was sure that she’d return with several interesting bits of
knowledge but he still felt furious every time he heard her giggle. 


He was still stinging from her words in the car.
He knew there was truth behind them. Hell, Mitchell had danced around the
subject not long ago, when the two men had gone out for dinner. 


But love was love as far as Cedric was concerned.
Maybe that made him a naïve romantic but he was fine with that. No matter what
public relations hit he took from having Li at his side, he’d eventually
overcome it through hard work and perseverance. That’s how he’d succeeded in
all walks of life before now and he didn’t expect that it would ever need to
change.


Of course, it took two to tango and if Li was dead
set on putting the brakes on their romance there wasn’t much Cedric could do.


“Mr. Tamaki is on the third floor, sir. Shall I
ring him and let him know that you’re here?”


Cedric glanced over the top of his paper, his ears
having perked up at the sound of Tamaki’s name. He saw an old man dressed in a
long white lab coat and a rumpled suit standing at the clerk’s counter,
struggling to hold a rather heavy-looking bag in his right hand. 


“No, that’s all right,” the old man was saying.
“He’s expecting me.”


The clerk smiled apologetically. “I’m sure he is
but he’s actually given us strict instructions to alert him before anyone heads
up to his floor. Can I have your name?”


With a sigh, the old man replied, “Professor Emett
Potter.”


“Thank you, Professor. It will be just a moment.”


Cedric set aside his paper and stood up. He approached
Professor Potter and was about to introduce himself when Li bounced over,
blocking his path. Despite the wide grin she wore, he could see that she was
actually concerned about something. 


“We need to talk,” she said playfully, toying with
his tie. “I like handsome American boys.”


Cedric glanced around and saw several people
looking at them. He played his part, sliding his hands around her narrow waist
and pulling her close. “Why don’t we go somewhere and converse in private,
baby?”


The two of them exited the hotel just as the clerk
gave Prof. Potter the okay to go upstairs. 


“I hope this is important,” Cedric whispered as
they ducked into the alley. “That old guy is on his way up to see Tamaki right
now.”


“A couple of the guys I was talking to are hired
guns of his.”


“Tamaki?”


“Who else? They said that he was furious when he
got here and immediately sent one of them to find out if Charity Grace’s body
was still in the morgue. When he found out that she survived, he really lost
it.”


“That’s not surprising.”


“They also confirmed that Doctor Craig is with him
and they’ve heard both of them mention the name Pandora.”


Cedric frowned, wishing that the entire team was
converging on this spot right now. They could shut Tamaki down and be done with
it all. He understood that Charity was hurting and exhausted but it didn’t make
sense to give Tamaki a chance to regroup.


Stifling a yawn, Cedric realized that he, too, was
close to passing out. Maybe Charity was right to wait, after all.


Li turned and smiled, noticing that Mortimer was
stepping out of a cab. “Looks like our relief is here.”


“Yeah. Listen, Li, about earlier…”


Li visibly tensed. “Yes?”


Cedric stared at her, his voice dropping along
with his heart. “Maybe you’re right.” Forcing a false note of sincerity into
his words, he added, “We can still be friends, can’t we?”


“Of course.” Cedric wasn’t sure but he thought he
saw a small tinge of regret in Li’s eyes as she answered him. The moment was
quickly gone, however, as she spun about to greet Mortimer.


 


 


PANDORA HAD LISTENED to Craig’s story about his bizarre
infatuation with her and about Hiroshi’s odd belief that she could help him
conquer a country. In the end, she had agreed to be introduced to the Japanese
man, from whom she immediately sensed an extraordinary amount of Pride. One of
the worst of the Sins, in her opinion, for it often blinded its owners to their
own faults. 


Upon learning that the legendary Pandora was in his
company, Hiroshi had banished everyone from his room save for himself, Pandora,
Craig and the newly arrived Prof. Potter. 


“Blessed Pandora,” he said extravagantly, “you
have arrived at a most opportune time. The good Professor was just going to
give me a demonstration of the device that will soon put you and I on the
throne of this country.”


“You make it sound as if we’re going to rule
side-by-side.”


“We are. Or, at least, I hope we will. I do not
seek to be a solitary Emperor. I want an Empress who would be worthy of the
name. You and I can remake this nation and, eventually, this world into
something better.”


Pandora studied him closely, searching his eyes
for any sign of madness. She saw only the same lust for power that she was all
too familiar with. No matter the era, it was always the same in men of his ilk.
“You want me to marry you,” she said.


“Eventually. I do not know your feelings about
such things. Do you feel the need for love to enter the equation? If so, I can
certainly court you.”


“The men who died in your name tonight, the woman
whose body is now my own, do you care nothing for them?”


“I regret their passing because I might have made
further use of them. But in the end, they were servants.” Hiroshi stepped
towards her and took her hands in his own. “Surely you, of all people, would
understand what I’m talking about. The weight of history lies heavy upon my
shoulders. The foot soldiers who help carry my banner are essential weapons in
my arsenal but they will be forgotten. My name will be remembered forever. And
yours, as well. Whether you call yourself Pandora of if you want to take
Locke’s name as your own, this is your chance to build a new story for
yourself.”


“I despise Sin. I want to see it destroyed.”


“Then that will be the guiding mission of our
rule.”


Pandora felt disgust building within her. This man
was one of the ones who would have to be purged. She had realized even before
her imprisonment that her goal of destroying all the demons she’d unleashed
would not rid the world of its madness. It was necessary, yes, but then there
would be a tremendous culling of humanity before the devil’s seed could be bred
out.


Still, she found herself curious about the hows
and whys of this man’s plan. “Your professor has a magic device to help us
seize power?”


Hiroshi grinned as if he won a grand prize.
Turning to Potter, he said, “Professor, if you please?”


Potter nodded eagerly and began removing a rather
unwieldy device from his bag. It consisted of a rectangular piece of
electronics housed in a wooden case, with a headset attached via a coiled cord.
“This is a most amazing thing, if I do say myself. I called it an Emoting
Transmitter Device – or ETD, for short.” The old man set the device down on a
counter and then returned to his bag, returning with a tiny transparent
container dotted with air holes along the top and sides. Within its confines
was a small white mouse, which sniffed the air with interest. “This is Merlin,”
the old man chuckled. “He’s going to help with the experiment.”


Setting the mouse’s container on the counter
beside the device, Potter plucked up the headset and placed it over his head.
It made him look like a spaceman from a terrible pulp magazine, Craig thought.


“The ETD can pick up on your emotional wavelengths
and augment them, allowing them to be transmitted to another target. For
instance, I will now call upon feelings of fear in myself and will send those
emotions to Merlin.” The old man fiddled with the dials on his device and then
began staring at the rodent, screwing up his face and bugging his eyes while
doing so. The mouse seemed unaffected.


Craig hid his mouth to cover his laughter but the
professor took note and frowned. His facial gyrations intensified but to no
effect.


“May I help, professor?” Hiroshi drew his sword
and placed it against the old man’s throat. “Perhaps this will instill a
healthy dose of actual fear.”


Potter gasped, feeling the cold steel dig into his
flesh. As a tiny droplet of red began to ooze down his skin, the professor’s
terror became real. Immediately, the mouse’s behavior altered, as well. It
squeaked loudly and began throwing itself against the walls of its tiny cage,
bashing its body so hard that Craig was sure it was going to kill itself in a
mad attempt to gain freedom.


Hiroshi pulled his blade away and Potter quickly
yanked the headset off. He seemed genuinely distraught over the damage that had
been done to Merlin.


“Professor,” Hiroshi said, “please tend to your
mouse later. For now, tell us more about your intriguing device.”


“Well, as I said when you offered to fund my
experiments, it’s only good for small-brained creatures at present. I haven’t
found a way to augment the brainwaves to the point where they can impact other
humans.”


“But if you had a power source that was powerful
enough, it would work, wouldn’t it?” Hiroshi prompted.


“Theoretically.”


The Japanese man flashed his most handsome smile
at Pandora. “Madame, would you consent to testing this device? If my suspicions
are correct, you could be the answer to all our dreams.”


Pandora regarded the ETD with suspicion but she
agreed to let the old man place the headset on her. 


“You house the spirits of the primal forces of
nature,” Hiroshi said. “If anyone could channel that force and power this
machine, it’s you. And if you can control the emotional states of others, you
could drive them mad, turn them into violent slaves or even cause them to love
you with all their hearts. We’d be able to walk right to the White House’s
front door and take what we wanted without even spilling a drop of blood.
Unless, of course, that’s what you wanted.” Hiroshi laughed at his joke and
Craig joined in, eager to maintain appearances.


At a command from Hiroshi, Potter stepped into the
hall and returned with a slender man named Hutch. One of the many hired guns in
Hiroshi’s employ, Hutch was known for being brave but rather stupid.


“What can I do for ya, boss?”


Pandora didn’t give Hiroshi a chance to respond.
She summoned up the dark power of Wrath, projecting it with her mind towards
Hutch. The effect was immediate. The slender man went into a terrible frenzy,
foaming at the mouth and clenching his hands into fists. He began lashing out
at everything within range, smashing the walls with all his might and even
attacking Hiroshi, who sent him to his knees with a blow from the hilt of his
sword.


“That’s enough, Pandora,” Hiroshi said. When Hutch
whirled about, trying to bite at the Japanese man’s leg, Hiroshi ended the
matter by stabbing him in the side of the head. As the corpse hit the floor,
Hiroshi muttered, “He got blood on my suit.”


Pandora smiled. “Are you not afraid, Mr. Tamaki? I
could destroy you right now.”


Hiroshi looked up suddenly but there was no fear
in his gaze. “You could have killed me any time you wished. I have no doubt
about that. You don’t need a machine for that.”


Pandora removed the headset and tossed it to
Potter, who caught it with alarm. “You amuse me, Hiroshi, despite your many
failings. I will help you do this thing. I will make you Emperor. But from that
day forward, you will help me learn about this world and you will help me save
humanity from the curse I have laid upon it.”


“Agreed.” Hiroshi clapped his hands together. “You
and I. Emperor and Empress!”


Craig cleared his throat. “What about Gravedigger?
Pandora says they know we’re here.”


“Then we’ll leave here,” Hiroshi said with a
shrug. “Now that we have Pandora and the ETD, we are finished with Sovereign.
We leave in the morning!”


 


 









 Chapter VII: All Hail The New King


 


Charity woke shortly after dawn, exercised for
nearly half an hour and then took a brisk shower. By the time she headed
downstairs, the rest of her team was in the dining room, enjoying orange juice
and breakfast. 


The tightness in her belly from the gunshot wound
had faded already and she found herself grateful for the increased metabolism
that The Voice had blessed her with. It had the side effect of making her
hungrier than before, though she had to admit that after a lifetime of living
hand-to-mouth, she might simply be enjoying ready access to food.


As she took her seat at the head of the table, she
greeted her friends with a smile. Someone had been kind enough to make her a
plate consisting of eggs, sausage and buttered toast. “Thanks for letting me
have a few hours to unwind. I’m ready to resume the chase now. Who wants to go
first?”


Mortimer set down the scone he’d been eating and
placed his palms down upon the tabletop. “I watched them until about half an
hour ago, when I left a stoolie by the name of Bright Eyes Johnson at the
hotel. I paid him a good salary to let me know the second they start to move.
They were up until around four o’clock this morning so I’d imagine they’re
catching some shuteye before moving out.”


“You think Tamaki knows that I’m still alive?”


“That’s confirmed,” Mitchell said, speaking up
before Mortimer got the chance. “Our sources at the morgue say there was a man
who came by last night asking about you. When he was told that you were still
alive, the man left in a hurry.”


“What about Pandora?”


This time it was Cedric’s turn to answer. Charity
noticed that the normally boisterous businessman looked a bit deflated this
morning. “The woman whose body she’s inside of is named Sandra Locke.
Small-time hustler with a knack for winning the hearts of influential men,
she’s been associated with Hiroshi Tamaki and Quick Dan Nunn for awhile now.”
Gesturing to Mortimer, Cedric added, “And we know where she is.”


Mortimer nodded his thanks and picked up the
narrative. “Around 3:30 am, Tamaki sent down an order for drinks. I slipped the
guy a five who was taking them up to let me know if he saw a woman matching
Locke’s description. He did.”


“But none of you saw her enter the hotel?” The
question was directed at all of them but Charity looked at Li as she asked it.


The young Chinese-American shrugged her slender
shoulders. “She had to have come through a service entrance unless she scuttled
up the building like a spider.”


“Mortimer, do you think that Bright Eyes is going
to be able to spot them when they move out? If Li and Cedric – who are pretty
damned capable – didn’t see Pandora, what makes you think this stoolie will?”


“For one thing, that was one woman, one very
experienced woman. When they leave today, they’ll be moving an entire
operation. We’re talking at least 14-16 men, plus their luggage and equipment.
Bright Eyes got that nickname because he doesn’t miss a thing. He’ll see them.”


“Okay. I trust you.” Charity plucked up her knife
and fork, digging in to her sausage. “After breakfast, we head out.”


 


 


UNFORTUNATELY FOR GRAVEDIGGER, things were already in motion that
would render that timetable moot.


Bright Eyes was a thin man with pockmarked cheeks
that were well known in the underworld. His tendency to loudly chew gum only
further added to his notoriety. While it was true that he scarcely missed
anything with that roving gaze of his, his role as an informant for the police
had not won him any friends amongst the criminal class. In fact, many of them
were eager to make him pay.


When one of Tamaki’s gang recognized Bright Eyes
and mentioned his presence to his employer, the Japanese crime lord put two and
two together: they were being watched. 


For a moment, Hiroshi had considered taking Bright
Eyes as a captive. He would have had the man tortured and left for Gravedigger
to find as a warning but there were perils to such an action and he had no
desire to tempt fate any further. 


Instead, he left the hotel via a staff exit,
taking Pandora, Dr. Craig and Prof. Potter with him. Their belongings would be
shipped out later, though the ETD was valuable enough that Hiroshi carried it
himself. To cover the flight of the others, along with all of the bags and
equipment, his men were given strict instructions to sound the fire alarm
approximately twenty minutes after Hiroshi had gone. 


These orders were carried out to the letter, which
led to Bright Eyes being evacuated along with everyone else. The informant
scanned the crowd and when he realized that there was no sign of Tamaki or the
others he’d been told to watch out for, he hurried to the phone to call Hendry
Hall.


By then, Tamaki was boarding a private plane.


 


 


PANDORA STARED OUT the window, her eyes wide. Down below, the
countryside looked so small. It was like she was one of the gods or goddesses
of Mount Olympus, looking down upon the rest of humanity from afar. 


“All of that is going to be yours.”


Pandora glanced at Hiroshi as he slid into the
seat next to hers. He had splashed on more cologne and she wondered idly if
modern women were susceptible to its musk. To her, it was a maddening scent,
one that stank of lies and broken promises. 


“You look displeased,” he said, his eyes narrowing.


“You seek power for its own sake?” she asked.
“I’ve seen more men than I could count who did that and it never made any sense
to me. It’s obviously a byproduct of Greed and Pride but I do wonder why it
affects your gender more than mine.”


Hiroshi threw his head back and laughed. “It’s
just in our natures, my beloved. Women and men both desire power, it’s just the
way we go about it that differs. Men want dominance. They want the badges of
office, the respectful fear in their enemy’s eyes. They want to be able to take
whatever they please without even having to lift a hand. Women, now, women
prefer to seek the power of the heart. They seek out the most desirable mate
and do whatever it takes to capture him. Then they mold him and his seed into
the perfect family, lying and stealing to provide for them. They say they do
this out of a desire to provide for their loved ones but it’s just another form
of power. Women want men to be dependent upon them for food, sex and emotional
fulfillment. Their children are taught to cry and run to them for protection.
In these ways, women hold on to their small little empires.” Hiroshi waved a
hand. “It’s all the same thing. My empire will just be bigger than a woman’s,
that’s all.”


“I don’t care for power,” Pandora replied, her
voice very low and husky. “I have seen what it does to people. It dries them up
like husks and then blows them apart. All I care about is undoing the damage
I’ve done, and if it means destroying the entire world, I’d be willing to do
that.”


“Power,” Hiroshi said. “That’s what everything
comes down to. You want the ability to decide if the world is fit to live. You
want to stand in judgment over every man, woman and child to determine if they
live up to your standard. That’s biggest use of power I’ve ever heard of: the
power of life and death.”


“You don’t understand.”


“But I do! You feel extreme guilt but I tell you,
it’s not necessary. I can’t fathom what the world was like before you opened
that box but I’d wager that men and women lied, stole and murdered before you
did a thing. It’s human nature.”


“The world was more pure before I committed my
crime,” Pandora argued. “There were bad people, yes, but things spiraled so
badly out of control after I set the demons free.”


Hiroshi reached out and took her hand. She
flinched at his touch but did not withdraw. “Look around you. See all that
we’ve accomplished and a lot of it is because of our pride, our
jealousy, our wrath. Don’t focus on the sins you unleashed but upon all the
good things that have spun out of them. Without those base desires, man and
woman would still live in shacks, eating off the land. But no more! We don’t
have to eke out an existence like that any more. Now we can seize the very
heavens! We fly through the air, float over the water and create weapons that
lay waste to mountains! No longer do we seek the protection of gods – we are
gods!”


Pandora yanked her hand free, her eyes narrowed.
“Lust. Gluttony. Greed. Sloth. Wrath. Envy. Pride. Those are the bane of
mankind’s existence. And I unleashed them. I will help you only so far
as you help me. We will burn those sins out of the human condition.”


Hiroshi paused, looking away from her. When he
spoke, his voice was cold but certain. “I do understand, my love. You help me
and I will help you.”


 


 


IT WAS JUST after dusk when Frankie Bean slid the key into the
lock of his apartment door. He was beyond tired, having reached the point where
his features were fixed into one expression. Smiling, frowning, doing anything
of the kind, really all of that would have required more energy than he could
spare. 


Frankie was a driver, one of the very best in the
city. He’d worked for all the big names: Doc Pemberley, The Undying, Thanatos.
All of them had known he was the best when it came to losing a police pursuit
or for high-tailing it through the dark, rain-slicked streets of Sovereign. He
knew every curve of every avenue. 


Today he’d put in a lot of hours behind the wheel.
First, he’d driven Hiroshi Tamaki and his crew to the airport. Then he’d played
taxi driver for one goon after another, all of whom were cleaning out Tamaki’s
apartments and safe houses. 


It paid well but it was both nerve wracking and
exhausting. 


Perhaps it was that exhaustion that caused his
normally highly attuned senses to fail him. As he let the door slam shut behind
him, he tossed his keys to a small table nearby. He was already fumbling with
his jacket and tie before he even bothered reaching for the light. 


That was when she got him. 


A strong grip seized him by the wrist, whirling him
about. He slammed into a chair, sprawling into it so hard that it tumbled over.
The back of his head slammed to the floor and for a moment all he saw was
stars, bursting before his eyes. Then the lights came on and the most
frightening sight imaginable took shape before him.


Sovereign was home to a lot of mystery men, guys
who put on a mask or who adopted some colorful second identity, all so they
could put the screws to guys like Frankie. Doc Daye, The Dark Gentleman,
Lazarus Gray, Fortune McCall; the names were like a who’s who of crime busters.



But all of those guys were pretty
straight-and-narrow. Oh, sure, they killed from time to time but for the most
part they were content to let the justice system do its work, even when that
work was stifled by graft and outright corruption, like it was in Sovereign.


There was one exception, though. 


The Gravedigger.


All Frankie knew of her came from whispered
conversations in seedy dives but he’d sensed that nearly every word had been
true: she wore a red-and-black bodysuit that covered her from head-to-toe and
she carried enough weapons to be considered a walking arsenal. She struck from
the shadows, landing on her enemies like living darkness. Unlike Gray and the
others, she almost always left bodies in her wake. In fact, some of the boys
Frankie knew said that Gravedigger enjoyed her work. 


Gravedigger knelt atop his chest, driving a knee
hard into his sternum. As he groaned in pain, she directed her right hand
between his eyes. Frankie saw the point of a miniature crossbow and then felt
it against his skin. 


“Frankie,” the woman said. Her voice sounded cold
but something about it made him think that under that mask, she was a real
looker. It was the kind of voice that could make a man weak, even without the
added power of a weapon in her hands. “Do you know who I am?” she asked.


“Yes,” Frankie whispered. He hated the way his
voice sounded as he answered. He wished he could summon up the courage to spit
at her, to call her names, to tell her he didn’t fear her or her crossbow.


There wasn’t enough bravery in his heart for that.
In fact, he was pretty sure he was on the verge of wetting himself.


“Good,” she said. “Then we can skip past the
introductions and get straight to the good part. I know you drove Hiroshi Tamaki
to the airport today but I don’t have a clue where he went after that. There’s
no record of him having bought a ticket so he must have done it under an
assumed name.”


Frankie swallowed hard. He knew that this was a
bad situation to be in. Gravedigger was a killer and if he tried to play
hardball, she might decide to move on to another goon in hopes that she could
get the info she wanted. Hell, she might kill him no matter what he did.


But if he told her the truth and she let him live,
Tamaki would have him shot like a dog in the street. He had men who were still
loyal to him in this city and they wouldn’t allow this kind of betrayal to just
slide.


“You’re thinking too hard. Tell me where he went.”
The point of the arrow dug hard into his skin and Frankie felt something warm
and wet ooze from the area. 


“He’ll have me killed,” Frankie whined.


“You can die now or die later.”


Sudden hope flared in Frankie’s heart and he
blurted out, “Would you protect me? Until you’d killed Tamaki, I mean? You’re
going to do that, right?”


“I am going to kill him, yes.”


“So, you’ll put me up someplace?”


Gravedigger twisted the edged point, drawing a
little ‘x’ into his flesh. Frankie squealed like a stuck pig. “Where. Did. He.
Go?”


“Washington, D.C.!” Frankie hissed. “He got on a
plane and flew to the capital!”


“Who went with him?”


“Locke. She’s almost always with him but she was
acting crazy today. Different.”


“Anyone else?”


“Some old professor. I don’t know his name! And
another guy, too.”


Gravedigger nodded as if she already knew some of
that information. “Thanks, Frankie.” She stood up and studied him from beneath
that hood of hers. “I’m going to do you better than you wanted.”


Frankie pushed himself up onto his elbows. “You
are?”


“I could use someone like you. A driver who knows
all the ins-and-outs of the city could be useful.”


“You want… to hire me?” he asked, scarcely
believing this turn of events.


“I’m not paying you, Frankie. You’re working for
free. Consider it public service to pay off the tremendous debt you owe to society.”


“But I have to eat!”


“You’ll continue to take jobs like usual. They pay
you well, don’t they?”


“You want me to be a stoolie!”


“And, on occasion, a driver for me and my agents.
You can say no if you want.”


Frankie saw her wrist twitch and he knew that a
negative answer would not be accepted in a positive manner. He looked away,
rubbing his chin. “I’ll do what I have to do. Are you just gonna contact me
when you need me or is there some way I can call you?”


He looked up when she didn’t answer. To his
amazement, she was gone, having vanished like a wraith.


 


 


GRAVEDIGGER SLID INTO the passenger seat, quickly removing her
mask and letting it drop onto her lap. She pulled on an overcoat and looked
over at Mitchell, who was already pulling the car back onto the city street.
“Frankie’s onboard.”


“Good. He’s a talented bloke, from what I’ve
heard.” Mitchell glanced at her. “Where are we headed?”


“Stop at the next phone booth you see and call the
others. We need to book a flight to Washington.”


“Didn’t expect Tamaki to head to D.C.”


“I’m not sure what they’re up to but it can’t be
anything good. Pandora’s with him and so is Doctor Craig. The old man that
Bright Eyes reported on was confirmed by Frankie.”


“I’ve got a name,” Mitchell muttered.


“You do?” Gravedigger smiled. “You amaze me.”


“Can’t take the credit, though I’d love to. It was
Li. She spent some time flirting with the desk clerk at the hotel and he
finally coughed up the name Professor Potter. He’s done some government work
but some of his crazier experiments got him blacklisted. He’s been looking to
people like Tamaki for funding for awhile.”


“What kind of experiments?”


“Oh, you know, the usual. Mind control.”


 


 









 Chapter VIII: On the Precipice of the Abyss


 


Mortimer was not a happy man. 


Despite Mortimer’s faith in Bright Eyes, Hiroshi
had managed to escape the city and now Gravedigger’s team was forced into the
role of pursuing the master criminal. 


The former insurance investigator knew how
important it was to strike when the opportunity presented itself. Who knew if
Hiroshi would be in such a position again? 


Silently stewing in his seat on the plane,
Mortimer tried to calm himself. During his own tenure as Gravedigger, he’d had
nearly as many failures as successes. The key was to never give up, to always
follow through on the hunt. Charity was doing that and that meant that Mortimer
himself might yet get a chance to redeem himself in her eyes.


Why is that so important to me? he
wondered. He’d initially assumed it was a combination of boredom and curiosity
that had led him to Charity’s side but the longer he was with her, the more he
knew that wasn’t quite the truth. 


He was lonely. 


As a handsome man with a rather rakish bent,
Mortimer had rarely lacked for female companionship. But over the years, women
had begun to bore him. It wasn’t just the fact that their lives seemed so short
in comparison to his own, though that certainly played a part. They lacked the
emotional or historical understanding to truly understand him. Even if he told
them the truth about himself, how could they really conceive of what it was
like to die and be revived by The Voice? They’d never know the all-consuming
fear of having a deadline for your soul to be judged, to lie awake at night and
wonder if you were doing the right thing or if you were doomed to be condemned
to eternal torment? 


All people had those fears, of course, to one
degree or another. But to know, beyond doubt that your day was coming, that
added a whole new level of torment to your mind.


Charity understood. Of their entire group, only
the two of them could truly know what being a Gravedigger was. 


He desired her, not just for her beauty but also
for her ability to empathize. He wanted to talk about their shared experiences
and the changes those experiences had wrought. 


“Such serious thoughts.”


Mortimer looked up as Li slid into the seat next
to his. She smelled sweet and the floral scent lightened his mood. “I can’t
help it. Knowing this guy is about to try and mind control the populace is
pretty dark business.”


“And here I thought you were fantasizing about
Charity.”


Mortimer’s jaw fell open and he blushed from the
top of his head all the way down his neck. Li covered her face and giggled.
Lowering his voice, Mortimer glanced up a few rows, where Charity and Mitchell
were seated. Neither of them seemed to have heard Li’s words. “Why would you
say that?”


“Well, she is very pretty and she seems more your
type than I am.”


“I find you attractive.”


“Thank you but I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.”
Li paused as two of the stewardesses walked past, followed by the copilot. She
wondered if there was a problem in the back but if there was, she was sure they
would have made an announcement. Mitchell, who had bribed one of the airport
attendants to find one on short notice, had chartered this private plane. So
far, the crew had seemed quite capable. “Everyone has their preferences,” Li
continued. “You seem to like Western girls and there’s nothing wrong with
that.”


“So you thought I might be fantasizing about her
because she’s white?”


“And attractive. From your reaction, I’d say I was
right.”


Mortimer frowned, realizing that she’d just been
playfully teasing him. His extreme reaction had not only confirmed her
statement but had revealed the depth of his attraction. “I’d rather you kept
this between us.”


“There’s nothing to keep,” Li answered with a
shrug. “You think a girl is pretty. What’s the big deal?”


“She has a boyfriend. The last thing we need is
jealousy driving a wedge between any of us.”


“It’s too late for that,” Li muttered and Mortimer
noticed an uncharacteristic frown touch her pretty features. 


“What do you mean?”


Li took a deep breath. “Cedric and I…”


“I know that the two of you are involved.”


“Involved. That’s a good way of putting it. We’re
lovers. He wants to take that beyond the physical.”


“And you don’t?”


“It wouldn’t work.” She looked at him and he was
struck by how intelligent her gaze really was. The way she played at being
silly and flirtatious, it was easy to underestimate her. “We come from two
different worlds. And if his friends found out about my past, it would hurt him
badly.”


“Sounds like that’s his decision to make.”


“Not really. I can make my own decisions.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


Li threw her head back and laughed. She suddenly
looked carefree once more. She stood up and whispered, “I know what you meant,
silly. Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”


Mortimer was about to thank her when the entire
cabin suddenly lurched. Debris of all kinds flew into the air as everything
that wasn’t tied down began flowing towards the back of the plane. Mortimer
grabbed hold of Li’s wrist, preventing her from losing her balance. 


Cedric, seated alone in the rear, stood up and
crept into the rear cabin. He found the exit door standing wide open and he
yanked it closed with extreme effort. 


“Something’s wrong,” he bellowed. He turned to
find the rest of the team on their feet, looking in his direction. He scanned
the area before adding, “I think our stewardesses and the copilot just took a
flying leap. They didn’t bother leaving behind any parachutes for us, either.”


Charity and Mitchell exchanged a silent glance,
prompting Mitchell to sprint towards the cockpit. He lowered his shoulder and
drove the door open, revealing a horrible sight. The pilot was dead, the back
of his skull having been caved in by some heavy implement.


Turning back to the others, the Englishman asked,
“Does anyone here know how to fly a plane?”


 


 


PANDORA STEPPED OUT of the bath, enjoying the feel of warmth on
her skin. She plucked up a soft white towel and ran it over her body, finally
tying it just above her pert breasts. Locke’s body wasn’t quite as firm as she
would like but it was far from being out of shape. 


Pandora wandered into the bedroom and turned on the
radio. Almost magically, the sound of music filled the room, bringing a grin to
her face. She stared at her reflection in a mirror and began to dance softly.
Her body swayed to the rhythm and for a moment, she was able to forget about
the stresses of her existence, the years of imprisonment, the terrible weight
of guilt that she carried upon her shoulders. 


Then the song changed and so did her mood. 


She remained standing, panting slightly, before
dropping her towel. Nude, she began to do a series of stretching exercises,
beginning the arduous process of hardening this form. When her new body began
to shiver from exhaustion, she stopped and walked to the closet, which was
filled with clothes bought for her by Hiroshi. She frowned at the many skirts
and dresses, finally selecting a long green gown that she tightly cinched at
the waist with a belt. Using a pair of scissors she found in a drawer, she cut
the hem of the dress, shortening it. She wanted to be able to move freely,
should combat arrive. Pants would have been preferable but she would not allow
modesty to impede her, should danger present itself.


Most of the shoes were high-heeled but in the end
she did find one pair of leather boots that ended calf-high. They didn’t really
go with the dress but fashion was far from a concern. 


Marching across the hall, she rapped firmly on
Hiroshi’s door and, upon a verbal response from within, entered the room. She
found the would-be Emperor staring out the window. The hotel he’d picked
afforded an excellent view of the Washington Memorial. 


“I need a weapon,” she said.


Hiroshi turned to face her, looking handsome in
the crisp white shirt he wore. His black slacks emphasized the long, athletic
shape of his waist and legs. Though Pandora considered Lust to be among the
Seven Deadly Sins, she was not immune to the man’s good looks. “I knew you
would say that,” he responded with a smile. He gestured towards a table, upon
which lay two swords. One of them was Hiroshi’s own but the other was new to
Pandora. It had a matching hilt and similar design, though it was somewhat
smaller in size. “Even before you were freed from The Silver Skull, I
commissioned a man to make you a blade.”


Pandora plucked it up and whipped it through the
air, marveling at its craftsmanship. “It feels like an extension of my arm.”


“Of your soul,” he corrected. “By the way, you
look absolutely stunning.”


“I doubt that I would conform to modern cultural
ideals.”


“That doesn’t matter. After all, soon we will be
the ones setting those ideals.” Hiroshi strolled over to a chair where his
jacket lay across the back. He picked it up and pulled it on. “I have a meeting
with Reginald Van Draught. He’s the Secretary of the Interior.”


“What is that?”


“He works very closely with the President of the
United States. If I can get him under the sway of our ETD, then we can arrange
a meeting with the President himself.”


“So you need for me to be close by,” she said.


“You’ll be in your room across the hall. Prof.
Potter thinks you’re so powerful that you could be on the other side of the
hotel and still be able to affect our target but there’s no need to take
chances.” Hiroshi reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a photograph of
Van Draught. “You’ll want to concentrate on this picture. Wait until you can
get a signal from Dr. Craig. I’d like to have a polite conversation before we
unleash you on him.”


“What emotion do you want him to feel?”


Hiroshi grinned. “Fear, of course. I want him
shaking in his boots. He’s going to do whatever I want… for fear of his very
life.”


 


 


“I’LL ASK AGAIN, anybody here know how to fly a bloody plane?”
Mitchell’s words were somewhat humorous but the tension that lay behind them
was clear to everyone. 


“I slept with a pilot once,” Li offered. She gave a
slight shrug of her slender shoulders. “We were in the cockpit but my back was
to the controls.”


Mortimer reached out and took Charity’s elbow.
“You have the muscle memory of all the previous Gravediggers. Was any of them a
pilot?”


“I don’t know.”


“Think! Dig deep if you have to!”


Charity frowned. Her ability to call upon the
skills of her predecessors was something that functioned best on an unconscious
level. She would grip a new weapon, for instance, and suddenly have the ability
to wield it with tremendous skill provided that one of the prior Gravediggers
had been an expert in its use. 


Mortimer had the same ability but it would have
been restricted to the Gravediggers who preceded him and all of them had
existed before the creation of aircraft. 


Thankfully, Mitchell snapped his fingers and
grinned. He looked like he’d just won first prize in a radio contest. “Josef!”


Cedric blinked in confusion. “What about him?”


“Josef was a pilot during the Great War. He told
me that he often flew into enemy territory on Gravedigger missions.”


Charity pushed past her lover, reaching out to
shove the dead pilot’s body to the floor. His chair was filled with smears of
blood and brain matter but she ignored it as she took his seat. 


She studied the dials and buttons, pleased that
some of them did seem familiar. Though Josef’s experience with planes dated
back nearly two full decades, the basics appeared to be the same. 


Behind her, Li and Cedric were discussing the
betrayal that had put them into this situation. She felt somewhat flattered by
their apparent faith in her ability to save them all. It was obvious that they
were more concerned with the fact that Tamaki had foreseen their pursuit and
paid off the airport clerk, making sure that the only plane available to them
was going to be mostly crewed by assassins. 


“You can do this.”


Charity felt Mitchell’s reassuring touch on her
shoulder. “Josef’s piloting experience isn’t going to be much help. They
sabotaged the fuel tank,” she whispered. “We’re running on fumes.”


“Is there anyplace where you could land us?”


Charity’s eyes were already scanning the
countryside. “They timed this just right. We’re almost to D.C., we’re out of
fuel and there’s not a safe place to land anywhere. I don’t want to set down in
the middle of a street if I don’t have to.”


Mitchell heard a loud clunking sound and looked
around. “That can’t be anything good.”


“It’s not. The engines are cutting out.” Standing
up, Charity raised her voice and shouted, “Everyone, get to the exit! Now!”


To their credit, everyone did as she asked,
questions unasked. By the time they were all assembled next to the door, the
entire plane was dropping like a rock and they could all feel it as the air
pressure began to change. 


“Now what?” Cedric asked, eyeing the door. With no
parachutes, it would be certain death to jump now.


“Wait here,” Charity said. She moved past them all
into the rear part of the plane. It was here that their luggage was stored
along with emergency supplies. As Cedric had said, there were no spare
parachutes to be seen. Her eyes came to a rest on an emergency life raft which
was wadded up into a huge yellow pile. Snatching it up, she returned to the
others. 


“We’re going to need to form a human chain.
Mitchell, get behind me and hold on tight. Li, you do the same to him. We keep
doing that until everybody is hooked on to the person ahead of them – and for
God’s sakes, don’t let go!”


Cedric kicked open the emergency exit and the wind
whipped inside, buffeting all of them. Charity held the wadded up canvas in
front of her, holding it protectively.


“This is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard of,”
Mitchell whispered in her ear. “We’re falling from the sky, not drowning in the
water!”


“Trust me,” she replied and the tone of her voice
gave him hope. If she believed in this crazy plan then that was good enough for
him. 


Leaning out of the doorway, she saw the ground
below rushing up to meet them. She wanted to wait as long as she could because
if her plan didn’t work, the higher the distance, the more pain they were going
to be in for. 


“Let’s go!” she yelled, leaping from the plane.
She held on to the raft with all her strength, aware of the chain of people
behind her. 


Thirty feet to go. Twenty. Ten. 


She couldn’t wait any longer. She grabbed hold of
the inflation cord and yanked. 


The raft billowed open to its full size, bulbous
and unwieldy. Charity heard screams coming from above her – Li and perhaps
Cedric, too. But the plan seemed to be taking on its proper shape – the raft
was acting as a spoiler, pushing back against the rushing air, slowing their
descent. 


Still, they were falling fast. 


The plane from which they had escaped flew past,
slamming into the middle of a busy road heading into the heart of the city.
Drivers yanked their vehicles off the street but several of them failed to get
enough distance between them and the oncoming aircraft. A tremendous fireball
engulfed those poor souls, sending them on to the afterlife.


At that same moment, the life raft skidded across
the grasslands on the side of the road. It bounced and flew, nearly toppling
over as Charity and her friends crashed into the middle of the makeshift craft.



With a string of curses and groans, the heroes
held on for dear life, knowing that at any moment they could be tossed off,
suffering the loss of limbs or worse.


The life raft finally slowed, coming to a stop
less than thirty yards from the burning wreckage of the plane. 


Charity turned to face her friends, making sure
that they were all okay. She found that Cedric was staring at her with a slack
jaw. “Cedric? Are you okay?”


“How the hell did you know that would work?”


“I didn’t,” she admitted. “But Josef told me a
story about a friend of his named Doctor Jones. He escaped from a similar
situation using a life raft and, well, we didn’t have a whole lot of choices at
the moment.”


“If I ever meet this Doctor Jones, I’ll know he’s
just as crazy as you are.” Cedric’s grin took the punch out of his words and
promptly set everyone to laughing. 


It was Charity who brought them all back to the
seriousness of the situation. She had looked over to the plane, which was
burning terribly, and had realized that at least a half dozen people, maybe
more, were now dead. Those that had survived the near disaster were gathering
in small groups, some of them venturing towards the flames to try and help
anyone who might be trapped within. 


To Mitchell, she said, “Scour the area and look
for our supplies. If you find any, collect them.” Looking at Mortimer and the
others, she ordered, “The rest of you come with me. We need to see if there’s
anybody over there who needs help.”


The team jumped to their assigned tasks and
Charity swore that Hiroshi would pay for this. It was one thing to attack her
and her allies but to bring about the deaths of innocents? That was
unforgivable.


In all, the injury toll would end up numbering
close to thirty. Charity’s initial estimation about the number of people killed
– a half dozen – was actually slightly below the real tally, which ended up
being ten.


Thankfully, most of the group’s luggage had
somehow managed to survive the inferno. While the men would have all been fine
with replacing their clothing at a later time, Li found her wardrobe to be of
much greater importance. Charity, of course, was concerned only with the
arsenal that she had brought along still being functional.


After helping as much as they could, the majority
of the group took off into the countryside. Cedric stayed behind since he’d
been the one to charter the plane and the authorities would understandably
wonder where he had gone. 


An attempt at murder had failed on the part of
Hiroshi Tamaki and The Gravedigger was now even more dedicated to bringing
about his downfall!


 


 


REGINALD VAN DRAUGHT was a distinguished looking Southern man
with silver hair and horn-rimmed glasses. His gray pinstripe suit fit him
perfectly and helped cultivate an air of upper-class gentility. 


Sitting in a chair across from Hiroshi, Van Draught
seemed very pleased with the cognac he’d been offered. “I have to say, Mr.
Tamaki, that I almost didn’t accept this invitation of yours.”


Looking surprised, Hiroshi set down his own glass
and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “And why was that?”


“Your reputation… Shall we say, it’s less than
sterling?” 


Both men laughed and Hiroshi gave an understanding
nod. “Great men make many enemies, as I’m sure you know. There are those who
would accuse me of a great number of things.”


“Are they true?”


“Some of them.” 


Van Draught smiled. “I’ve had dealings with men
like you, Mr. Tamaki, so I understand how all this works. If it’s okay with
you, I’d like to just skip to the chase.”


“I like a man with that kind of attitude. Let’s do
that.”


“I assume you want to curry some sort of favor
with The President,” Van Draught continued. “But I have to be honest, this
isn’t the kind of President for whom that sort of thing comes easy. Franklin
believes in the stature of the office he holds. He goes out of his way to not
only appear a certain way but to actually be that kind of man.”


“Very honorable.”


“I suppose but also damned stupid at times. You
wouldn’t believe some of the lengths he goes to in the hope of appearing strong
to the American people.”


“I can imagine.”


Van Draught finished his cognac and held the empty
glass out for more. “That’s not to say it’s impossible. We just have to be
sly.”


“I’m never anything but.”


Accepting his newly refilled glass, the crooked
politician sat back and asked, “What is it that you do want, by the way?
Special concessions to help your business? Loan approval from a bank? What is
it that I can help you with?”


“I want to become Emperor of the United States.”


Van Draught exploded with laughter. “Hell, boy,
you’re barking up the wrong tree. We don’t have Emperors in these parts. We
have these things called Presidents and I’m afraid you aren’t eligible for that
position!” Wiping the corners of his eyes, he added, “Why don’t we stop with
the jokes, son. I thought we were going to be playing straight here.”


“I meant what I said.”


The pleasant expression began to fade from Van
Draught’s face. “Maybe you should go back to Japan, then. Hirohito has a firm
grip on the throne but there’s where you’d get that Emperor title you’re
lusting after.”


“He is a fine man though somewhat limited in
vision,” Hiroshi replied. “Eventually he will bow down before me but I plan to
cement my power in this country before I ask him to do that.”


“Are you insane?”


“No, I am not. I am speaking to you now because my
people tell me that you’re corrupt. If you help me willingly, all the better –
for you and for me. I need a face-to-face meeting with the President. You can
get me that.”


“Help you willingly?” Van Draught stood up.
“That’s not going to happen. You’re talking about the overthrow of our
government. I’m a red-white-and-blue American.”


Hiroshi stood up and clasped his hands behind his
back. He regarded Van Draught with a mixture of respect and amusement. “You are
a curious man, Mr. Van Draught. You are willing to bargain away your honor for
a relatively small amount of money and yet when offered the chance to truly
grab power in the coming order, you refuse, citing some sort of loyalty to your
country.”


“Well, that just goes to show how little you
understand about Americans, son. None of us are averse to making a little money
on the side. That’s called Capitalism. But when the push comes to shove, I
think we’re the greatest country on this planet and I won’t do anything that
would work against that.”


Hiroshi raised his voice and said, “Pandora, now,
if you please!”


 


 


PANDORA HEARD THE shout and she closed her eyes, allowing the
dark emotions of the Seven Deadly Sins to play across her soul. She focused on
the most violent of them: Wrath. Using the strange device created by Prof.
Potter, she began to project Wrathful images into the mind of the man whose
picture she’d been studying. The exact nature of the scenes would be tailored
by Van Draught’s own mind, showing him the dark nightmares that haunted the
deepest crevices of his psyche.


She could feel his anguish even before his startled
screams began to echo through the hotel. Pandora did not hesitate. She had long
ago learned to turn off her emotions when confronted with the pain of others.
She drew no pleasure from seeing men and women struck down, of course, but it
was sometimes necessary for the greater good.


The power was almost palpable. With Potter’s
device augmenting her own ability, she was able to touch the minds of everyone
around her. It wasn’t telepathy. She had no idea what Van Draught was seeing in
his mind, for instance, but she could sense that they were there and she knew
the basic emotional state they were operating under. 


A smile touched the lips that had once belonged to
Locke. Tamaki and Potter were thinking so small. Perhaps it was because they
had no idea how powerful she truly was or perhaps it was because they were men,
who tended to think on an immediate level. As soon as their quick desires were
satisfied, they moved on to the next conquest. 


Pandora could feel that a lot more was possible
with this device. Manipulating the mind of one person was hardly a true test of
its abilities. Allowing her mind to expand further, Pandora was able to brush
the consciousness of people throughout the city, blocks and even miles away.


The spirit of Wrath tumbled out from her as
Pandora began to test the power she had now been given. 


The number of screams began to multiply.


 


 


HIROSHI BACKED AWAY in confusion. Van Draught was on his knees,
his fingers raking at the skin of his face, digging deep furrows in his own
cheeks. The old man’s voice was hoarse now but he was still shrieking.


Strangely, he was not the only one. Other voices
were joining Van Draught’s. Hiroshi ran to the window and yanked open the
curtain, watching as several cars careened off the road. One of them ran up the
steps of the hotel, smashing into the spinning door and shattering the glass. 


Then the visions began to shove their way into
Hiroshi’s head. He saw a river of blood, the waters filled with bodies and the
weapons of war. Cannons, tanks, swords and rifles floated past a ruined
landscape where Hiroshi himself sat upon a throne formed of human remains. He
wore a set of armor formed of flesh and bones, the upper half of a skull
affixed to the top of his head like a helmet. 


This was the landscape of his dominion, the result
of his mad grab for power.


Hiroshi’s lips pulled back into a horrific grin
and he began to laugh, wildly, madly. 


By the time Pandora finally ceased her
‘experiment,’ Hiroshi had sagged to the floor, his back against the wall. Every
time he closed his eyes, he saw only the bloodied streets of his future realm.
He smelled the decay and death. He could taste the bile rising up from his
throat.


 


 


“MR. TAMAKI?”


HIROSHI swiveled his head and fixed his gaze upon the
worried features of Doctor Craig. “Yes?”


“Are you… are you alright?”


Hiroshi stood up, noticing Van Draught’s corpse. “He
is dead?”


“He’s not the only one. The streets are filled
with them. The hotel, too. I have no idea why we’re still alive. Most of these
people… it’s like their brains were burned up inside their head. They’re oozing
right out of every orifice.”


“Pandora?”


“She’s fine. She said she wanted to test the upper
limits of the device.” Craig looked disturbed. “I suppose she did that.”


Hiroshi pushed past him, striding across the hall.
He found Pandora and Potter huddled together. The old man was obviously frightened,
having revealed the second thoughts he was having about the use of his device. 


Pandora turned to face Hiroshi and from her
demeanor he knew that she expected him to be angry. She crossed her arms over
her chest and waited for his fury.


“You’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever
seen.” He reached out and embraced her, pulling her against him. She stiffened
in surprise. When he pulled back, his intense gaze held her own, refusing to
let her look away. “I had no idea what you could do with that thing. Forget all
of my earlier plans! You’re going to seize control of the entire city, all at
once! The President will be ours and through him, we’ll rule this shadow
government! The military, the treasury, the media – all of it will be ours!”


Pandora stared at him, noting that there was
something… off-kilter. “You experienced the visions?”


“I did. We all did. But you allowed us to live,
didn’t you? You wanted us to know that you believed in our mission and wouldn’t
kill us even when you had the chance.” When Pandora didn’t answer, Hiroshi
continued, taking her silence as agreement. “What I saw was… amazing.
Terrifying.”


“But you are not dissuaded from your intention of
ruling as Emperor?”


“Oh, no! Not at all. In fact,” he lowered his
voice and leaned close. “I’m terribly aroused.”


Pandora’s eyebrows rose in surprise. The look of
hunger in his gaze and the warmth that seemed to emanate from him, both were
intoxicating. For the first time in a very long time, Pandora felt like a woman
and she was all too aware of Hiroshi’s maleness.


This new body of hers was responding to his
proximity and she wondered if the Sins were influencing her words as she said,
“Craig and Potter, leave us.”


The two academics exchanged quick glances and then
hurried away, both of them glad to be free of this place. Neither of them were
killers at heart but they were a part of this now and the dark knowledge
frightened them both.


When they were alone, Hiroshi began undressing,
his excitement making his voice tremble. “I saw such terrible things. It was
like I was Death himself, deciding who lived and who died.”


“I want to eradicate Sin,” Pandora responded, her
eyes hungrily drinking in his body as he revealed it. 


“We’ll eradicate it all. Everything!”


When he embraced her, she not only did not pull
away, she reciprocated his kiss.


 


 









 Chapter IX: City of the Damned


 


The morning papers called it a variety of things
but the one that would catch on in future years was “The Midnight Madness.”
Gravedigger and her allies had been too far away from the hotel to suffer from
Pandora’s attack but the tales of terror and the damage left behind was all too
apparent the next day. In all, nearly two dozen men and women were killed while
many more suffered both physical and mental injuries, some of which seemed
likely to impair the victims for many years to come. 


“It had to be Potter’s machine.”


Assembled around a table set with breakfast,
Gravedigger’s aides alternated bites of their food with reading the various
newspaper front pages that were scattered amongst the plates. Charity was not
with them, which allowed a little more personal freedom in their comments.
Though all of them considered Charity to be a friend, she was also their
employer and leader and all of them deferred to her in the appropriate manner. 


Cedric, who had made the decree concerning
Potter’s machine, pushed his plate away and dabbed at his face with a napkin.
“I think we need to call around to the various hotels and figure out where
Tamaki is staying. Even if he’s smart enough to be using a fake name, it can’t
be hard for us to locate a group matching their descriptions.”


Mitchell studied a photograph on the front page of
The Washington Post. It showed a wide-eyed young woman on her knees,
surrounded by police officers. Her mascara had run, leaving dark tracks down
her face. A burning car could be seen in the background. “We need to be
careful. We don’t know the specifics of what Potter’s machine is capable of.
The last thing we need to do is break into Tamaki’s headquarters and end up having
our brains oozing out of our noses.”


Li made a face and set down her fork, having
suddenly lost her appetite for scrambled eggs. “Yuck.”


“Sorry,” Mitchell muttered, having realized his
mistake. He looked over at Mortimer, who was smearing butter onto a biscuit.
“What do you think, Mortimer? Any idea what we should be doing?”


“Doesn’t matter what I think.”


“Where do you get off saying that?”


“Gravedigger was already out when we woke up. That
means she’s already decided what should be done and she’s doing it. When and if
she wants to bring us into her plan, she’ll tell us. Until then, I’m going to
rest, read and eat.” Mortimer looked around the table, his gaze finally
settling on Mitchell. “I’ll be honest with you. I think it’s a really strange
thing that she’s surrounded herself with so many different assistants. In my
day, I would have one or two around from time to time but they didn’t live with
me or travel with me. Josef worked solo most of his career, didn’t he? You
weren’t with him the entire time, were you?”


“I was there for most of it.”


Mortimer held up a single finger. “That’s one
person. One. By having a single agent working in his employ, he was able to
forge a tight relationship with you and the two of you eventually could guess
what the other was thinking, right?”


“Of course.”


“That’s unlikely to happen with all of us. There’s
too many cooks in the kitchen.”


“That’s why she shouldn’t have let you join us,”
Cedric responded with a cool grin. 


Mortimer shrugged, refusing to take the bait. “I
just think it’s unusual, that’s all. It’s not what I or any other Gravedigger
has done. I understand that she considers each of you to have different skills
but I think having so many people to keep track of might hinder her down the
line.”


“You’re forgetting something,” Li pointed out.


Looking curious, Mortimer waited for her to
continue.


“You said that she’s not acting like all the
previous Gravediggers. But she’s not like the others. She’s a woman.”


“You’re saying that she needs more help because
she’s a woman?”


Li gave a little giggle, hiding her face behind
one of her hands. “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I just mean that
men place a value on being self-sufficient. Women are much more likely to
realize the importance of family and a strong group of friends. We’re not as
challenged by differing opinions as men are.”


“It’s not a matter of being challenged,” Mortimer
argued.


“Of course it is. That’s why Charity had to make
it clear to you who was in charge. Because as a man, you define yourself by your
place in the pecking order. She knew that and she was hesitant to let you into
the group until you understood how we worked here. This is the modern world of
1937! Times have changed from the days when you ran around as Gravedigger.”


The verbal dressing down was delivered so sweetly
that Mortimer found it hard to get angry about her words.  Nonetheless, he
certainly understood that he had just received a rebuke. 


He resumed eating his breakfast. “All of that
takes us back to my original point: this is Charity’s world and we’re all just
living in it. She’ll tell us what she wants, when she wants it.”


 


 


GRAVEDIGGER SPRINTED FORWARD, leaping across the chasm that
separated one building and the next. She had never been to the nation’s capital
before and she had to fight against the urge to fall prey to tourist
tendencies. 


She had woken before all the others and crept out
before dawn. She knew they were all mentally and emotionally exhausted from the
events of the day before. Leaping out of a crashing airplane and barely
escaping with life and limb intact was enough to take most people out of
commission, even ones as stout as her friends.


Several of the newspapers had mentioned that the
majority of the deaths had actually occurred in a relatively small area. It seemed
to Gravedigger that this must have been the epicenter of the event, with the
strength of the psychic wave diminishing as it spread out from there. 


That gave her an idea of where she could begin her
search, leading her to this particular neighborhood. While it was possible that
Tamaki might own property, she thought it more likely that he was staying at a
hotel. Unfortunately, there were five different possibilities within a
three-block area. 


Gravedigger walked across the rooftop of the
building she was currently standing on. It was a bank, located between two
different hotels. Both were within easy driving distance of the heart of the
government, which would appeal to Tamaki. 


She placed one foot on the lip of the roof,
staring down below. The hotel to her right was surrounded by workmen and police
officers, which had placed yellow caution tape around the ruined front
entrance. Apparently, a driver had lost control of their vehicle and driven it
straight into the hotel lobby. 


She was contemplating stripping off her uniform
and entering the hotel in plainclothes when a sense of disorientation washed
over her. She stepped away from the edge, fearing that she might topple over.
Was this some sort of attack? Had she stumbled upon the villains’ lair and been
detected? If so, she might become the latest victim of what the papers were
calling “The Midnight Madness.”


She swayed, placing both hands against her
temples. Her skull was pounding and her vision began to grow dark. She was
plunged into a world of nothingness.


The Voice filled her mind, drowning out all else. You
stand upon the precipice of a great trial.


Charity opened her eyes. She was resting on her
knees in a brightly lit room. The walls were decorated by a soft floral pattern
and the floor was lined with lush carpet. She wore her Gravedigger uniform,
though with her hood thrown back and her mask resting on the floor beside her. 


Directly in front of her was an elaborate
fountain, one that was shaped like a mountain, with a waterfall gently cascading
down its surface. The entire display was nearly six feet high and half that
across. The craftsmanship was so amazing that Charity felt that she could
almost feel the cool breeze wafting off the water and hear the clip-clop of a
mountain goat’s hooves. 


Tearing her gaze away from the work of art, she
looked around in hopes of finding the source of The Voice. “I’m… Outside,
aren’t I?” she asked. 


Yes. You are once again Outside. 


Charity slowly rose to her feet, rubbing her
sweaty palms against her legs. “The last time I came here I was nearly dead.”


You are unharmed. We have brought you
here so that we may Commune.


 “Do you know what I should do next?” she asked.


You are wise in the ways of the world, Charity
Grace. You have been most pleasing as our Gravedigger. You have
brought fear to the world of criminals and struck down those who are deserving
of punishment.


“Pandora… Is she my Opposite?” she asked aloud. 


She is. Like you, she was a good woman at her
core but life led her to make decisions that were regrettable. Given a chance
at redemption, she has squandered the opportunity. She has become mad, obsessed
with the removal of her sin to the point where she herself has become a sinner.
She will be your equal in battle.


“If I succeed in defeating her does that mean I’ll
have accomplished what you wanted? Will I be redeemed?”


Such cannot be judged until your three years of
service are up. However, a victory over your Other does show that you have
faced your own faults and found a way to overcome them. 


Charity ran a gloved hand through her hair. “I’ll
do my best to stop her from hurting anyone else.”


There was no response and Charity realized that
she was making a promise to an entity that had never shown any desire to be
friends with her. The Voice had made a few comments here and there that could
be construed as compliments but that didn’t necessarily translate that it
planned to hold a true conversation with her. 


Nonetheless, she asked, “You obviously felt the
need for us to… commune. I doubt you brought me here just to tell me that
Pandora is going to be a tough opponent.”


You will soon stare into the Abyss.
Gravediggers have often given in to despair and lost their way after doing so.
You must be resolute in your faith. Forgiveness comes from truly repenting. No
man or woman is without sin.


The room around her began to shimmer and the
sounds of the fountain began to fade. Charity tried to resist, not wanting to
leave yet, not wanting to return without finding out more. She still had so
many questions, not just about this current business but also about The Voice
and the peculiar relationship she now had to this unseen entity.


The darkness once again overtook her, pulling back
slowly, like a veil being removed from her eyes.


“Feeling better, I hope?”


Gravedigger whirled about, drawing her sword in
one fluid motion. Standing near her was a man that she recognized from the
Sovereign City Gazette: Jonah Craig. The thin academic was dressed in a tweed
suit, a nervous smile on his lips. 


Before Craig even blinked, Gravedigger was on him.
She seized him by the back of his neck, drawing him close. Her sword pressed
against his throat, just under his upturned chin. 


“There’s no need for that,” he stammered.
“Really.”


“Where are your friends?”


“They left over an hour ago. I was supposed to
pack up a few things and join them. I happened to see you from my window. You
looked ill.”


“So you decided to come over and see if I needed
help?”


“I know it sounds insane,” he admitted. “But I’m
in over my head and I want out. Even if it meant risking death, I had to take
the chance of talking to you. That’s why I climbed up the fire escape.”


Gravedigger stared into his eyes but saw no signs
of deception. All she saw was naked fear. She released him and took a step
back. “You were obsessed with Pandora. She’s walking around, living and
breathing. So tell me why you aren’t still with her.”


“Last night terrified me. Until then, I still
thought of this as an opportunity to learn from her. But she used Potter’s
device to drive those people to ruin and the whole thing’s driven Tamaki
insane! What he’s planning… It’s nothing I want to be involved in! I’d rather
go back to prison!”


“What is he planning?”


“Prof. Potter’s created this machine that projects
emotional thought-waves. Pandora is channeling the Seven Deadly Sins through
it. That’s what she did last night – she was only supposed to do it to one
person but instead it worked over multiple city blocks. They think it’s just
the tip of the iceberg.”


Gravedigger waited, sensing that Craig was going
to continue without any prompting. The man was pacing now, nervously chattering
away. 


“They’re going to set up across the street from
The White House. Pandora is going to call upon The Sins and use them to bind
the President and everyone around them to her will. They’re going to love her
so much that they’d gladly die for her. And then they’re going to take over
America without firing a single shot! It’s going to be a bloodless coup.”


“How many men are with them?”


“Not many. Hiroshi said they weren’t needed. He’s
so confident now… I don’t think he survived last night unscathed. I mean, he
was always a little bit crazy, you don’t talk about becoming Emperor without
being off your rocker. Now, though, it’s different. I think he saw the same
horrible things everyone else did but… I think he liked it.”


“Across the street from The White House?”


“Yes. At a place called The Blair House. It was
built back in 1824. It’s beautiful. Federal Style building. I’ve heard the
government might even buy it at some point so they can use it for visiting
dignitaries4.”


“You’re babbling. Keep to the point.”


“Oh. Sorry.” Craig stopped pacing and looked at
her. “We might be too late. They could start at any moment. They may have
already started. How would we know?”


“So you’re saying that the President could be
under her control right now?”


“Yes.”


Gravedigger nodded. She raised her blade and held
it level with Craig’s chest. “You helped unleash Pandora upon us.”


Craig swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I
know. And I knew you might have to do this. It’s okay.” He lowered his head and
took a deep breath. “I let a lot of people down over the years. I always had a
bad habit of picking the wrong women, you know? And Pandora… she was the worst
I ever chose.” He started to look up, obviously about to say something else,
but the words were forever silenced.


Gravedigger’s sword struck into the side of his
neck, cutting through bone and sinew. His head flew up into the air, flipping
over several times, before disappearing over the lip of the roof. 


Down below, a woman began screaming as Craig’s
decapitated head struck the ground.


Gravedigger was already on the move.


 


 









 Chapter X: Carnage at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue


 


Hiroshi Tamaki stared out the window, his eyes
fixed on The White House. He was in the front room of one of the Blair House’s
many subdivided living areas. Behind him, Prof. Potter was nervously preparing
the ETD for use. The old man was obviously having second thoughts about his
role in all of this but Hiroshi wasn’t worried about his loyalty. Potter had
seen enough to know what would happen if he balked.


Pandora stepped up beside him and Hiroshi smiled.
Their lovemaking had been intense and violent. His lower lip was still swollen
from where she’d bitten it and he could see a few bruises on her neck and arms.



“It is smaller than I expected,” she said and
Hiroshi chuckled in response.


“That, my love, is practically a castle to these
Americans. The White House is the representation of all that they love in their
leaders. It’s not just a center of government. It’s where the President and his
family live, work and play.”


Pandora nodded but it was obvious that she’d
already moved past any discussion about The White House’s merits. She placed a
hand on the sword that was buckled at her hip. “I feel… uneasy,” she admitted.


“Why?”


“I’m not sure.” Pandora looked at him with Locke’s
features but he’d long since stopped seeing his former employee in her face.
The cast of the features, the deeper voice, the hard stare of the eyes; all of
those were far different than Locke. “Things seem positioned so well for us
that I can’t foresee how we could be stopped but I can’t stop thinking about
that woman at Hendry Hall.”


“The Gravedigger,” Hiroshi said. The way he drew
out the words made it clear that he held venom for their mutual foe. “I knew it
was a gamble using her to find out the information I wanted but in the end, it
won’t come back to bite us.”


“That’s what you hope.”


“Yes. But as you said, victory is within our
grasp. Once we have control of the President, she won’t be able to get anywhere
near us. We’ll outlaw vigilantes like her and Lazarus Gray. We’ll generate fear
in the entire country so that the populace will hunt them down for us and rip
them to shreds!”


Pandora recoiled slightly. Though her body had
responded easily enough to his advances, she knew that Hiroshi was being driven
by the very things that she had sworn to destroy: the Seven Deadly Sins were
firmly driving his so-called mission. Given that she now had access to the ETD,
did she even need him? The device gave her the ability to control mass numbers
of people. She could begin a process of slowly breeding out the evil from their
souls. Each generation would need to be culled, selecting only those who seemed
pure enough to pass on their traits to the next. There would be numerous
deaths, especially at first, but ultimately humanity could be restored to its
pristine state.


“You’re thinking of something important, aren’t
you?” Hiroshi teased, taking her hand. “Tell me. We should share all of our
triumphs and failures.”


She was saved from lying about the nature of her
thoughts when Potter moved forward. “It is ready.” 


Hiroshi frowned at the interruption but quickly
shifted his expression. Putting an arm around Potter’s shoulders, the would-be
Emperor said, “You have done so well, Professor. I hope you realize that in the
new world order, you will be treated like royalty! All of your scientific
pursuits will be funded to the best of my ability.”


Potter donned a shaky smile. “Thank you, Mr.
Tamaki. I know you’ve been aware that I have had my doubts as of late but
ultimately I appreciate what you’ve done for me. You gave me the opportunity to
see unfettered science at work. It’s given me a new dedication to what’s truly
important.”


“I’m glad to hear that.” Hiroshi gave the old man
a gentle push towards the door. “Now, if you could please go check on Doctor
Craig, I would appreciate it. I fear he may have gotten lost.”


When Potter was gone, Hiroshi turned back to
Pandora, who was already holding the ETD headset. 


“I suppose it’s time to end this,” she said.


“No.” Hiroshi shook his head. “This isn’t the end.
This is only the beginning.”


 


 


PROFESSOR POTTER STEPPED out of Blair House and exhaled. He was
obviously a nervous wreck but he seemed to be quite happy to be free of the
confines of the House. He looked both ways and then hurried towards a
brown-colored sedan. 


Gravedigger watched him from the shadows. She
allowed him to drive away, knowing that he would be picked up by one of the
others before he rounded the corner. 


After her conversation with Craig, she’d thrown a
coat on over her uniform and found a pharmacy that had a phone for public use.
A quick call had alerted the rest of her team and brought them to Pennsylvania
Avenue. 


Cedric and Li were parked at the end of the street
and Gravedigger saw them pull out into traffic just behind Potter’s retreating
automobile. 


Mitchell and Mortimer were across the street
pretending to be tourists. They joined the milling crowds gawking at The White
House but both of them kept turning wary eyes towards Blair House. Their hands
were set deep into the pockets of their coats, where they held pistols at the
ready. 


All of them knew that they were not to interfere
with Gravedigger’s work unless they were either called to do so or the
situation seemed to demand it. When it came time to find the authors of death
and destruction, Gravedigger wanted the opportunity to handle things herself.
It wasn’t that she wanted to snag any imagined glory, of course, but it was her
soul that was to be judged so she took it as her responsibility to make sure
that justice was meted out to the guilty. 


Gravedigger emerged from the gloom, her sword
gripped tightly in her left hand. Her right fist was clenched, ready to fire
her crossbow bolt as needed. A few people on the street noticed her and gasped
but there were no screams.


Not yet.


 


 


PANDORA WAS JUST about to slip the headset into place when the
door was kicked in with a loud clatter. She whirled about just in time to see
Gravedigger stride into the room. The masked woman pointed her wrist-mounted
crossbow at the closest of Hiroshi’s men and fired. The bolt embedded itself in
the man’s throat and he fell to the floor, the finger of his gun hand twitching
spasmodically. He fired wildly, wounding one of his compatriots in the thigh. 


Gravedigger ended both of their suffering by
decapitating them in a blur of motion. 


Before even Hiroshi, he of the lightning fast
reflexes, could respond, Gravedigger had quite literally disarmed two more men.
Their limbs hit the carpet, blood spraying from the stumps of their arms. 


Hiroshi gave a roar that sounded more put-upon
than angry. This was meant to be the moment of his coronation, after all, and
Pandora knew how badly he lusted after it. The Japanese man drew his sword and
was about to throw himself at Gravedigger when Pandora’s words gave him pause.


Pandora kept her voice level but it carried such
power that both Gravedigger and Hiroshi responded to it. “Stop this,” she
hissed.


Hiroshi glanced quickly at her, trying to keep his
attention on Gravedigger. “Put on the headset, my love. Use it to make her our
slave!”


“No.” Pandora tossed the headset onto the table
next to the ETD. She drew her sword and smiled, looking more genuinely happy
than Hiroshi had ever seen her. “I will settle this the proper way. When she’s
dead, we can take care of the President.”


“I command you!” Hiroshi bellowed and in his
sudden anger at having his directives ignored, he took his eye off the deadly
woman before him. 


Gravedigger struck, whipping her sword towards
Hiroshi. He detected the motion, automatically twisting away from her, but it
was still a terrible blow. While his life had been saved, his body had been
grievously wounded. The blade had struck his midsection, tearing open a vivid
gash that leaked copious amounts of blood. 


Hiroshi dropped his sword and grabbed hold of his
stomach with both hands. He could feel his intestines falling forward and he
struggled to keep them in place. “No… This can’t happen,” he whispered. He
coughed, nearly losing hold of his insides as he did so, and tiny dots of blood
suddenly spraying over his lips. 


Pandora wasn’t concerned. Though she had yet to
make up her mind about whether or not she should cut Hiroshi loose, his
injuries at present were not so bad that he couldn’t be saved. She had learned
many healing arts over the centuries and what she couldn’t repair, she was
willing to bet that the marvels of modern science could. Thus, she said nothing
as Hiroshi fell to his knees and began a slow, bloody crawl towards her.


Gravedigger dropped into a fighting crouch, sword
at the ready. “You’ve lived a very long time,” the masked woman said. “Are you
really sure you want to die today?”


Pandora attacked, having learned long ago that
wasting words only expended precious energy during battle. 


The two women’s blades clanged together, forming a
symphony of violent music. Again and again they parried and thrust, each time
blocked by the actions of the other. 


Like mirror versions of one another, Pandora and
Gravedigger seemed to sense the moves of their opponent. For several moments,
neither of them scored a hit on the other, and the only sounds to be heard were
their harsh breathing and the metallic ringing of their blades. 


It was finally Pandora that made the first
mistake. Her body, though quite fit, was not used to this kind of exertions.
The muscles that had once belonged to Locke were aching and her body was coated
in a fine sheen of sweat. 


She took a step back, lost her footing, and
suddenly found herself unable to block the next sweep of Gravedigger’s sword.
The blade dug into her right shoulder, sending a shock of pain through her
entire body. Though she was used to discomfort, the body itself was not, and
she felt it seize up in response. 


Gravedigger, sensing her opponent’s weakness,
drove her blade straight against Pandora’s torso. The blade passed through a
section of her waist but missed anything vital. Even so, Pandora was now in
serious trouble. 


Relishing the adrenaline that was flowing through
her and temporarily numbing the worst of the pain, Pandora struck back with an
elbow that caught Gravedigger on the chin. Fighting with extra passion born of
her knowledge that she was near defeat, Pandora managed to drive Gravedigger
back a few steps. She then whirled and ran towards the rear exit, knowing that
it would open on a small parking garage where Hiroshi’s private car was parked.



 


 


GRAVEDIGGER SAW PANDORA fleeing and took off after her. By the
time she sprinted into the garage, she saw that the gate had been opened. The
car was still there, prompting her to wonder if Pandora’s unfamiliarity with
modern technology prevented her from driving. 


Droplets of blood on the ground allowed Gravedigger
to follow Pandora’s path, however. The immortal had fled through the gate and
from there had vanished into a hailed taxi. 


Cursing under her breath, Gravedigger returned to
the interior of Blair House, intending to finish off the injured men within.
She came to an abrupt halt when she came face-to-face with Hiroshi, however. 


The once handsome Japanese man was on his feet,
his intestines hanging loose from his ruined midsection. He was near death, a
glassy stare having settled into his eyes. Atop his head, however, was the
strange headset that went with Potter’s device.


“I’m not strong enough to use this the way Pandora
would have,” he wheezed. “But I bet I’ll be able to hurt you… badly.” He
grinned, showing bloodstained teeth. “I hope this kills you, you bitch!” A fine
mist of blood accompanied each word.


Tensing herself for whatever was about to come,
Gravedigger raised her crossbow. She never fired it, however, as Hiroshi
activated the device before she could activate the wrist controls. 


Rather than projecting his psychic force, the ETD
merely sparked and then burst into flame. The feedback ran straight into the
headset, frying Hiroshi’s head. His flesh peeled away from the skull and the
smell of cooked skin made Gravedigger retch. 


Professor Potter had indeed remembered what was
truly important, just as he’d told Hiroshi. His sabotage had also been the
reason he’d been more than glad to be dismissed before the machine’s
activation.


Gravedigger stood in the room, surrounded by
death, for a long moment before she began to plan her own escape. Though shots
had been fired, she doubted anyone had heard them over the steady din of
traffic and voices. Nevertheless, she had no desire to remain here for any
longer than was necessary.


Pandora had escaped but her allies were all
defeated, their plans in ruins. Gravedigger supposed that she’d have to
consider this day to be a victory but until her Other was defeated once and for
all, it would be hard to feel that way.


 


 


PANDORA SAGGED BACK in the rear of the taxi, hissing as she
flexed her injured shoulder. She was bleeding a good bit, even though she’d
torn the bottom of her skirt and tied the cloth tightly around her wounds in a
failed attempt at staunching the flow. 


“Lady, you sure you don’t want me to take you the
hospital?”


Pandora saw the cabbie had twisted his body around
and was eyeing her with open concern. “I’d prefer it if you kept your eyes on
the road.”


“Whatever you say,” he muttered, turning away.
“But I’m gonna have to charge you extra for ruining the seats.”


“I will pay whatever you ask,” she said, making
the mental decision to learn how to drive as soon as possible. Until she was
able to do that, she was forced to make use of fools like these. The man’s mind
and soul were awash with Sin. She could sense Lust, Greed and Sloth warring for
dominion over him.


“So where to? It’s your dime but I can’t keep
driving around aimlessly forever.”


“The airport.”


“Will do.” 


Pandora closed her eyes, allowing her strained
body to gain some respite by sleeping. Her dreams were troubled, filled not
only with visions of her own mistake in releasing the demons but her inability
to defeat Gravedigger. She burned with shame over abandoning Hiroshi even
though she claimed to have no real feelings for him. 


When the car came to a stop, she sat up and
slipped from the back of the car. The cabbie got out, too, watching her
closely. She fumbled with a wad of money that Hiroshi had given her, shoving a
handful of it into the driver’s hand. It was obviously too much but she didn’t
care. She just wanted him gone. 


After staggering into a restroom, Pandora cleaned
herself up as best as she could. She had to get out of the city as quickly as
possible, before Gravedigger tracked her down. The woman would not quit. Of
that, Pandora was certain.


Finally confident that she was presentable enough
to pass inspection and be allowed to board the plane, Pandora quickly assessed
her wounds. They needed better treatment than she could at the moment but
neither of them was critical enough to prevent her from traveling. 


Now she needed to decide where to go. The whole
world was open to her. Her first thought was to simply escape and avoid
Gravedigger. After learning more about this world, she could come up with a new
plan to undo her own sins and, if necessary, deal with Gravedigger.


“Sovereign City.”


The voice made her pause. She was staring in the
restroom mirror with sink water on her cheeks. They clung there in tiny
droplets, shining in the electric lights. Wiping her face with her sleeve, she
turned and looked around the room. She was alone.


“Is someone there?” she asked, moving to push open
the stall doors. 


“Yes.”


Pandora froze, swallowing hard. The voice… It was
in her head. Just as disturbing was the fact that it sounded so familiar
though she was simultaneously sure that she had never heard it before. How
could it be both, she wondered.


“Look in the mirror.”


Pandora glanced back and what she saw was simply
amazing, even to someone who had lived for as long as she had. Standing beside
her reflection was someone who could not possibly have been there. Indeed, a
quick peek to her side revealed no one at all. But in the mirror she was still
there. Locke. The woman whose body now belonged to Pandora was right there,
dressed as she had been on the night when she’d “died.”


“This can’t be,” Pandora said.


“But it is. I’ve been locked in your head… in my
head… ever since you took it over. That weird device that Potter made gave me
the opening to come back out. Nobody else can see me and I don’t seem to be
able to manipulate my limbs but you can hear me, right?”


“And see you. In the mirror, at least.”


The mirror image of Locke held up her hands. “I’m
not looking to fight you. For one thing, I wouldn’t win. For another, I think
we can help one another.”


Pandora looked up as a woman entered the bathroom.
She was dressed in a stewardess uniform and held a traveling back in one
white-gloved hand. 


The stewardess paused at the sight of Pandora and
then scuttled back out the door when Pandora drew the sword she still wore at
her side. “Get out or die,” the immortal hissed and from the look on the
woman’s face, the threat was received as intended.


“That was not smart.”


Pandora glared at Locke’s reflection. “What do you
mean?”


“She’s going to flag down a security officer. You
should have knocked her out and gone through her bag. She was about your size
and you could have gotten yourself some new clothing. And your sword… people
are going to ask questions if you try to wear that onto the plane.”


Pandora said nothing but she knew that Locke was
right. Mistakes at this point could prove to be very costly. “You said I could
help you?”


“Yes. I want Gravedigger to pay. She killed Quick
Dan. He was… a friend.”


“I know what he was. I can sense it.”


“Then you know I want some revenge. That bitch
ruined a good thing for me.”


Pandora moved closer to the mirror. “Now it’s you
that isn’t thinking straight. Going back to Sovereign only puts me – both of us
– at risk. We need to go somewhere else and build up our strength. We can take
out Gravedigger at any point.”


“No, we can’t. She has friends. Powerful ones! If
we wait too long, she’ll be the one getting stronger, not the other way
around.” Locke seemed to reach out, as if she could somehow touch Pandora
through the mirror. “I can teach you about this world. You’ll be the fist we
use when we ram it down her throat. We’ll be a team.”


Pandora put her own fingertips against the glass.
“You’ll eventually try to take over this body again.”


Locke smiled. “Probably. But until then…?”


“We work together.”


“Good. Now, let’s go get you some clothes.”


 


 









 Chapter XI: Mending Hearts and Bodies


 


Hendry Hall had rarely looked so inviting, at
least so far as Li Yuchun was concerned. She was bone tired despite having had
a decent night’s sleep in Washington, D.C. The recent stress of the Pandora
affair was nothing compared to the emotional turmoil that she’d been
experiencing.


The young beauty followed her friends from the
garage and into the house. They were all unhappy that Pandora had escaped once
more but the knowledge that they’d helped prevent a takeover of the country was
heartwarming, to say the least. Professor Potter was now in the custody of the
FBI though Li wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. She didn’t fancy anyone
having the kind of technology that Potter could create but from the pitiful way
he’d acted, claiming to have turned over a new leaf, maybe he wouldn’t be
willing to rebuild the ETD.


Li watched as the team began to splinter up into
their customary cliques: Charity and Mitchell wandered into the study, no doubt
to work on the next plan of action; Mortimer drifted upstairs, alone; and
Cedric went to the phone, calling to his office to pick up any messages that
had been left in his absence. 


Li sighed and leaned against the wall. She waited
until Cedric was off the phone and then asked, “So, are you still upset with
me?”


Without turning to look at her, he replied,
“Nothing to be upset about. We’re just friends who had a misunderstanding,
that’s all.”


“Mortimer and I talked about you on the plane….”


“Are you sleeping with him, too?”


Li felt a flush rise to her cheeks. “Excuse me?”


Cedric fixed her with a cold stare. “That’s what
you do with your friends, right? You have sex with them?”


“Actually, I was going to tell you that Mortimer
made me reconsider a few things. Of course, that was before you started acting
like a jackass.”


Cedric’s shoulders slumped and he shook his head.
“I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m being a jerk.”


“It’s okay. I know I hurt your feelings.”


Cedric froze as Li came and embraced him. She felt
so good against him that his arms closed around her as if they had a mind of
their own. 


“Can I talk for a minute without you interrupting
me?” she asked, her voice sounding very small and frail.


“Yes.”


“I’ve never had much. I was only a little girl
when I figured out that I could use my body to get what I needed. Sometimes, I
even enjoyed it but I learned early on how cold and awful the world is. You can
either run and hide from it or you can lift up your chin and jump right into
the flames. That’s what I do, every day. I always thought that love was just an
excuse for people to do stupid things. It didn’t really exist, you know? I’d
never seen it. Charity and I were friends and we cared for one another but
that’s different. That’s the kind of love that girls have for other girls.
It’s… it’s not the same.”


Cedric started to speak but he held his tongue
when he realized that Li was crying. He rubbed her back and let her go on.


“You make me feel… like a girl in one of those
stories I sometimes read. You’re handsome, you’re sweet and you treat me like a
princess.” She pulled away and averted her gaze. “I’m not worth it, Cedric.
I’ve slept with men for money and other favors. I’ve stolen things. And I’ve
lied so often I’m not even sure what the truth is. I like being with you and I
want to keep doing the things we’ve been doing… but I could never be your wife
or even a real girlfriend. I’m all broken inside. You deserve better.”


“Li, I love you. I know all about your past and I
don’t care.”


“I know you don’t,” she laughed sadly. “That’s the
worst part of it. You’d let me ruin your reputation and make you the joke of
all your friends.”


“If they’re really my friends, they won’t care.”


Li looked up at him and her eyes shone wetly,
breaking his heart. “I do love you, Cedric.”


“Then let’s be together.”


“I don’t know how to be serious,” she warned. “I
get through life by smiling and laughing at all the dark things that surround
us. If you want me to change, I’m not sure that can ever happen.”


“I don’t want you to change. I just want you to be
with me.” Cedric gestured around them both. “Besides, do you really think I’m
going to be spending most of my time with my old crowd from now on? When I’m in
the office, everything seems so… gray. The only time I feel truly alive now is
when I’m with all of you.”


Li’s face lit up and she bit her bottom lip, as if
she were a naughty little girl. “I’m the same way! When we’re staring death in
the face, I feel the most alive! It’s crazy, isn’t it?”


“It’s insane,” Cedric admitted. “But I wouldn’t
change it for anything.”


“So, what are we going to do?”


Cedric paused and when he spoke, he leaned forward
so that his forehead rested against hers. “I love you and you love me. That’s
all I ever wanted. Everything else isn’t important.”


A smirk played across her lips. “I think I may
have infected you with my madness.”


“Oh, you have. I’ve got it bad.”


They kissed and the whole world felt like it had
been made just for the two of them.


 


 


CHARITY SAT DOWN in Josef’s chair and threw her legs up onto the
desk. Dressed in jodhpurs, leather boots and a white blouse, she looked ready
to take off across the desert on the back of a camel. The frown on her face
kept Mitchell from sharing any such ideas, however. 


The big man drew up a chair and sat down in it,
studying the woman whom he had grown to love. He knew how badly she wanted to
catch Pandora because he’d seen it before: the intensity of the hunt was nearly
overwhelming for her. Josef had sometimes gotten that same gleam in his eye but
it had been rare for the Jew. For the most part, Josef had radiated calm, even
when under the worst stress. 


Charity, however, was like a cat on the prowl. She
would not be deterred from her prey for more than a few hours and then tension
would eat her up from the inside. 


“You’re giving me that look,” she murmured.


“What look is that?”


“The one you get right before you tell me to relax
and that everything is going to be okay.”


“Relax. Everything’s going to be okay.”


“See? I told you.”


Mitchell smiled. “Luv, you know me too well.”


“If I make it through these three years and get my
new lease on life, I plan to get to know you a lot better. I want to get out of
Sovereign and leave all this behind. We’ll travel the world, eat expensive food
and just have a grand old time.”


“That sounds good.”


“You don’t believe me, do you?”


“I know that Josef never could put it all behind
him. He wanted to, I think, but evil had a way of finding him even after his
tenure was up. Truth be told, I don’t think he minded all that much. Once
you’ve gotten used to this kind of life, it’s hard to go back to an old way of
doing it. I’ve known soldiers who were the same way. You can’t go from living
with danger around every corner and then suddenly kick back on a beach somewhere
with no cares in the world.”


Charity regarded him for a moment before saying,
“I’m sure you’re right. But I’m going to try, anyway.”


“What about the others? We packing them up and
taking them with us?”


“Definitely Li. I feel responsible for her. Besides,
she’d be good to have around. She could teach me how to be carefree.”


“Then that means Cedric is coming, too. They’re an
item, after all.”


“Are they? I thought they were fighting or
something.”


“They’ll make up.”


Charity gave a shrug. “Then I guess we should
invite along Mortimer, too.”


Mitchell leaned forward. “So.”


“So?”


“What do we do now?”


Charity swung her legs back to the floor and stood
up. She wore an expression that was close to smugness. “I’ve been thinking
about that.”


“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”


“I had the chance to question Potter before we
turned him over to the authorities. He said that Craig had this idea that he
could use items that used to belong to Pandora to trace her movements. It was
basically a form of ritualized magic and I happen to know of someplace that has
some of her old belongings.”


“The Museum?”


“That’s right! I got a weird feeling when I was
looking at the weapons display they had up and now that I’ve met Pandora, I’m
sure I know why. She and I have some sort of weird connection.”


“Because she’s your… What did you call it? Other?”


“I think so. Or maybe she’s my Other because
we have a connection. I don’t really know how it all works. Regardless, I think
that I can do that ritual so I called Kelly before we left the airport. She’s
going to drop off a couple of the weapons I felt the strongest connection to.”


“How does the ritual work?”


Charity walked over to one of the bookshelves,
scanning several of the tomes that had once belonged to Josef. She grabbed hold
of Tobin’s Spirit Guide and held it up. “I’m pretty sure this will tell
me. It’s mostly an encyclopedia of various entities that can be summoned but it
has a nice collection of spells, too.”


“Just be careful. It’s been my experience that
magic can come back to bite you on the arse.” Mitchell moved across the room to
her, playfully slapping her bottom. “And I’d hate for anybody else’s teeth
marks to ruin that pretty rump.”


Charity laughed and leaned back against him.
“You’re so crude.”


“Do you like it, luv?”


“Yes. But you know what I’d like even more?”


“What’s that?” 


Charity tossed the book down upon a table and
turned to face him. She stroked his cheek. “If you locked the door to the
study….”


“I can do that.”


“Good. And then hurry back over here.”


 


 


MORTIMER CLOSED THE door to his room and smiled. His romantic
senses were tingling and somehow he knew that he was the only person in the
house not currently engaged in some form of lovemaking. The thought that he had
somehow emerged as the bachelor of the grounds was amusing, given how many
ladies he’d romanced in his younger days.


He wandered over to the window and peered out into
the perpetual gloom that seemed to hang over Hendry Hall. He liked this Gothic
monstrosity, as it reminded him of the past, when there were more of these
sorts of homes. The architecture of today simply failed to grab his spirit in
the same way. 


The loneliness that he felt once again made him
feel out of place, not just here but in this world. When his time as
Gravedigger had concluded, he’d thought that he’d live out the rest of his life
as a normal man. Instead, his aging had slowed to a crawl, at least physically.
Inside, he was an old man, he realized. 


“Why am I here?” he asked aloud. “What made me
think I had anything to offer?”


Though there was no audible response, Mortimer
jumped as something struck his window and flattened against it: a copy of The
Sovereign Gazette. He unlatched the window, opening it so he could pull the
newspaper inside. It was damp from the rain that had fallen earlier and the
newsprint immediately stained his fingers. 


Even so, he spread it out on the nightstand next
to his bed, feeling an unmistakable pull to do so. He had seen enough
supernatural events in his lifetime to know that there were few coincidences in
the world. Demons, angels and The Voice (whatever that truly was) all moved
human beings like chess pieces on the board of life. A man could resist such
things but it was far easier to simply go with the flow and allow the river of
life to carry you where it would. From there, of course, you could make your
stand and refuse to do whatever was being dictated to you.


The page was an interior one, part of the society
column. It was a section of the paper that Mortimer normally skipped because on
the few occasions that he had looked, it had seemed like a rather tawdry excuse
for gossip.


Mortimer’s eyes scanned over the text pieces,
trying to seek out whatever he was meant to see:


Socialite and adventurer Samantha Grace was
spotted around town with her good friend Morgan Watts. Rumors about a potential
romance appear to be nothing more than wishful thinking so all those suitors
for Miss Grace’s hand should continue their efforts!


The mysterious Doc Daye will be hosting a
charity ball this Saturday, with proceeds going to the Sovereign City Orphan’s
Fund. Invitations have been hand delivered!


Mayor Rainsford Byles may have recently
announced that he won’t be seeking another term next year but for now, he’s
still our leader… so why is he spending so many weekends at his out-of-town
vacation home? Insiders are wondering if he isn’t spending his nights on the
couch, if you understand what we mean…


Mortimer paused. He had missed the announcement
that Byles was going to be leaving office. Politicians had never been among his
favorite people but he knew how important it was to have someone honest in a
place like this. Sovereign had been damned from the beginning, with evil seeped
into the soil like fertilizer. Having first arrived in the city not long after
its founding, Mortimer knew that better than almost anyone. The city needed
more than just a paper-pusher, it needed a crusader; someone who would be
willing to go to the line against graft and corruption, both natural and
supernatural.


He suddenly realized where his thoughts were
going. Was he seriously entertaining the notion of running for public office?
He was a virtual unknown in this community, with no prior experience. And yet,
he would have the backing of Cedric, whose pockets were rather deep. He might
also be able to call upon the support of people like the Emersons and, by
extension, Kelly’s boyfriend Lazarus Gray. Those weren’t guaranteed, of course,
but he bet that he could schmooze them properly.


Flush with excitement for the first time in ages,
Mortimer sat down on his bed and grinned. 


“Mayor Quinn,” he whispered. “I could get used to
the sound of that.”


 


 


PANDORA PULLED ON the form-fitting garment, admiring the fabric
and the way it allowed for complete ease of movement. It had been Locke’s idea
to counter Gravedigger by outfitting herself in something similar. Thus, after
arriving in Sovereign via train, which had proven slightly easier to manage
than her planned route of flying, Pandora had broken into a Halloween costume
shop. She had found a black bodysuit with a red panel that ran all the way down
the center, giving her an almost mirrored appearance to how Gravedigger
dressed. She was unable to find a full facemask but she had found a
domino-style version that she had put into place with spirit gum. 


With her sword around her waist, she really did
look like some bizarre variation of her enemy. It seemed right somehow. 


“How do you feel?” Locke asked, the phantom voice
sounding so loud in Pandora’s head that it was like having someone shout in her
ear.


“Can’t you tell?”


“Not really. I can’t feel anything. I can see out
of your eyes but that’s all. I think I’ll go crazy if I stay like this for much
longer. I need physical sensation: human contact, food, smells, something!”


Pandora reached up and tied back her hair, leaving
it in a ponytail. “You’ll be fine. It’s amazing how much the human spirit can
endure.”


“Easy for you to say.”


“No. I speak from experience. What do you think it
was like for me in that Silver Skull? I was dimly aware of the world around me
but I was even worse off because I couldn’t see. I was locked away from
everything for so very long with nothing but my memory and my guilt to keep me
company.”


“I’m sorry,” Locke said and Pandora sensed that
she meant it. They were united by the similarity of their experiences. After a
slight pause, Locke asked, “Do you think there’s any chance that you would give
me back my body at some point? Or at least let me take control? Just for a
little while?”


Pandora’s response was quite calm and very cold.
“No.”


“But why not?” Locke, in contrast, sounded
strained and desperate. “I’m helping you! I told you how to use my information
to buy a train ticket! I helped you find this outfit…”


“I’m grateful. But this is my body now and you
have to accept that. Embrace your new role and I will try to accommodate you as
much as possible but I can’t risk you doing something stupid while in
possession of our form. I have a mission.”


“You’re insane,” Locke hissed. “You can’t destroy
Sin! It’s in every man, woman and child! There’s no such thing as real
innocence.”


“I don’t blame you for thinking that. You were
born and raised in a world tainted by the demons I unleashed. It wasn’t always
so. Before I gave in to curiosity, the men and women of earth were better. They
were not always without fault but when they made a mistake, it was out of
ignorance or poor judgment. Now… now the demons take root in your souls and
twist your view of everything to their whims. It is because of them and,
ultimately, me that you seek to drown your fears and sorrows through power over
others or through the consumption of physical goods.”


“You’re going to get us both killed.”


Pandora smiled ruefully. “Sometimes I think
oblivion would be a blessing. There were times over the centuries when I
contemplated suicide but in the end, I wanted redemption. I wanted to strike
down all the evil in the world and then stand for judgment.”


“That’s how Hiroshi described The Gravedigger,”
Locke pointed out. “She’s been given a certain timeframe in which to fight
evil. If she fails, she’s punished by being sent to Hell or something.”


“And if she succeeds?”


“Then she’s freed and her soul is redeemed.”


“Then I envy her.” Pandora placed a hand atop her
sword. “And just this once, I’ll let jealousy have free reign over me. Because
I need to hate her so that I might find the strength to kill her.”


 


 









 Chapter XII: The End of Everything


 


It was late in the evening when Charity gathered
the entire team in the study. She and Mitchell had pulled all the furniture
back, leaving the center carpet free. Using salt, they had drawn a pentagram,
along with several protective wards. 


“Are we doing a séance?” Cedric asked. Clad in a
suit and tie, he looked almost out of place at the mystic ritual. Li, in her
Oriental dress, seemed exotic enough to fit in. Mitchell and Mortimer both
radiated enough familiarity with the occult that it didn’t matter how they
looked: they were obviously at home with the ritual.


Charity, with her mask and hood pulled back,
approached the center of the pentagram with spell book in hand. She stood over
two weapons that lay on the floor; a short sword with many nicks in the blade
and a small knife, both of which looked quite old.  “Not quite, Cedric. I’m
going to perform a small ritual that should allow us to figure out where
Pandora is hiding.”


“Are you going to get a vision or something?”


“I’m not really sure.”


Cedric glanced over at Li and whispered, “Seems
like the kind of thing I’d want to know before I started spouting magic-speak.”


Li looked like a little girl on Christmas morning.
“Oh, hush.” To Charity, she asked, “Do you think a demon will appear? Maybe
you’ll have to bargain with it before it will help you!”


Not wanting to disappoint her friend, Charity
responded, “I think there’s a very good chance. In fact, all of our souls could
be in peril.”


Li crinkled her nose with delight. “Oh, goodie!”


“Let’s have silence, please.” Mitchell dimmed all
the lights, leaving only a single flickering candle to illuminate the room.
“Charity, please put your mask on.”


“Why?”


“Just in case you do end up summoning a demon.
It’s my experience that they’re sometimes a cowardly lot.”


“You think I’ll spook one of them if I wear my
mask?”


“Couldn’t hurt, luv. You scare the hell out of me
with it on.”


Cedric nodded. “Me, too.”


With a crooked smile, Charity pulled the mask on
and then yanked her hood into place. In the dim light, it seemed like her eyes
glowed from beneath the covering. 


Everyone stood stock-still as Charity opened the
spell book and began reciting the required words. Her voice was strong and
sure, with enough challenge in it that the walls themselves seemed to shift and
move in response. “Dwellers of the dark places, lurking just out of sight and
mind, I call upon you! I seek the owner of these items, which were of great importance
to them. Please come before me and help me find their location! In return, I
promise you the freedom to leave. You shall not be bound to this place or to
this person.”


The candle suddenly went out as a tremendous wind
swept across the room. Li gasped loudly and took hold of Cedrick’s hand,
squeezing it so tightly that he thought his fingers might crack. 


And then a light returned, though it did not
emanate from the candle. A figure stood before Gravedigger, within the confines
of the pentagram. It was a nude male figure surrounded by tiny yellow and red
flames that danced along its skin. Atop its bald head were two massive curved
horns and every time it opened its mouth, tiny bursts of smoke accompanied each
syllable. “I stand before you, beauteous one. Your beseeching has touched my
heart and I am willing to help you.”


“By what name may I call you?”


“I am Druaga. I know you by your title, which is
enough for now. You are Gravedigger.”


Unable to hide her surprise, Charity asked, “You
know about Gravediggers?”


“You are agents of The Voice. All the denizens of
the dark places know of your ilk. Many of them have been vanquished by members
of your order.” Druaga laughed and the sound was like rumbling thunder. “There
are many of my brothers who would like to feast upon your entrails.”


“But not you?”


“Nay, I have no quarrel with you or yours.”


“I guess I was lucky you heard my call then,” she
replied with some doubt in her voice.


“Indeed! Now, how may I help you? You say you seek
the owner of these weapons?”


“Yes.”


Druaga knelt down and ran the flame-covered tips
of his fingers over the weapons. “A powerful woman held these and killed many.
She is partially obscured now, though, as if her body has changed.”


“She’s occupying another person’s form.”


“Ah. A common enough practice.” Druaga paused and
then looked up at Gravedigger. “I have located her. Do you wish me to give you
the images that I have seen?”


“Yes.”


Druaga stood up straight and reached out with a
single finger. He placed it between Charity’s eyes and she stiffened, expecting
it to burn. In truth, it felt warm but nothing more. 


Images seemed to ooze from his fingertip, seeping
into her mind’s eye. She was surprised to see that she recognized Pandora’s
location: 1931 Gibson Avenue, the same house where Josef Goldstein had set down
roots in Sovereign. It was there that Charity’s life had ended, leading to her
eventual resurrection. The property had been bequeathed to Charity and Mitchell
following Josef’s death but it had stood empty since the group had moved their
operations to Hendry Hall.


There she stood, however, in the very room where
Charity had died: Pandora. She wore a strange set of clothes that seemed to be
a perverse twist on Gravedigger’s own and though the vision was completely
silent, Charity somehow got the impression that Pandora was engaged in some
sort of conversation, but with whom?


Other things flitted by at the edge of her
awareness, sights and sounds that could only have come from the deepest pits of
Hell. Charity heard the screams of the damned and she knew that there was a
chance that she could be among them if she failed in her role as The Voice’s
champion.


The contact was severed as Druaga pulled back.
Charity suddenly felt a void inside of her and she realized that while she’d
been looking into Druaga’s mind, he had been looking into hers.


“You are such a sweet thing,” he said, his voice
so low that it almost sounded like a purring in her ears. “We relish the
suffering of those like you most of all. The truly damned relish their sins but
you… you’re so wounded by all of your failures. You strike against your own
soul and do more damage than a demon like me could ever manage.”


Charity looked down at the book and said, “Begone,
back to the foul regions that you call home. Our business is done and your soul
is cast back down to the shadows. Never darken my home again and I swear to
leave you be.”


Druaga laughed as he began to fade away. “That may
prove to be a hard promise to keep, my Gravedigger….”


The candle suddenly flared to life once more just
as the demon vanished completely. 


Mitchell was at his lover’s side within seconds.
“What the hell did he mean by that?”


“I wasn’t sure anyone else heard it,” Charity
responded, setting the book down on the floor. 


“I couldn’t make out most of what he was saying
but I heard that last bit. You shouldn’t have let the bugger touch you.”


“I think you’re right. He was in my mind. I have
no idea what he saw or what damage he might do with it. Maybe he’s just a
voyeur.”


“I doubt that.”


“Me, too.” Addressing everyone in the room, she
said, “I saw where she is. I want everyone dressed and ready for action in no
more than ten minutes. Li and Cedric, you’re on car duty again. If she tries to
escape on foot, you’ll do everything you can to keep track of her. Mortimer and
Mitchell, you’ll both be on the ground. If you can engage her and bring her
down, do it. Neither of you takes any action unless you see her get away from
me. Understand?”


Mortimer nodded but asked, “So where is she?”


Charity wasn’t looking at Mitchell but she sensed
his surprise at what she said. Gibson Avenue hadn’t been his home for very long
but it had been where both his friend and his current lover had died. “She’s at
1931 Gibson. She’s in our old house.”


 


 


“WHY ARE WE still here?” Locke asked. 


“I told you why. This is where Tamaki said she
lived in the months before Josef Goldstein died.”


“How did he know so much about Gravedigger
anyway?”


“His research into Pandora led him to other
stories about immortal warriors. He found Gravedigger particularly interesting
since there were reports of someone by that name operating here in the city. He
put his considerable resources to finding out about her.” Pandora frowned. “Why
do you ask these things? You’ve been inside my head the entire time.”


“It took me some time to get my bearings. Having
somebody take over your body can give a person a real shock, you know?”


Pandora recognized the sarcastic tone but ignored
it. She had come here because she wanted to get a feel for her opponent.
Despite the fact that virtually everything from Charity’s time here had been
removed, Pandora felt the trip had proven worthwhile. She could envision the
woman walking these halls and sitting in these rooms. She had located a bedroom
that had to have been hers. 


All of those things lacked obvious application
when it came to combat but Pandora felt that a deeper understanding of an
opponent was never a bad thing. 


“Hello, Pandora.”


Placing her hand upon the hilt of her sword,
Pandora slowly turned to the doorway. Gravedigger was standing there, blade
held down at her side. “How did you find me?” was what Pandora asked, though
her real concern was “How did you get inside the house without me noticing?”


“I asked a demon.”


“Somehow that seems appropriate. You’re consumed
with Sin.”


“Pot meet kettle.”


“I don’t understand…” 


Locke replied inside Pandora’s head, just as
Gravedigger did the same aloud. “It means that you don’t have any room to talk.
You’re the same way.”


Pandora drew her weapon. “I voluntarily accepted
the demons into my soul to hold back their full power from the rest of the
world. I was willing to become their prison so that people like you might be
saved. But not only do you actively seek to interfere with that, now you choose
to mock me?”


“I’m just trying to point out the truth.”
Gravedigger had still not raised her sword. “You made a mistake. Maybe it was a
terrible one but that’s all it was. You’ve done your best to atone for it but
you can never undo the past. All you can do is move forward and try to do the
best you can. For all the centuries you’ve spent on this, on trying to put the
devil back into the box, you’ve missed out so much. You could have told the
world so many facts about its own past. You could have become an inspiration to
so many people.”


“An inspiration? I’m a villain!”


“You refused to quit. You never gave up. You’re a
strong, proud woman. That sounds pretty damned inspirational to me.”


“You don’t understand,” Pandora said with
bitterness. “Every time I see someone commit a horrible misdeed, every time a
husband beats his wife, every time a war breaks out over some stupid
disagreement about a border… All of those things can be laid at my feet.”


“A demon told me not more than half an hour ago
that his kind relish my sort of suffering more than any other – because the
truly damned don’t care about their sins but that people like us punish
ourselves over and over again, because of our guilt. Sounded to me like
something that could be applied to you, too. The fact that you’re so tormented
tells me that you’re a good person and it tells me that nobody is ripping you
to shreds over this but you.”


“Someone needs to,” Pandora said. “I deserve
this.”


“I really don’t want to fight you,” Gravedigger
replied. “I think we could do a lot of good together. We have so much in
common. Please let me help you.”


“You serve The Voice. It directed you to kill evil
people, didn’t it? Isn’t that how you’re supposed to remove your own sin? Don’t
you wonder how those things can go together? How do you become a better person
by becoming a killer?”


“Some people deserve to die. They’re a threat to
everyone around them.”


“Then you should kill me, too.” Pandora dropped
into a battle stance. “Because I’m the biggest threat there is. I’ll destroy
the world if that’s what it takes to undo my crime.”


“That wouldn’t undo anything. It would just
compound your mistake.”


Pandora charged, swinging her blade with terrible
ferocity. Gravedigger blocked the attack with a fluid motion and then began the
combat in earnest by delivering a solid kick to Pandora’s stomach. The blow
knocked the other woman back but did little to really slow her. She was
chopping at Gravedigger again within seconds, though once again all of her
movements were parried with consummate skill.


“I’ve beaten you before. Why are you trying this
again?”


“Because there’s no alternative. You stand in my
way. That means I have to deal with you. You’re not the first and you won’t be
the last.” Pandora punctuated her words by swinging for Gravedigger’s head. It
was only the hero’s lightning-fast reflexes that saved her life. The blade
sliced through part of her hood, sending the fabric flying. 


“I know you’ve beaten many fighters before but
that was in your own body, wasn’t it? This one hasn’t got the same speed or
strength that you’re used to.” Gravedigger slid to the side and raised her
mini-crossbow. It fired with a quick flick of her wrist and the next bolt slid
down into place. 


Pandora twisted to avoid it but once again she was
undone by the limitations of her form. The bolt struck her in the side of her
neck, leaving a deep furrow as it passed on and hit the wall behind her. 


Roaring with pain, Pandora struck back with
increased ferocity. She used all of her knowledge of swordplay to drive
Gravedigger back and finally one of her strokes slipped through the younger
woman’s defenses. Pandora’s sword slipped between two of Gravedigger’s ribs and
then retreated, leaving a gash that quickly began to flow with crimson. 


Gravedigger staggered, every breath now feeling
like it was being dragged out across broken glass. She hissed as Pandora struck
again, catching her in the right leg. It was a glancing blow but it left a
small streak of blood across her thigh. 


“You may have defeated me the last time we
fought,” Pandora said, triumph seeping into her words. “But this time is
different. I know that this has to be our final battle. I can’t afford to let
you stop me from doing what has to be done!”


Gravedigger blocked a two-handed stroke of
Pandora’s blade and the two women began a deadly ballet, each moving in perfect
unison with the other. Their battle led them back-and-forth across the room
where Charity’s old life had ended and in the gloom Gravedigger thought for a
moment that she could sense her old mentor watching her. He reminded her that
an outright victory wasn’t needed, for a plan had been hatched, one that
required only that Gravedigger hold out long enough.


Each woman alternated between being on the
offensive and merely trying to protect herself. Gravedigger was caught twice
more by cuts to her midsection while Pandora winced when her opponent’s sword
left a gash on her right cheek. 


Slowly, the tide of the battle seemed to shift.
Pandora’s actions began to grow slower but it was a peculiar sort of fatigue
that differed greatly from their last encounter, when she had been betrayed by
Locke’s body.  This time, not only did her limbs begin to feel leaden but her
vision was swimming as well. 


Gravedigger, in response, stopped the fierce
nature of her own attacks. Instead, she began focusing on merely blocking
Pandora’s awkward thrusts. 


When Pandora finally began to sway, Gravedigger
dispensed with her own sword entirely, delivering a backhanded blow with her
fist. It sent Pandora toppling to the ground. 


After kicking the woman’s weapon away, Gravedigger
knelt at Pandora’s side. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“What did you do to me?” Pandora asked, barely
able to focus on Gravedigger. 


“The crossbow bolt I hit you with was drugged.”
Gravedigger hurried from the room and then returned with a small object that
was wrapped up in cloth. Setting it on the floor, she removed its covering and
set it between Pandora’s breasts.


“No,” the immortal whispered. “Please don’t do
that. Kill me if you want but not this…”


The Silver Skull seemed to stare at Pandora with
its glittering eyes. 


“You left it behind when you escaped from Hendry
Hall,” Gravedigger said. 


“Please…” Pandora pleaded. “Death. Just kill me.”


“I thought about doing that,” Gravedigger
admitted. “But I’m afraid that destroying your body might just free your
spirit. You’d be able to take over someone else and then we’d be doing this all
over again. The only way I can make sure you can’t harm anyone ever again is to
put you back in your prison and then hide The Silver Skull.”


Mercifully for Pandora, she finally blacked out,
preventing her from bearing witness to the horror that was to come. 


Gravedigger had no idea of the exact spell that
the Norse sorcerer had used to bind Pandora but she had found similar rituals
in her library. There was no reason to think that she’d fail to successfully
imprison her enemy but Gravedigger knew that such things were very specific. It
was possible that the binding spell could be much stronger or weaker than the
other, along with possibly unforeseen side effects.


Still, it was the best idea that she had been able
to come up with. 


With only a little hesitation, Gravedigger placed
one hand on Pandora’s head and the other atop The Silver Skull.


Then she began to chant. The words were incredibly
old and many of the deities being invoked were unknown to modern man. They
still had power, which was proven when Pandora’s body began to shake and a
milky white substance oozed from her nostrils, turning slowly in the air before
finding passage into The Silver Skull. Gravedigger continued her chanting
through the entire process, which took far longer than she anticipated. By the
time she was finished, she was exhausted and her breathing was ragged. She knew
she needed medical treatment. Even with her faster-than-normal healing, there
was a limit. 


Gravedigger wrapped up The Silver Skull and then
took stock of the body that had been left vacant by Pandora. She had wondered
if there was a chance that Locke might be able to resume control of the body
but there was no pulse and she wasn’t breathing. 


The threat of Pandora was over, her spirit locked
away once more. It seemed a cruel end for a woman who had given in to mere
curiosity but if there was one thing that Charity had learned, it was that life
was rarely fair.


 


 


PANDORA’S MIND EXISTED in the void once more, adrift in the
miniature universe that lay within The Silver Skull. She wanted to scream but
she had no mouth. She wanted to beat upon the walls of her prison but she had
no hands.


She had nothing.


She was alone.


And then she felt it; a mournful psychic wail, of
despair and loneliness. 


Desperately, she sought it out and finally located
its source: Locke. The woman’s spirit had been yanked out along with her own. 


Pandora finally reached out to her and the two
embraced on a spiritual level. 


“I survived centuries in here,” Pandora
thought/said and she knew that Locke sensed her words. “That was when I was
alone. Now we have each other. The time will come when we are freed once more.
We merely have to be patient. In time, all will be ours.”


Locke said nothing, still lost in her suffering. 


 


 


CHARITY GRACE OPENED her eyes and found that Mitchell was lying
next to her, a smile on his lips. “Good morning,” she whispered, leaning in for
a quick snuggle.


His arm went over her and he kissed the top of her
head. “You missed the big announcement at breakfast.”


“You shouldn’t let me sleep so late.”


“I couldn’t wake you with a marching band.”


With her voice buried into his chest, her words
had a muffled quality to them. “So what announcement are you talking about? If
you’re going to say that Li’s pregnant, I’m going to scream.”


“No. It was about Mortimer. He’s planning to run
for Mayor.”


“Mayor? Of what?” Charity pulled away and pushed
herself up onto her elbows.


“Sovereign.” 


“That’s insane. The election’s only a year away
and nobody knows him.”


“Insanity defines a lot of what we do, I think.”


“The sort of scrutiny he’s about to get could
shine a lot of light on us.”


“True. But just think how convenient it would be
to have one of us sitting in the Mayor’s office.”


Charity closed her eyes and tilted her head back.
She had a dozen thoughts running through her head all at once but eventually
she shoved them all out of the way. “No. I’m not going to worry about this.”


“You’re not?” Mitchell asked in surprise.


“No. It’s his decision and I’ll support him if
that’s what he wants to do.” Sliding out from under the sheets, Charity pulled
on a robe and tied it around her slender form. “Let’s take everybody out for
lunch to celebrate.”


“Are you feeling okay?” Mitchell inquired, arching
an eyebrow.


“That demon… What he said about beating myself up
and then talking to Pandora… it made me realize something. I have three years
and that may be all I get. I want to do it right and I want to earn my way to
having a lot more but I shouldn’t ignore the gift I’ve been given. I have
friends and a home. I have something that I believe in… all for the very first
time. No matter what The Voice decides three years from now, I have today and I
shouldn’t waste it.”


Mitchell nodded. “I like that way of thinking.”


“Good, because I’m going to try and do more of it.
Simply killing the bad guys isn’t enough to make me the kind of person I want
to be and I don’t think it’s going to be enough for The Voice, either. I need to
be… a better me.” With a suddenly wicked smile, she undid her robe and let it
fall. “Want to join me in the bath?”


Mitchell stood up, laughing. “I like this way of
thinking, too. Let’s do more of it.”


They embraced and in that moment, Charity did not
think of monsters or killers or the value of her soul.


She thought only of her friends and the love she
felt for them.


And The Voice was pleased.


 


 


THE END











GRAVE MATTERS


OR…


I THINK THEY’RE BUGGING MY HOUSE!


 


 


Hello, Faithful Readers! I hope you enjoyed the second
adventure of Charity Grace – it was certainly a lot of fun to write.


As I said before the first book came out, I wanted
to do a series that was a little bit different than what I’d written before and
which would stand out among the hordes of New Pulp series that are coming out.
Having a female lead who didn’t rely upon her sexuality to get by was one
difference and having her set right smack-dab in the middle of pulp’s golden
age was meant to reinforce that. There are several excellent modern-day New
Pulps that star female heroes but the ones that are set in the 1930s and 1940s
tend to fall back on the femme fatale mode of characterization… and I wanted to
have a hero who was a bit more than that. Hopefully Charity Grace is a
character that you enjoy as a person.


I also wanted someone who has a very defined
purpose… but one that went beyond the usual revenge motivation. Charity is
driven to kill evil men but it’s part of a spiritual quest – and as we had
mentioned in the first book and reinforced in this one, it’s not enough to
simply be a vigilante who offs the bad guys. She has to become a better person.



As I was working on this novel, I came across some
artwork for DC’s new Pandora comic. Their anti-heroine by that name
wears a cloak and wields pistols, delivering harsh justice to her enemies.
Visually, she bore a rather interesting resemblance to Gravedigger. Considering
that I was already writing a story that featured Pandora as the villain, having
a DC Comics character that looked so much like my hero was an odd coincidence.
In their version, Pandora unleashed the Sins from a box that was shaped like a
golden skull. In mine, Pandora herself had been trapped in a silver skull! 


Despite those few similarities, the plotlines that
DC and I ended up using were quite different. Even so, it was close enough that
I rewrote one of my scenes to better define the differences between my version
of Pandora and theirs. In the end, theirs is meant to be a hero. In mine, she
may be sympathetic but she’s also all kinds of crazy.


Keep in mind that I discussed in detail the
origins of my character in the first volume and while they had a few comic book
influences (mostly from the Valiant Universe), DC’s Pandora was not one of them
– at that time, the character had only appeared a few times and was most
notable for having helped reboot their continuity in Flashpoint. 


The use of a silver skull in my story actually
came from a Shadow novel by that title that was published in The Shadow
Magazine January 1, 1939. I decided to use The Silver Skull as the subtitle
for this adventure since I had elected not to use Pandora’s name in any
capacity.


So, what’s next for Gravedigger? Look for another
volume in about a year’s time, with the Mortimer Quinn for Mayor plotline
bubbling in the back of both it and the fifth volume of Lazarus Gray. Since
we’ve dealt with “The Other” that was teased in volume one, we’ll have a clear
path for whatever I decide to do for the next book. I definitely want to
continue to focus on the interpersonal lives of our cast and shine a light on
Charity’s personal growth.


Stop by my blog (http://www.barryreese.net) to
keep up with the goings-on in all my pulp stories, as well as take a gander at
exclusive artwork. 


Also be sure to look at the rest of The Sovereign
City Project, which includes my own Lazarus Gray series, Derrick Ferguson’s
Fortune McCall books and Tommy Hancock’s Doc Daye.


See you in volume three!











A TIMELINE OF THE UNIVERSE


ACCORDING TO BARRY REESE


 


 


Major Events specific to certain stories and novels
are included in brackets. Some of this information contains SPOILERS for The
Peregrine, Lazarus Gray, Eobard Grace 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 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 [“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].


 


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]


 


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 UnEarth. 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 Adolph
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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1 Introduced in “Murder,
Unlimited” – The Adventures of Lazarus Gray Volume 3
















 


2 As shown in volume one.
















 


3 Grimarr appeared in
Tales of the Norse Gods (2009), published by Wild Cat Books.
















 


4 As would eventually happen
in 1942.


 





images/00001.jpeg
THE ADVENTURES OF

VOLUME TWO 4

— . —%‘ @Fm
~ DARRY REESE






