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- PRELUDE -






Paris, August,
1920

The device was the size of
a rugby ball, egg-shaped and gray gunmetal whose edges gleamed in
the dim light of the chamber. A dozen of Crowley’s handpicked
acolytes in the Astrum Argentum gathered around the dais, watching
with interest as a man in shirtsleeves and a mechanic’s apron made
some final adjustments to the object sitting in its center. The man
was a German of slight build, with the severe “high fade” haircut
favored by soldiers of the Central Powers during the Great War. His
bespectacled, boyish face was pale and displayed a well-trimmed
triangular mustache and sunken blue eyes. The leather apron he wore
covered a starched gray shirt with sleeves neatly rolled to the
elbows, and black uniform jodhpur
breeches met with polished black officer’s boots
at his knees.

The man secured the device
by way of an aluminum clamp housing which somewhat resembled an Art
Deco bear trap, splitting the oval face itself into two halves that
now lay open to the stone ceiling at 45-degree angles. Furtively
scanning the room and finding Crowley in the westernmost point of
the chamber, the man blotted at his forehead with a handkerchief
and nodded at his master.

“The device is ready,” he
said cautiously.

“Proceed,” said Crowley,
showing no emotion in his gaze. His Thelemic priest’s robes
disguised the trim body of a man in his mid forties, fresh from
mountaineering in the eastern United States. His razor-shaved head
was a flawless dome, save for a noticeable pit in his left cheek,
and his famously color-changing hazel eyes were beginning to sink
into fleshy sockets—a consequence of overindulgence in heroin and
sex.

The mousy officer in the
apron retreated to a doorway opposite Crowley and returned arm in
arm with another robed figure, this one even smaller than he. As
they approached, the almost-skeletal hands of a crone drew back the
crimson hood covering her face, revealing the blank stare of a
blind Russian woman, her visage lined and carved in the trials and
hardships of life. She was perhaps sixty, but looked half again
older, with ash gray hair sprouting in an unruly shock from her
tiny, withered skull.

The small officer walked
her to the dais and patted her arm softly, indicating she was where
she should be. He then ducked to the base of the pedestal and
retrieved a small box bristling with toggle switches and a wire
running up to the open device. He stood back and addressed the old
woman in soft tones.

“Madame Balanovskaya,” he
said, “you may begin.”

The woman’s milk-white
eyes gazed upon the cold tile floor of the Abbey of Thelema, and a
guttural rumble began low in her throat. As the onlookers found
themselves stepping backward, flat against the walls of the ritual
chamber, Madame Balanovskaya suddenly snapped her head toward the
ceiling. Her reed-thin arms shot out from her shoulders, palms
upward, and the rumble in her throat now seemed to dislodge from
her body and echo throughout the abbey of its own accord. The sound
swirled, orbiting the central dais like a edge of a spinning top.
The pitch increased, and the sound began to thrum with a steady
rhythm.

The atmospheric pressure
within the room suddenly increased, and for a moment, it felt like
the abbey would break apart from its foundation. But it was the air
above the device on the pedestal which cracked open. Like a
thunderstorm in miniature, a roiling, billowing cloud of
ectoplasmic membrane appeared, sending fingers of lightning down to
test the surfaces below. The low thrum became a pitched
whine.

As Crowley watched, the
first spindly, arachnid-like leg probed out of the roiling storm
and extended down to the small platform at the center of the dais,
where the egg-shaped device sat open. A second leg, then third,
then a fourth followed. And then the horrible face of something
designed by forces not of any benign galaxy. The spidery creature
crouched upon the platform beneath the tiny lightning storm,
dog-sized and shimmering in a jet-black, salamander-like skin. Its
claws dug into the stone altar, holding itself in place.

Its eyes opened—all four
of them—aglow with eldritch fire, scanning the room intently.
Madame Balanovskaya collapsed in a crumpled heap of robes and bony
aged flesh. The small officer in the apron almost dropped the
switch box to go to her aid, but the creature on the altar had not
yet fed. He knew perfect timing was essential.

And feed it did. A
drooling maw full of spiny barbs sucked open where its chest should
have been, and every head in the room began to swim—all save
Aleister Crowley, the unconscious Madame Balanovskaya, and the
young Silver Star officer crouched below the creature’s line of
sight. The sound pulsing through the room became even
higher-pitched, and the tiny thunderstorm above the abomination
crackled with renewed intensity. Suddenly the room was awash in an
unearthly crimson glow. One by one, the onlookers fell, their very
life force extracted in beams of ethereal light, terrified screams
echoing throughout the abbey as their souls were ripped from
them.

When the last acolyte had
collapsed into a dead heap, the young officer peered over the top
of the altar to see that the creature was in a good position, and
flipped the main toggle that deployed the device below. There was a
brief shriek as the demon folded in on itself and the two halves of
the device snapped shut with a sharp echo.

The thunderstorm
dissipated into the shadowy corners of the chamber, and the sound
gradually faded away to an ominous silence.

The young officer glanced
over the large, oblong demon trap, noting with satisfaction that it
was glowing an angry red-purple color. He squatted down to check on
the old woman, who was thankfully still alive. He hoped she still
had another ritual or two in her. The Astrum Argentum would most
likely have to search elsewhere for summoners who could take them
beyond the experimental phase of the project.

“Well?” asked the hooded
figure at the western point of the circular chamber.

“The ritual was
successful, my Master.” The bespectacled officer produced an
electric motor the size of a typewriter from a small crate next to
the dais, and as Crowley observed, began to run wires from the
rugby ball device to the battery contacts on the motor, tightening
them down with wing nuts. Reaching into his apron pocket, he
brought forth a small alkaline battery with wires already taped to
the contact points and ending in a twisted length of
copper.

Watching closely, the
young officer touched the bare wire of the battery to a contact
point on the back of the device, and an unholy shriek erupted from
within. Immediately the motor revved to life, rotors spinning
faster and faster until smoke began to erupt from its insides,
finally dying in a shower of sparks and haze.

“We will need to work on a
capacitor system to keep overloads like this from happening in the
field,” the officer told Crowley. “But as you can see, just one
nominal 1.5 volt stimulus yielded enough power to do this…” he
gestured at the charred remains of the motor. “And no doubt much
more.”

“Very well,” Crowley
nodded, turning toward the chamber exit. “You may continue the
program.” At the door, he stopped, glancing down at the dead body
of a former student. Looking back at the officer, he added, “See to
this. And tell no one, my dear Mister Himmler. The Infernal Machine
is our secret.”












- CHAPTER 1 -






Kenya, May,
1927

Jack McGraw squinted
through the bridge windscreen canopy as the Daedalus made her approach over
Nairobi. The capital city, the colonial jewel of British East
Africa, bustled with commercial air traffic and commerce of all
kinds, but what drew Jack’s attention were the half dozen plumes of
smoke wafting up from the tribal lands beyond. At full speed,
they’d make Mombasa in just over two hours, where their new
mechanic awaited them. But these smoke columns were more than a
little worrisome. They seemed to straddle the rail line from
Nairobi to Mombasa, and seemed too scattered to be the type of
controlled burns used to clear farmland or flush game.


A hot morning sun painted
the occupants of the airship in golden tones, illuminating the
American flying ace-turned-adventurer in his early thirties,
square-jawed and blue-eyed, with a crop of copper-tinged blond hair
that kept falling in his face. He was badly in need of a trim and a
shave. Jack wore a white cotton work shirt, his navy blue trousers
sporting a gold stripe down each side, standard issue to all flight
officers in the AEGIS Aeronautics Division. The trouser legs
disappeared into a pair of shiny black officer’s boots that worked
the lateral turn controls at his feet. His jaw circled in a chewing
motion, working a piece of licorice-flavored Black Jack chewing
gum. He always kept a pack on hand, gnawing on a piece whenever he
flew, or found himself under stress, or needed to think.

April had been a heck of a
month, beginning with their mission to recover the Dagger of Lir
from a Celtic crypt beneath the craggy soil on the isle of Scarba.
That had quickly become an ambush and running firefight with agents
of the Silver Star, which in turn became a tracer-blazing dogfight
into the eye of a storm, and the discovery of a super-carrier
named Osiris,
which had the capacity to launch a squadron of six fighter planes
from her enormous dirigible frame. Limping to an airfield in
southern England, the Daedalus
crew made repairs, and received a visit from
their former comms officer, Edward “Duke” Willis, who had been
promoted into command of his own AEGIS LR-3 airship, the
Percival.

When they made contact
with Colonel Stephen Shaw, their handler in London, he’d notified
them that the Percival had gone missing somewhere over Europe. A frantic search—and
several battles—from Rome to Athens to Cairo finally shook loose
the right intelligence, which took the Daedalus crew to a lost city on the
Nile, buried in generations of desert sand. There, in a sunken
temple several meters below the desert floor, Maria Blutig,
She-Wolf of the Astrum Argentum, was already engaged in a demonic
summoning ritual. The blood she was using had once flowed through
the veins of the Percival’s crew. One by one, she
slit their throats, until only Duke remained, ready to die for his
crewmates and for the good of humanity that AEGIS represented.
Fortunately, Jack, Doc, and the Cherokee sharpshooter known as
“Deadeye”, had intervened in the temple, as a larger battle raged
in the desert canyon above. Maria Blutig was vanquished, for the
time being anyway, and the Silver Star was sent packing.

The dark army led by
Aleister Crowley had lost the battle, but they’d still come out
ahead on two counts: First, they’d managed to extract one of the
Edison-DiMarco dynamo generators from the Percival’s engine room; secondly,
they’d captured Carl “Rivets” Holloway, erstwhile mechanic aboard
the Daedalus, and
arguably the man with the most practical knowledge of AEGIS
technology in the world—even more than founder Thomas Edison
himself.

In the end, the AEGIS
forces had succeeded in retrieving the Percival and her commander, but lost
vital technology and the man who best knew how to use it. And of
course Duke would forever carry the horror of his crewmembers’
dying trauma with him.

Jack frowned. It must have
been absolute hell. But then, anytime Maria Blutig was involved,
“absolute hell” was most often the theme of the party. At that
moment, the Percival was departing Cairo with a new crew and a rendezvous course
to Mombasa, and all Jack could think of was that the sooner they
were in pursuit of those who had stolen their technology and,
worse, abducted Rivets, the better.

Over Jack’s left shoulder
sat the comm station, occupied by Lieutenant Marissa Singh, Punjabi
linguist and expert in codes. Those very skills had earned her the
call sign “Cipher” during her aviation training in England. She
stared anxiously out the same forward view ports, gently brushing a
stray lock of raven black hair under the band of her red uniform
beret, revealing a small ruby-like bindi on her forehead. She, too,
wore the standard white work shirt, navy trousers, and black boots
of an AEGIS Aeronautics officer. Just twenty-five, Cipher was a
product of empire, and in recent weeks had come to see some tarnish
on her previously unblemished worldview.

Opposite the comms, behind
Jack’s right shoulder, was navigation. Dorothy “Doc” Starr sat
there, her gaze shifting between the forward view ports and her map
of East Africa. She was around Jack’s age, a fellow veteran of the
Great War, and arguably the architect of the covert field service
within the Allied Enterprise Group for International Security. She
was clad identically to Jack and Cipher, minus the latter’s beret,
but with the addition of a small crystal shard hanging from her
neck on a leather thong. With catlike green eyes, natural
walnut-brown curls, and a sly smile, Starr resembled the young
Hollywood actress Myrna Loy, who had actually been cast to play her
in the movies.

Standing over the back of
the pilot’s seat between the nav and comms stations, a young
Egyptian soldier, Asim, followed his captain’s gaze out over the
native lands beneath them, running a tan hand across a bristly jaw.
The newest recruit to the Daedalus
crew, Asim had proved his skill as a driver
during a deadly car chase through the streets of Cairo just a week
and a half ago. Jack saw in the young man an innate spatial
awareness and synergy with the machine he drove—specifically, a
war-era Crossley troop truck—and thought he might be groomed to
fly. Every day since his induction into AEGIS, Asim had taken duty
watches in the pilot’s seat, picking up some of Jack’s tips and
tricks, and even some mannerisms. He drew the line at the licorice
chewing gum, however.

Their course followed the
railroad. To the east lay the expanse of the Taru Desert. To the
west, the sprawling lands of the Kikuyu people, and the rising
smoke.

“Darn peculiar,” Jack
muttered.

Doc leaned forward over
the nav console, straining to see more. “What do you think it
is?”

“It’s not spread over a
large area,” Jack shrugged. “Each column is pretty
localized.”

“If those are villages,”
Asim noted, “this could be evidence of a tribal war.”

Doc frowned. “This is all
Kikuyu territory,” she said. “Why would they be fighting each
other?”

“It could be an invading
force,” Asim shrugged.

The words hung hollow in
the air. In this part of the world, “invading force” could mean
anything from a rival tribe to a colonizing army from Europe. But
the Daedalus was
down one generator and the crew had yet to meet up with the new
mechanic, and Jack decided it was probably unwise to venture too
close to the source of the smoke. They had their orders, and
couldn’t let themselves get bogged down in local trouble. He
throttled forward to full speed and made for the airfield at
Mombasa.

As they passed over the
rail town of Voi, however, Jack saw chaos erupting beneath them.
The train station was ablaze, a bucket brigade of locals ushering
water from a giant tank nearby. Automobiles were flipped
upside-down like dead insects in the street. British locals and
natives ran in every direction, as the staccato pop pop pop of gunfire erupted above
the screams of civilians. The corpses of people and animals alike
lay baking in the morning sun like a tray of some horrible
confection.

“What the—?” Jack felt
the Daedalus buck
slightly as she was impacted from below.

Asim turned to the
hatchway that divided the bridge from the rest of the ship. An
access door led to the nose turret, which was equipped with
quad-mounted Lewis machine guns. “I’ll take a look,” he
said.

The airship banked and
veered off to the right, toward a tenant farm nearby.

Jack keyed the
TALK button on his
electric console as he throttled down and spun the
Daedalus around her nose
to get a better look below. “Deadeye? How’s it looking up
top?”

A burst of static,
followed by “All clear topside, Cap,” was all that came
through.

“Okay, Charlie, why don’t
you come down here and stand ready with your rifle.”

“Affirmative.”

Several small pings of
metal-on-metal echoed through the airship’s envelope, and Doc
muttered under her breath, “I know that sound.” She stepped
gracefully down to peer over Jack’s shoulder for a clearer
view.

Jack nodded. “Someone’s
shooting at us.”

Another burst of static
came over the comms and Asim exclaimed from the nose turret,
“Someone’s shooting at us!”

“Cipher,” Jack ordered,
“patch me through to the external loudspeaker.”

Cipher flipped a couple
switches on her console, and turned back to her captain. “Patched
through.”

Jack angled the nose of
the airship down and hovered over a small maize field, thrusters
causing ripples through the stalks like water. “This is Captain
Jack McGraw of the airship Daedalus. We represent the Allied
Enterprise Group for International Security, and mean you no harm.
Please come out and speak with us.”

The farm’s outbuildings
sat in a semicircle at the northern border of the cornfield,
extending from the great house, which bore an English colonial
design in stark contrast to the timber, mud and thatch dwellings of
the Kikuyu. Bloodied corpses of native farm workers lay silent,
strewn haphazardly from the fields to the great house stoop. The
house itself would have been considered a quaint cottage back in
England, yet it dwarfed all other construction on the local
acreage.

As the crew watched from
the bridge viewport, the house took on a golden-orange hue, and
black smoke began to waft from seams in the roof. Flames surged
outward and windows shattered, and a single figure appeared in the
front doorway. He was a huge man, shirtless and dark, with some
kind of metal vambraces and homespun leggings. His face was painted
in the approximation of a white, grinning skull, and he clutched a
pair of blades, sub-Saharan variants on the Egyptian
khopesh, terminating in
hooked claws at their tips.

As the enormous
skull-painted man stepped nonchalantly down the wooden steps of the
great house, the ever-growing flames framed him in the colors of
sunset, though it was not even noon. Gradually, several others,
perhaps a dozen in all, men and women from twenty to sixty years of
age, began to appear from behind the outbuildings and the burning
great house. Another four crept from the cornfield. They carried
rakes and scythes. Some had Enfield rifles.

“Captain,” Cipher said
softly and ominously. “Permission to go ashore.”

Jack blinked. “What? Are
you cr—?”

“We need to find out
what’s going on here,” she answered. “And to my knowledge, I’m the
only one on this ship who speaks Swahili.”

Doc sighed and leaned over
to Jack. “She’s right. And besides, if these locals are fighting
the British, it might be good to lead with a face that doesn’t look
like another white invader.”

Jack scowled, but he
couldn’t argue with their logic. “Fine,” he acquiesced. “But I want
Deadeye on your flank with his Winchester. And if you get into any
trouble out there, you get back on the ship in a hurry, got
it?”

“Yes, Captain,” Cipher
nodded, swiveling in her seat and releasing her safety
harness.

As she disappeared through
the hatch into the main saloon, Jack’s face screwed into a tight
mask of paternal stress and military readiness.

Doc noticed the sudden,
subtle tension and caressed his shoulder. “Easy, Jack,” she said as
she gently kneaded his trapezius, eliciting a groan of approval.
“She’ll be alright.”


- CHAPTER 2 -


Cipher opened the side
door on the gondola and dropped to the dusty ground, followed by
Deadeye. Though the Cherokee had his repeating rifle at the ready,
he knew they’d be immediately outgunned if a fight broke
out.

Cipher looked official
enough in her navy blue paramilitary uniform trousers and black
officer’s boots. Though her gray cotton field shirt was unbuttoned
to the collarbone and the sleeves rolled above the elbow, her red
beret with its AEGIS winged shield patch lent an air of authority.
She kept her sidearm holstered and her hands open.

Deadeye wore his usual
khaki field trousers and puttees, with a sweat-stained white
t-shirt and no head cover. He scanned the front of the farmhouse,
noting which natives were armed with rifles, and which would
have to cover ground to get to the
Daedalus.

The large man with the
painted skull face strode slowly and powerfully to meet Cipher,
who, despite her instincts, stepped forward in greeting.

“Salamu,” she said in Swahili.
“Jina langu ni Cipher.”

The giant man stared at
her a moment, while Deadeye’s thumb played over the hammer of the
Winchester. Finally, the painted skull squinted, and the man’s head
thrust forward.

“Mimi ni Bwana Kifo,” he said, adding
curiously, and in flawless
English, “but you don’t look
Kikuyu.”

Cipher was taken aback
momentarily. Did the giant man say his name was Mister Death? Her translation
couldn’t be that far off. “No, I am not Kikuyu,” she stammered. “I
am Punjabi.”

“India,” the man
discerned. “And your friend?” he said, nodding at
Deadeye.

“Cherokee,” Cipher
answered.

“America,” said the
man.

“Yes,” Cipher smiled. “You
are well-educated.”

“Do not patronize me,” the
man straightened and turned his left side to face her. “Are you
here to help the British, or to help us?”

“Is that who you are
fighting? The British?”

“The magistrate in Voi is
Major Edwards. It is he whose blood my blades thirst for.” The
skull-faced man cast a glance at Deadeye, who gripped the walnut
stock of the carbine a bit more tightly.

Cipher’s brow furrowed.
“Bwana Kifo,” she said, “what has happened here?”

The man clenched his jaw,
hesitant to speak for a time. Finally: “The white settler who runs
this farm claimed a native worker assaulted his wife. Major Edwards
had the worker arrested and taken to the garrison in Voi, where he
was beaten and shot, without trial. When the farm workers protested
outside the garrison, they too were shot. This ill treatment of the
workers angered the local Kikuyu chieftains, who began to raid the
farms of the white settlers late last night. In reprisal, the Major
called out the whole garrison to punish the villages.”

Cipher looked beyond the
massive warrior and scanned the faces of the natives behind him.
They looked haggard, yet determined. “Does the Governor know of
this conflict?”

Bwana Kifo lowered his
frustrated gaze to meet her brown eyes. “I do not know,” he sighed.
“But if he does, more soldiers will not be far behind.”

Cipher pressed her palms
together. “If we intercede with the Governor on behalf of the
Kikuyu, will you stand down?”

Suddenly a runner in short
pants and sandals appeared by the dwelling nearest the burning
farmhouse. His skinny torso heaved with breath, showing a lattice
of ribs with each inhalation. “Bwana Kifo!
Askari kuja!”

“Soldiers!” the giant man
turned. All faces became set with a dire intent.

“Please,” Cipher
interjected. “We can help, if you just—”

Bwana Kifo spun back to
her, his skull face just inches from her own. “If you want to help
these people, follow me. Otherwise, leave in peace.”

Then he was gone, moving
beyond the farmhouse to the trail head and into the scrub at
supernatural speed. The natives and farm workers followed, leaving
Cipher and Deadeye staring after them, slack-jawed.


# # #


The Daedalus came in low over the scrub
of the eastern savanna. The village was already afire, swarming
with natives and British soldiers in khaki short fatigues and a mix
of pith helmets and turbans. Jack had Asim take the stick, while
he, Deadeye, and Cipher went to the open gondola door. Doc began to
protest that the ship’s medic should be present, but Jack persuaded
her to wait until they had the situation on the ground under
control.

Asim brought the ship down
low in a soft turn, the linked forward guns erupting in a chatter
of hot lead to cover the trio’s departure. Then it rose into the
air again, taking up a support position in the sky above the
village.

Jack’s feet hit the hard,
sun-baked dirt and he sprang from a squat, coming up with both
Colts drawn. Cipher landed and whirled around to cover their six,
Webley service revolver at the ready. Deadeye levered the
Winchester in midair, taking aim as he stuck his own
landing.

Before the dust from the
airship’s thrusters could clear, a group of half a dozen soldiers
formed up in a firing line, raising their Enfield rifles squarely
at the trio who had dropped from the sky just moments
before.

Cipher turned and noticed
their turbans, and her heart sank. They were Indian—Sikh,
specifically—being used as the personal murder squad of a British
officer on a rampage. Deadeye took aim and Jack stepped forward to
pull some kind of rank, although he hadn’t been a military officer
since the Great War. Still, his commission had been with the
British Army, so it was worth a shot.

But before he could utter
the phrase, “Stand down, men!” Cipher stepped in front of him,
waving her hands frantically and shouting at the soldiers in
Punjabi.

“Khaṛhē rahō! Asīṁ dōsata
hāṁ!”

The soldiers paused,
glancing between Cipher and each other. Then the corporal shrugged
and ran off toward the hut of the village chieftain, the rest of
the soldiers following.

As they crossed in front
of the trail head, a huge form leaped into the village, blades
slicing through air and flesh. Within moments, the soldiers were
blasted apart as if by an explosive weapon—this weapon being Bwana
Kifo and his dual khopesh. Before Jack could even warn
him to stop, the huge man had bowled through the unit of British
soldiers, and moved on to the force already gathered around the
chieftain’s dwelling.

“What’s his name? Kifo?”
Jack hollered at Cipher as they ran after the giant, painted
man.

Cipher nodded. “Bwana
Kifo. Mister Death.”

Delightful,
Jack thought as they tried to make up the
distance. But then, my call sign is
‘Captain Stratosphere’, so what do I know?

They arrived in front of
the tribal dwelling and had only scant moments to take in the
scene: A young Kikuyu woman, in her early twenties at most, knelt
in the doorway, clutching the body of an older native man in her
lap. Like most of the local Kikuyu, she wore functional western
clothing: a dun-colored cotton safari shirt and trousers, with
leather work boots. Her black hair was tightly braided and pulled
back under a stained, gray bandanna. The man she held looked to be
in his fifties, hair and beard frosted with a touch of white. He’d
also been shot in the chest, and had been dead for at least several
minutes.

The line of British
soldiers faced the door to the dwelling at a distance of perhaps
twenty paces, rifles raised and ready to shoot. Jack paused
momentarily, wondering why a group of soldiers would be preparing
to shoot an unarmed woman who was clearly grieving the loss of
someone close to her. Suddenly, from the corner of his eye, he
noticed another soldier fire at a herd of penned goats across the
square. There was an angry shriek, and a Kikuyu woman rushed out of
her dwelling to confront the soldier. The soldier produced a
service revolver from his belt and, without so much as a word, shot
her in the head.

Jack waved his arms,
trying to get the attention of the semicircle of British Indian
soldiers. “Wait! Stop!” he warned.

A shadow fell across the
woman in the hut’s doorway, and Bwana Kifo landed as if having
fallen from orbit. His massive chest rose and fell, blood leaking
from wounds both severe and superficial. His swords were streaked
red, glistening in the noonday sunlight. The painted skull on his
dark features looked as though it was prepared to escort someone—or
many someones—straight to hell.

The rifles fired, a great
eruption of sulfur smoke and hot lead.

Bwana Kifo
fell.

Deadeye fired into the
squad, knocking rifles from stunned hands.

Jack and Cipher moved in,
creating a second wall between the soldiers and the distraught
young woman in the hut.

“Drop ‘em!” Jack ordered,
brandishing the Colts. “Drop ‘em NOW!”

One soldier stepped
forward in a physical challenge, but Jack was prepared for
resistance. Moving forward, he flipped the pistol in his left hand
high into the air. As the soldier instinctively glanced upward,
Jack grabbed the man’s rifle with his left hand and landed a solid
pistol whip with his right, dropping him where he stood. In a
single motion, his left hand dispensed of the Enfield rifle and
caught the falling Colt.

Both pistols were back in
the faces of the soldiers. “I have had enough of you blokes today,”
he bellowed through clenched teeth. “Don’t make me tell you
again.”

Cipher moved behind Jack
to check on the large man the soldiers had cut down just moments
before, and Deadeye stepped to Jack’s right, keeping a watchful
gaze on the proceedings.

Of the eight soldiers
facing Jack, only two still held weapons, which were quickly
dropped.

“Now,” Jack said, visibly
angry, “I don’t know what your orders were from Major Edwards, but
if it was a cleansing of the local villages, then all of you—and
Major Edwards—are in a lot of trouble.”

A corporal, in khaki field
dress and matching turban, opened his mouth to protest. Jack was on
him inside of a second, the nickel-finish of a Colt pistol gleaming
as it pressed into the soldier’s forehead.

“Not a word, soldier,”
said Jack, shaking his head. “Not one word.”

Deadeye shifted
uncomfortably. He didn’t think for a moment that his captain would
actually shoot an unarmed foe in the head, but even the bluff made
him uneasy.

Jack pulled the pistol
from the man’s head and backed a few paces away. “I want you to
turn around and go back to the garrison right now. Leave your
rifles and sidearms here and go. Any more British troops we see in
this—or any—village today will be targets. The AEGIS airship
Daedalus is engaged in
the defense of the local Kikuyu people.”

As the soldiers slowly
turned and wandered away into the low scrub, Jack shouted after
them. “And tell Major Edwards we’re going to pay him a visit, with
the weight of the Crown and the Foreign Office behind
us.”

The soldiers disappeared,
and Jack and Deadeye were left standing in the village square, the
smoke from rifles and burning homes swirling around them. Deadeye
took up a watch position near the door of the chieftain’s home, and
Jack went to help Cipher with the body of Bwana Kifo.

“He’s dead,” Cipher
pronounced as Jack knelt at her side.

Sure enough, the freedom
fighter’s broad chest had been sundered by a half dozen rifle
slugs. If one had pieced his heart, it would have killed him
instantly. Jack holstered his pistols and bent to grip Bwana Kifo
under his arms. With Cipher hefting his legs, they were able to
move him out of the way, laying him gently in the village
square.

Deadeye peered around
through the door. The young woman returned his gaze, tears
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