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    DELIVERED


    Greg Rucka


    


    Way I figure it, I’m kinda a citizen of the world, you know? Which I suppose is a healthy attitude for an individual who was summoned more than born. I’ve got allegiances, of course, and as far as I’m concerned I’m absolutely Red, White, and Blue, an American through and through, but if citizenship is birth, well, I’m most likely British. And let’s not even talk about my mother.


    Speaking as an American, I’ve got a fondness for New York City, for its vitality and roaring energy, for the way that it just never can slow down, even for a second, even if it’s heading for a cliffwhich, more often than not, it is. Liz puts it best: she says, “New York City, the place where you can get anything you want, any time, day or night. And you can get it delivered.”


    Says it all, really. I know the city pretty well, having hoofed it through town on more than one occasion. That’s another reason I like NYCI get marginally fewer stares wandering through the Village than elsewhere. Not like red with a tail and lumpy doesn’t raise eyebrows, but down on Christopher Street, hell, it’s the Halloween Parade every day.


    Where I’m heading this time, though, I don’t know the neighborhood all that well. Alphabet City, which from what the papers and politicos say is going through urban renewal, and to me looks maybe like Alphabet City itself never got the notice. The buildings are in sad shape, just inside of code, and it’s nowhere I’d want to live.


    It is, however, not unlike a lot of the places where I end up doing my work.


    This isn’t work, though. This is personal.


    I’m a clothes-on-my-back sort of guy, don’t have much that I really call my own. My friends, they’re my most precious possessionsand I don’t really like calling them that, but you get what I’m saying. When it comes to gifts from friends, I take those to heart. Like my pistol, the one Commander Freedom gave me.


    I’m not a gun guy, but in my line of work, it’s a necessary tool. And the pistol, it’s as fine a piece of work as you’re likely to ever come across. Wood inlaid handle, custom machined cylinder, tailored trigger tension, a custom job all the way. Freedom himself taught me how to cast the bullets for the thing, seeing as how the caliber is unique and you can’t just walk into your local ammo shop and pick up a hundred rounds.


    Back at the Bureau, I’ve got a space set up just for casting the bullets. There are plenty of folks there who’d do it for me, of course, and sometimes Dr. Manning or someone will even say that I should leave it to the support-services people.


    “You’ve got more important things to do, Hellboy,” they tell me.


    Yeah, and maybe it’s true. But I like taking care of the pistol, I like settling down and melting the lead and mixing the powder and filling the casings. It’s a Zen thing in a way, and it’s how I honor Commander Freedom.


    So when I lost the gun, I was pretty damn pissed off.


    What happened was this.


    A week ago, Saturday, I’m in the City, going to hit Pegasus Books up on the high West Side. Just shopping, looking for collectibles and rare firsts, like that. Gorgeous day, one of those New York City days where the air is clean and clear, and the sun is just warm enough you don’t even hesitate about not bringing your jacket.


    Course, I’m wearing my jacket, because I use it to cover the pistol.


    Cutting through Central Park, and I get a little hungry, so I grab myself a vendor’s hot dog and a bottle of Dr. Brown’s Cel-Ray, settle in on a bench. Sunlight is actually dappling through the leaves, casting hot spots on the paved path and moving pedestrians. There’s enough of a breeze that I can hear the branches moving gently in the park behind me.


    I’m enjoying the day.


    Then I hear this snapping, the sound of a leaf breaking.


    I turn, and there’s this rat.


    Now, a New York City rat is not to be mistaken for any other member of the rattus norvegicus, and if you’ve seen one you know what I’m talking about. I personally know what I’m talking about, because in my line of work, I’ve seen a mother-lode of rats. Trust me on this. I know rats.


    This rat, he’s a big black one, almost two feet long, and easily fifteen pounds, a little monster. Beady black eyes looking at me, and it’s not quite intelligence I’m seeing, but almost impatience. Like he’s waiting for me to finish eating so he can have the crumbs.


    I stare at the rat, the rat stares at me, and then I hear more of that leaf snapping, and sure enough, here comes another one. This rat, he’s a little smaller than the other, and he settles in beside the first one, giving me the same look.


    And then comes another, and then another, and suddenly I’ve got fifteen-odd rats all looking at me, and it’s like they’re all saying, “C’mon, get on with it.”


    It’s hard to eat when you’ve got fifteen rats staring at you, I tell you that much.


    Fine, I figure, and I chuck what’s left of the dog over my shoulder, get up, continue heading across the park. I’m halfway to the bookstore when I realize, hey, my right side is feeling a little light.


    And that’s when I notice the pistol is gone.


    I am not, as you might imagine, pleased with this discovery. It’s not something that’s ever happened to me before. I’ve jumped out of airplanes and crashedliterallythrough the roofs of buildings, and that pistol has remained in my holster. It does not just disappear. It is not an item that I forget.


    I spin and head back into the park, looking at the ground, trying to figure when I last actually saw the damn thing seated in its leather. I know I had it when I bought the dog, because I keep my wallet in the pouch on my belt just left to where the holster hangs, and it was there when I paid.


    I retrace and retrace and double-check and do it all again, and I don’t find the pistol. I am getting pissed off.


    I head back to the bench, giving it another look over, and that’s when I notice the teeth marks on the wood. Like one of the rats was gnawing at the slats against which I had rested my back.


    I know I had that pistol when I sat down, I know that.


    And I’m now pretty damn sure I didn’t have it when I got up again.


    The conclusion, therefore, is that the rats took my pistol.


    This is not as unlikely as it might at first seem, by the way. Like I said, I know rats.


    Or at least I thought I did.


    So it takes me a week of looking, and now here I am in Alphabet City, at this address that a homeless guy gave me. I’ve been talking to a lot of homeless guys and gals this week, because they live in close proximity to the rats, and the rats, they don’t like to talk to me.


    The homeless folks, they’ve told me some interesting things. Told me about how Chas and Denny and a couple others, they used to be on the street, but they’ve disappeared. And before they disappeared, they were seen in the company of a lot of rats. Like hundreds, maybe.


    This address I’m now at, it’s a mess. The front door to the building is just gone, plain and simple, and the mailboxes in the foyer, all of them are broken. The postal carrier didn’t even try to sort the letters, just dumped them on the floor. Looks like somebody took a piss on them, too.


    Inside, it’s dank and pretty dark, even though it’s bright daylight outside. I head for the stairs and after the second step begin to think maybe they won’t hold my weight, the way they’re creaking and the way I’m hearing wood snapping from inside the wall. But I keep heading up, and I make it to the fourth floor without trouble.


    The hallway is even messier than the foyer. I’m looking at all sorts of crap on the ground, now, including broken needles and empty bottles and fast-food wrappers and what’s left of an inflatable raft.


    “Weird,” I say to myself.


    I knock on 4W. I knock with my left hand, because if I knock with my right, I’m pretty sure I’ll just send the door to pieces.


    There is a pause, and then I hear this voice saying, “Hellboy, come on in.”


    “Really weird,” I say to myself, and open the door.


    The apartment is a serious contrast to the rest of the building. It’s not neatin fact, it’s so cluttered I have to turn sideways to make it through the entry hall. But it’s almost clean, not filthy. And the smell is better, too, less human waste and more human life.


    But when I say cluttered, I’m absolutely sincere, here. I mean, the place is wall to wall stuff, the kind of clutter where you need to step outside just to have enough room to change your mind, know what I’m saying?


    I stop for a second in the hallway, just trying to take it all in, trying to find a word for this onslaught of material. I’m looking at books, a lot of books, easily thousands of books, on shelves, on the floor, open, closed, torn, sealed in plastic, you name it. Hardcovers, paperbacks, trade originals, even funny books, you know, comics. But it’s not even just books, no. I see shoesfancy running shoes and cheap tennis and some boots, mostly mismatched, one with its sole just missing. Toys, action figures and building blocks, and shiny plastic orbs and yo-yos and maybe an infinite supply of pogs. Trading cards, baseball and hockey, and even some other cards with pictures of dragons and stuff on them. Stuffed animals, one a dolphin, something like six bears, two badgers, four snakesone’s a cobra, the other three I’m not so sure abouta pony, a tiger, and something that looks like maybe Walt Disney designed it while he was channeling Azathoth. On the walls there are posters and paintings, something that looks like a Cézanne hanging next to a glossy shot of some luscious Playboy Playmate.


    The word I find for all of this I say aloud.


    “Junk,” I say.


    “Hey, I don’t knock your shit,” the voice says. It’s got a Bronx edge to it.


    “Through here, end of the hall.”


    I edge towards the voice, passing an open bedroom. Lying on the bed, wearing silk pajamas, is a man in his fifties, balding, white hair. Pale, but not in a sickly way. A fedora is perched on the lamp on the bed-stand beside him.


    “Ignore him,” the voice says. “Denny had a late night.”


    “That’s Denny?”


    “Sure. Cleans up good, don’t he?”


    “Sure,” I say, and keep on edging, past the kitchen nowcluttered like the hall, but again, mostly cleanand I come out into what must be like the living room.


    This room, it’s as cluttered as everything else, but now there’s furniture to make it worse. Four televisions are stacked atop one another in a corner, and a full media center fills a wall, videotapes, laser discs, DVDs, CDs, LPs pouring off it. The thing is so over-loaded that the shelves are actually sagging from the weight put on them. Somewhere under the pile opposite the televisions, I’m pretty certain there’s a couch.


    In the center of this room, there’s this beautiful desk, huge thing, maybe mahogany. Papers are piled high, and there’s a multi-line telephone blinking away on one side. A computer is whispering to itself, too. The whole thing rests on a pile of maybe five or six Oriental rugs, the real high quality ones, I’m thinking.


    And behind the desk there’s this rat.


    This giant frickin’ rat.


    Who, when he sees me, stands up, pushing back his chair, and offers me a paw.


    “Hellboy, right?” the rat says. “I’m Mick.”


    “Huh,” I say.


    He’s about six feet tall standing on his hind legs, black fur, splotchy, missing it in a couple places. His belly is that pink-white you get on . . . well, the underside of most rats. His fur is thick and coarse, but clean and maybe even combed, which must be a hell of a job. His tail is hairless and straight to the end, where it curls back on itself, like spelling the letter Q. His eyes are black and I can’t tell if there’s a pupil in there or not.


    Mick the Rat coughs discreetly, glancing at his extended paw. He’s extended the left, requiring me to extend my left in return.


    I take his paw and he shakes firmly, like we’re drinking buds, and I see that he has somehow acquired an opposable thumb. He lets go of my hand and gestures, says, “Take a seat.”


    I look around and realize that the mound of magazines behind memost of them of the titty varietyconceal a chair.


    “Just knock it on the floor, no problem,” Mick the Rat tells me.


    The magazines thump to the ground and I take a seat. We look at each other for a while, and then his eyes wander down to my right hand.


    “That it?” he asks. “That’s the hand?”


    “My hand,” I confirm.


    “Can I see it?”


    “Sure.” I extend my hand, laying it on the desk with a thud.


    Mick the Rat produces a set of half-glasses and perches them on the end of his substantial and narrow nose, then leans in. I feel his whiskers brush my knuckles. He looks up over the rims at me for confirmation, and I nod, so he touches my hand. He’s got a light touch, and the way he does it, his whole manner, makes me think of some bizarre cross between a bookie and a jeweler.


    He takes most of a minute before leaning back in his chair, removing the glasses. His mouth does this thing that really shows off his teeth, and I figure it must be a smile.


    “That’s one of a kind,” Mick the Rat tells me. “That’s a hell of a collectible you’ve got there.”


    “Yup.”


    He gestures with one paw towards the kitchen. “You want a beer or something?”


    “No, thanks.”


    Mick the Rat nods. “On to business, then. Right.”


    “You’re a pack rat,” I say.


    The thing with his teeth gets more pronounced and he starts shaking his head. “Man, do I hate that name. Pack rat. I’m not a pack rat, you think that’s what this is? I’m an object-retrieval facilitator, that’s how I see it.”


    “You have a pistol of mine,” I say. “The one Commander Freedom gave to me. I want it back.”


    “Sure, sure, I got it, and yeah, it’s all yours, no problems.” He pats the desk, indicating one of the drawers on his side. “Safe, no problems, like I said. I won’t even ask for a finder’s fee for returning it.”


    The teeth thing again, which now I am certain is a smile, and which, since I do not find this amusing, I do not return.


    After a second, Mick the Rat stops with the teeth thing.


    “Hellboy,” he says, leaning forward. “Look, can we talk, here, you and me?”


    “Sure,” I say.


    “You know what I do here, right, you’ve figured that out?”


    I nod.


    “I mean, I’m not a bad guy. Denny back there, he was on the streets until three months ago, nobody would give him the time of day. Me, I take him in, clean him up, give him a job. I’m not a bad guy here, you understand that?”


    “What kind of job did you give Denny?”


    Mick laughs, which is this remarkably high-pitched sound compared to his voice, which so far has been pretty low, not unlike my own. “Well, take a look at me, will ya? I mean, you think you get stares on the street, what do you think I get? I walk down Broadway, I’ve got cops coming outta my ass. And the Rat Catchers.”


    “He’s your people person?”


    Mick the Rat gestures, indicating that I’ve hit the nail on the head. “That’s right, yeah. He’s not the only one, of course. I’ve got people everywhere, these days, this is a big enterprise now. Chasyou were asking about Chas, I knowhe’s in London right now, doing some shopping for me. You know Chas? Guy’s fluent in three languages, just the kind of help I need.”


    “And for his help, he gets . . .?”


    “Food, lodging, an expense account.” Mick gestures grandly. “Just ’cause I live with my stock, don’t mean I make my employees do the same. I treat them good. They even got dental.”


    “Dental’s good,” I agree.


    “So, look, Hellboy, you wondering what this is all about, right? Why you, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Thing is, this. My business, my . . . collecting, okay, we’ll call it that? . . . I get all sorts of stuff that I think you and your employers might be interested in. All sorts of stuff that Bureau you work for might be happy getting their hands on.”


    “Like?”


    Mick the Rat points a paw at me and springs from his chair. He’s a quick mother, and I’m starting to get upway too late to do anythingbefore I realize he’s not going for me, he’s headed for that pile by the couch. He bends down to dig through it, his tail waving around, books and papers flying through the air.


    “Here somewhere . . . saw it this morning . . . not that . . . nope . . . nope . . . aw, come on, where the hell? . . . Ah, ah-hah!”


    He springs back to the desk, triumphantly clutching a volume that, charitably, I’d call moldy. He slaps it on the desk in front of me hard enough to make the piles of paper tremble and a puff of dust spill from the pages.


    “There!” he says in triumph.


    “Nice book,” I say.


    His big eyes get bigger. “You kidding me? This isn’t nice, this thing is pure rotten evil! You know what this is? This is an original copy of Unausprechlichen Kulten by Von Junzt! In the original German, printed 1850-something, I don’t remember. But what I do know, Hellboy, my friend, is that there were only six copies of this baby published, and five of them have been destroyed. That’s what I know.”


    He looks at me proudly.


    I nod and look at the book. It’s bound in rotting leather, but I expect it’s the real deal. I’ve heard of it, before, too, the famous tome Nameless Cults. One of the seminal texts on modern Old Ones.


    Dr. Manning would crap a brick if I brought this baby back.


    Mick the Rat misreads the look on my face, which happens to me a lot, but I suppose also happens to him, what with the teeth thing. He goes on quickly, “I’ve got more where this came from, too, I’ve got books and books. I’ve got a De Vermis Mysteriis from 1542 at my place in Cologne, I’ve tracked down all twelve volumes of The Revelations of Glaaki, and if I don’t got it, I can get it.”


    Mick leans forward, lowering his voice and winking at me. “I’ve even got a lead on The Seven Books of Hsan.”


    “Geez,” I say.


    He settles back in his chair. “What? You’re not impressed?”


    I shake my head. “All I wanted was my pistol.”


    Mick the Rat opens the drawer he whacked earlier and sets my gun on the desktop. I start to reach for it but he keeps his paw on the gun, looking at me intently.


    “We got a deal?” he asks.


    “What?”


    “You know, you and me, we got a deal?”


    “I just want”


    “Your pistol back, I know. But I went through all this trouble to get you here, to give you my pitch, and you’re not even interested? You don’t want to play ball here?”


    “You . . .”


    Mick the Rat nods. “Yes, yes, I had my posse, you know, my rats, they grabbed your pistol, brought it here. I knew you’d come to get it.”


    I look at him and blink.


    “Geez,” I say again. “You coulda just sent me a note.”


    “What, from a giant rat? What would I have said? ‘Dear Hellboy, please come visit me in Alphabet City. I have a large collection of occult items and am interested in striking a business arrangement with the Bureau for Paranormal Research and Defense. By the way, I am a giant, over-developed, talking rat.’ You think that woulda done it?”


    “Yeah.”


    Mick the Rat raises both eyebrows in disbelief.


    “Trust me,” I say. “We’ve gotten stranger letters. What do you get out of this?”


    “Me?”


    “Yeah.”


    “In exchange for being the primary supplier of your occult and paranormal reference needs,” Mick the Rat says, “I want part of the government package.”


    “The what?”


    “The package, Hellboy. The benefits package. Insurance is killing me, here, and I got no way to protect my employees’ futures. I want the full government package, disability, pension, the whole shebang.”


    I blink at him a couple times. “Insurance?”


    “That’s right.”


    “For your employees?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Are you for real?”


    “I’m a giant talking rat, Hellboy. Of course I’m for real.”


    I reach over and he moves his paw, so I pick up the pistol. It’s been unloaded, but other than that looks fine. Not a scratch on it that I didn’t put there myself.


    I put the gun in my holster.


    “Throw in that copy of Unausprechlichen Kulten and you’ve got a deal,” I say.


    Fifteen minutes later I manage to leaveMick the Rat wants to show me everything, and it takes some doing to explain that I’ve got somewhere, anywhere, to begun in my holster and book under my arm. I head on out of Alphabet City and for the train, and as I’m passing a park, a bunch of kids point and stare and giggle at me. I wave and they wave and eventually I get to the subway stop, catch a ride to Grand Central.


    I’m waiting for my train back to Connecticut, when the same damn ratthe huge one from that day in Central Parkclimbs up on the platform beside me.


    “Hey, buddy,” I say to the rat.


    And I swear to God, the rat winks.


    Only in New York.
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    FAR FLEW THE BOAST OF HIM


    Brian Hodge


    

    Grown men, they may have beenand now, post-mortembut they reminded him of children.


    All the slaughter in the world, and here they’d gone out for a weekend’s lark to pretend to wreak more. Like young boys playing at war games. All the barrels of blood that had seeped into England’s soil, and here they’d gone out for a day of make-believe, pretending to shed it all over again.


    Well, that blood was certainly real enough now, wasn’t it? And there would be no pretending otherwise, not with nearly three dozen new widows left scattered from London to Newcastle.


    At least all were now assumed to be widows by anyone who could afford to be brutally realistic. Only just over half the bodies had so far been found, and as long as there’s no corpse then there’s always hope . . . but Hellboy could not imagine anyone who wasn’t nervously fingering a wedding ring, or awaiting news of a missing father, son, brother, lover, was expecting a single one of those poor dumb bastards to come walking in from the border country here near Scotland.


    Divine intervention, it seemed, was always in much shorter supply than diabolic.


    “The Battle of Lindisfarne,” this fellow was saying. Survivor on account of absenteeism. Trevor Copplestone, his name, or something close to that. “June eighth, 793. That’s what we . . . they . . . had come up here last weekend to reenact.”


    “‘Battle’ of Lindisfarne? How do you figure that?” said Hellboy. “There wasn’t any ‘battle’ to it. There’s no battle when the other side’s unarmed.”


    “Ahso you know Lindisfarne, do you?”


    “I may look dumb,” Hellboy said, “but that’s just a disguise.”


    “Well, then . . . battle of ideologies, call it,” Copplestone said. Working hard at keeping his stiff upper, but the strain was showing. “The sword of the monks’ Lord and savior, matched up against the swords of boatloads of raiders whose sole idea of a guarantee into the afterlife was a good death. Wasn’t much of a contest, was it?”


    “No. It wasn’t. And whatever it was that your friends ran into up here last weekend . . . ? That wasn’t much of any contest, either.”


    You had to imagine that by now Trevor Copplestone was feeling like the luckiest man on either side of Hadrian’s Wall. A bad sausage in last Friday evening’s helping of bangers and mash at a pub near his Northumberland hotel flattens him for the next twenty-four hours, knocks him off his pins and into bed every moment he’s not crouched over his toilet. Certainly in no condition to troop out and play Viking with his friends.


    Maybe Copplestone looked more imposing when he had his period gear on, his chainmail or jerkin or helmet or whatever he decked himself out in for these weekend outings, but here and now he did not look the part. A big enough frame, and a well-trimmed beard and a shock of hair that the sea breezes stirred, but inside his jacket he was a soft-looking man. Doughy in the middle, and the beard grown to hide his burgeoning jowls. A man shackled to a desk forty or fifty hours each week who looks out his window, if his office even has one, and dreams of living in an age when the cloud-thickened welkin would’ve been the only roof that mattered.


    And he had not been alone. A historical reenactment society, they called themselves. Study up on their favorite bloodbaths, choose up sides, then pick a weekend to go out and pretend they’d been there. Grand fun, but evidently they’d always come back alive before. Full of beans as they invade the nearest pub, and the worst argument they’ve got to settle is who buys first round.


    All history now.


    Hellboy had the feeling that it would be a good long while before Trevor Copplestone felt any urge to pick up his sword again. Some new look of haunt and harrowing in his eyes that wouldn’t have been there eight days ago . . . survivor’s guilt, or just the fact of everything that had once been academic and safely within the realm of pretense hitting him full in the face, to leave its indelible mark: This was what it was like to lose friends and comrades by the score. This was what it felt like to walk home dragging their memories like heavy chains. This was what it was like when there wasn’t even enough left of some of them to bury.


    This was history, the genuine article. They’d learned it, and still they’d been doomed to repeat its most enduring lesson.


    “This one meant something more to you guys,” Hellboy said. “It had to. Otherwise, where’s the fun?”


    “I’m not sure I follow you.”


    “Yeah you do. Reenact Lindisfarne, and half of you don’t even get to fight. All you get to do is wear a cowled robe and fall down and pretend to die. I don’t get that. It’s over too quick. And they wouldn’t even grant you guys permission to stage it where it really happened, because they found the idea too tasteless. So you stayed here on the mainland and settled for a plot of ground just barely in sight of the real thing. That’s an awful lot of trouble to go to for something over so quick.”


    “So why Lindisfarne,” Copplestone said, “when there must be hundreds of other battles better suited to keeping us all busy, and for a longer stretch of the daythat’s what you’re asking?”


    “It might help get to the bottom of what happened.”


    “I sincerely doubt that. It . . . it was the work of a madman, obviously.”


    Hellboy simply stared; wouldn’t even encourage that one with an answer. How badly Copplestone must’ve wanted to believe this. The handiest explanation that would restore his world back to order. A madman, yes. Just the sort of thing they do. Brute strength and no restraint and even less idea what he’s doing . . . you can take comfort in that. Because you can medicate him for it and lock him in a cell. And if he was able to go tooth-and-nail through twenty or thirty chaps with swords, well then, perhaps he was some form of new, improved madman, and yet, for all that, still no match for the right pharmaceutical company.


    Hellboy stared at Copplestone until it unnerved him. Reminding him by sheer presence that there were more peculiar things afoot than lunatics. Skin like red armor and an oversized hand that could crush cinderblockswhat did Copplestone think was standing right in front of him? Just another cop like the pair who’d driven him out to the meadow for this meeting?


    “Some of us,” Copplestone admitted, finally, “not all, mind, but some . . . we’d got to feeling that more than our interests belonged to the remote past. That maybe the claim reached as deep as our hearts, too.”


    “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It means that this land, it wasn’t always Christ’s. There’s plenty who’d be happy to tell you otherwise, but all that goes to show you is how thoroughly they’ve forgotten who their forefathers really were.”


    “Which forefathers would those be, again?”


    “The Angles and the Saxons, of course.”


    “So whose land would that make it?” Hellboy thinking he knew already what Copplestone was driving at; wanting to hear him say it, regardless.


    “Britain was Odin’s too, once. Every bit as much as Norway and Sweden and so on. We woke up to that.”


    “So this Lindisfarne business,” Hellboy said. “You thought you’d come up here on its anniversary, commemorate the occasion, celebrate this awakening?”


    “Something like that, yes.”


    “What’d you think you were doing? Giving the whole place back?”


    “To Odin?” Copplestone lowered his gaze, stared down at his shoes. Or the earth beneath them. “Nah. Not really. It’s his just about any old time he wants it.”


    “News flash, Trevor. Odin’s dead. And if he was ever out there, he isn’t any more. You and me, and those cops in that car over there . . . ? All of us might believe there was a Michelangelo, but that doesn’t mean he’s coming back to carve another statue of David.”


    Copplestone’s eyebrows peaked. “Ancient faiths, old beliefs? Dried-up riverbeds, is what they’re like. All they need’s a fresh torrent to bring them back to life, and they run as true as they ever did.”


    “Dehydrated gods? Just add water? That could catch on.”


    Copplestone looked wounded. “Are we finished here?” he asked. “Because . . . because you’ve a madman to catch.”


    Finished. Yes, they were. There was nothing more he could learn from Trevor Copplestone, and if there was, it was nothing Hellboy couldn’t guess and have it serve just as well. We woke up to that, Copplestone had said, and if he wanted to believe in aberrant men with the strength of twenty, let him. It felt far more likely, however, that something else had awakened alongside them.


    As he stood alone on the meadow overlooking the sea, the salt air gusts snapped the length of his coat about his cloven feet and tail, and he watched Copplestone’s back as the man trudged away in a defeat that neither of them could name. The two officers who’d driven him here let him into the car, then gave Hellboy a nervous glance that said everything he would ever need to know about why they’d kept their distance, all three of them now looking relieved to be driving back toward what they believed to be the normal world.


    Because as much as they feared the darkness they didn’t understand, they feared as well what stood against it, because they didn’t really understand that either.


    All right. Lay it out, all of it. The known, the unknown, and the conjecture that bridged them together. It was the only way he knew how to start.


    Indisputable facts:


    Even by British standards, the Holy Island of Lindisfarne was old. Old. Three miles off the coast of Northumbria, it had in the early six hundreds proven to be a prime site for the raising of a monastery. Safe, ruggedly beautiful, protected by land and sea, it was ideal for monks who wanted no more of the world than what they required for survival and contemplation. Like most monasteries of their day, they stored Church treasure, compiled Church history. They buried saints. Late that century from their scriptorum came one of western civilization’s most highly cherished illuminated manuscripts, the Lindisfarne Gospels.


    And a century later it all came crashing down upon their tonsured heads. New technology: the Viking longship, perfectly suited for ocean travel. What had once been thought impregnable was just an easy few days’ sail from Norway. The Norsemen looted the monastery, put the monks to the sword, sent shock waves throughout the horrified whole of Europe: the world has just changed.


    Getting to Lindisfarne today was no more bother than driving the causeway that spanned the tidal inlet, just as long as one didn’t try driving it at high tide. Big draw for tourists, for modern-day pilgrimages. The monastery was long gone, but the red sandstone ruins of an eleventh-century Norman priory and those of a Tudor-era castle served equally well for seekers of the picturesque. And for modern creature comforts: hotels, cafes, even a meadery. Difficult to imagine the more tweedy buffs and conservators of Brit history entertaining even for one moment the notion of a rough-and-tumble reenactment celebrating that twelve-hundred-year-old slaughter.


    Hard facts:


    Trevor Copplestone and his group had no choice but to remain confined to the mainland, where they went about their faux pillage and plunder on a pastoral meadow rise from which, if the day was clear enough, they could in the distance see the island where it had happened.


    All signs indicated they’d made a good long day of it: scraps of food, spilt bottles of ale, whiskey, mead. Lounging about a pair of evening cookfires, no doubt reminiscing over days they could only pretend they’d lived, they had been caught off guard, under cover of dusk. Something coming out of the night and, turnabout being fair play, massacring them.


    No quarter had been given, and no deference shown for the roles they had played. Monk and marauder, all had died the same, protected by neither sword nor cross. When found the next morning, this eerie tableau like a Dark Age charnel field that had slipped forward in time, blood making a muck of the earth where the various and sundry parts of them had tumbled, the first natural conclusion drawn was that these silly bastards had really gotten carried away.


    It hadn’t taken long to rule that out. Grievous though they’d been, their wounds had not been made by swords, by spears. They were much too ragged for that. Whatever had violated these men, it had come from no forge.


    Nor did it appear that all of them had fallen where they’d died. Far and wide, they were strewn, on a meandering path inland, as much as twelve miles between one of the stray legs and the hip socket from which it had been torn. And this was only accounting for what had been recoverednearly half the bodies had yet to turn up. Early on it had been assumed that hounds would be the simplest solution, quickly sniffing out the remains still lying somewhere, awaiting discovery.


    But the dogs would have no part of it, Hellboy had heard. They’d tucked their tails between their legs and lowered their ears and slunk away from the fresh scent trail with fearful whines, as though whatever they might find at its end would be worse than the most loathsome excuse for a man they’d ever tracked.


    Dogs, in Hellboy’s estimation, often showed more common sense than the ones holding the leash. Their reaction, as much as anything, was why he’d been summoned here in the first place.


    And so much for the known.


    There had been, of course, no witnesses, or if there were, they’d been snatched too, their bodies vanished with the rest. No reports of any missing locals, but you’d figure a tourist or two could disappear for a while without attracting attention.


    If there was anywhere in England you could lose someone, this was the place. Northumberland was her most sparsely populated county. Five times as many sheep as human beings, although the sheep’s numbers had dwindled a bit of late, too. Farmers rising with the dawn to be greeted by the sight of animals reduced to tatters and mutton. This Hellboy had checked into upon learning
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