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...IN THE GOLDEN AGE OF ADVENTURE...
PROLOGUE
DISCOVERY
The explorer paused a moment to brush the crust of ice from his goggles. It was actually much warmer here, deep below the surface, but still cold enough to freeze the water vapor in his exhalations. A beard of icicles had grown over the wool scarf covering his mouth and nose, but he no longer felt the chill. His discovery, a prehistoric ruin in this unforgiving landscape, filled him with a new purpose that burned within him like a fire.
He had not come to the end of the world to find this ancient place; in fact, there had been no tangible motivation at all. The object of his quest was much harder to define; was it absolution he sought? Solace? He didn’t really know. The weight of the world had become a burden he could no longer bear, yet like Atlas, he couldn’t put it down. So, in the tradition of prophets and messiahs, he had fled into the wilderness. If deprivation and hardship did not kill him, then it would be the crucible in which the last of his weaknesses would evaporate away, leaving only the unadulterated metal of his soul.
He had secretly been pleased when the expedition leader had grudgingly admitted that they were lost. By that time, the pack animals had already dropped in their tracks and been subsequently butchered for meat in order to supplement their dwindling supplies. Two of the men had likewise perished; one lay in a shallow grave chiseled into the icepack, and another had been swallowed alive by a crevasse which had closed over him as quickly as it had appeared. The remaining members of the team had gathered to discuss their options, only to learn the dire reality of their situation. Lost and low on provisions, they could either continue to wander, or establish a semi-permanent base camp and await the unlikely appearance of a rescue party. The majority had elected the latter course of action and hunkered down in tents and hasty igloos to weather the almost constant storms. One by one, cabin fever and the angry gods of the ice had claimed them, until only the explorer remained alive.
Hardier than the rest, he had endured because he did not fear death. When there was no longer anyone to check his hand, he gathered what supplies he could carry and struck out on his own, looking for a good place to make his final stand. Yet it seemed the Grim Reaper had now lost interest in his fate. For a week he wandered, blinded by stinging needles of ice borne on the devil wind, until the gods determined that he was worthy of their gift. On the seventh day, found the cave.
As he roamed the cramped throat that plunged deep into the blue pack ice, he did not immediately grasp its significance. Nature often behaved in unpredictable ways, leaving wormholes through solid matter without cause or reason; this one seemed no different. However, the tunnel soon opened into a passage so smooth and perfectly symmetrical that he could no longer dismiss it as a fluke of weather or geography; this was the work of hands.
Of human hands? He thought not.
His explorations soon uncovered marvelous things; artifacts of a civilization remembered only in myths, abandoned even by the ghosts of those who had built this place. He kept looking, kept descending, filled with the certain knowledge that greater secrets must lay in the deepest reaches of the cavern. He was not disappointed.
Time had ceased to mean anything to the explorer, but the cavern metered the diurnal rhythms of the surface world, giving him periods of daylight in the form of a pale blue illumination — light without heat — from the smooth walls of the passages. Had he cared to notice, he would have observed that the duration of the subterranean days was almost exactly twelve hours, whereas the sun’s journey through the sky on the surface world, where it was late summer, lasted nearly eighteen hours, but he neither noticed nor cared. When the sapphire gleam dimmed to nothing he would stop and sleep. When its brightness was such that it interrupted his peaceful repose, he would resume his trek. He meandered through arterial branches, sometimes finding only an inexplicable dead end, but more often than not, uncovering mysteries beyond comprehension. In this manner, he came at last to the furthest recesses of the ice cave. What he found there beggared belief.
In the course of his wandering, he had never found anything that was not utilitarian. Every object was a tool, even if its operation eluded his grasp. There had been no ornamentation, no inscriptions or artwork to adorn the various relics or the chambers in which they were situated. This place was different.
The long descending passage opened into an anteroom of staggering proportions. It was as if a vast domed amphitheater had been bisected vertically by a slab of ice, and upon that surface, a sculptor possessed by a demon had wrought images almost too hideous for his gaze to bear. Were he a lesser man, the explorer certainly would have fled in terror at the sight, but weeks of privation had purged him of fear. Instead, he gazed in wonderment, reading the strange hieroglyphs and runes as if he understood them, pondering the bas relief of cavorting gargoyles and chimeras, and letting his consciousness wander through the maze of razor-like protrusions that scrolled in every direction along the upright surface, until at last he found the door.
With an alacrity that belied his emaciated and exhausted physical condition, he scrambled onto the vertical ice, finding holds in the intricate designs and using frozen thorns as ladder rungs, until he was at last face to face with the only section of ice in the tableau that was neither decorated with macabre designs nor emanating the ethereal blue luminosity.
That it was a door, he knew only on an intuitive level. It resembled nothing ever devised by man to block a threshold; there were no hinges, nor was it equipped with any obvious latching mechanism. Yet, the explorer correctly recognized it for what it was, and did what any explorer will do when finding a blocked portal.
He opened it….
The Adventures of Captain Falcon
By D. “Dodge” Dalton
Castle Perilous
Episode 10
Falcon looked up at the chute through which he had just plummeted and breathed a rare curse. The square frame around the trap door gaped high above, mocking his helplessness. Then the maw closed; a sheet of dull steel slid across the opening to seal him in a tomb of eternal night.
He couldn’t believe he had fallen for such an obvious ruse. Still, Hurricane and the Padre would have known better than to call out to him if there was even a remote chance that their summons would lead him into a trap. Had he been mistaken?
“Captain, here! Help us!”
The shout echoed in the confines of the dark chamber. The stentorian roar — like boulders crushing together in an earthquake — could only belong to Hurricane Hurley.
Falcon fished his lighter from a pocket and struck the flint wheel. The orange tongue of fire threw scant light in the gloom, but it was enough for him to accurately assess the depth of his troubles.
The chamber into which he had fallen was long and narrow, a trench or a dried up canal; the pervasive mustiness was evidence for the latter explanation. Holding the flame before him like a torch, with his trusty, razor sharp hatchet at the ready in his right fist, he advanced in the direction from which the shouts had come.
The voice did not repeat, but after a few strides he heard a different sound, barely audible in between the slap of his boot soles on the damp cobble floor. He froze in place and pitched his voice just above a whisper. “Is it a trap?”
The answer came immediately, a muffled affirmative. Then his world was abruptly filled with light. He shaded his eyes reflexively with one hand, snuffing out the lighter with the other. It took only a moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden glare of the overhead klieg lights, but even through the haze he could distinguish the forms of his friends bound and gagged like sacrificial victims awaiting their fate.
Nathan “the Padre” Hobbs was held in place with only a simple wrought iron chain affixed to shackles at each extremity. The bonds had been pulled taut, forcing him into an immobile spread-eagle against the wall, and a length of rope had been forced between his teeth like a bit, to prevent him from calling out. Somewhat more strenuous measures had been required to subdue Hurricane; the burly soldier looked like King Kong trussed up for his New York debut. When his fierce eyes fell upon his leader, the giant found an untapped vein of fury and renewed his assault on the triple strand of rope that kept him from speaking. With a single, massive effort, he succeeded in biting the ropes apart. He spat out the fibers with an unprintable oath.
Falcon remained motionless, studying his compatriots in their bonds. The Padre and Hurricane had been gagged; there was no way they could have called out to him. “Then who...?”
“A trap indeed, Herr Hauptmann.”
A weasely laugh fluttered down from a parapet overlooking the junction in the trench where the two men had been secured. Falcon didn’t have to look to identify the voice. “Von Heissel.”
Baron Otto Von Heissel eased his corpulent form out over the railing. “I knew your loyal men would never lure you into my snare, so I had to use something more innovative: A phonograph recording. Very clever, nein?”
“What do you want, Baron?”
A smug expression contorted the Prussian noble’s porcine countenance. “What I have always wanted, Hauptmann Falcon: to humiliate you, and when your humiliation is complete, to bring about your utter destruction.”
“That’s why you’ll fail,” Falcon retorted, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “Every minute you waste crowing over your victory, brings me a minute closer to escaping your trap. And when I get free, I won’t hesitate to wipe you off the face of the earth.”
The bald baron’s gloating grin slipped a notch. “Perhaps you are right. Very well then, I shall have to settle for simply killing you.”
Falcon knew that Von Heissel’s pronouncement was absolute. The Prussian warlord was no fool; death loomed just around the corner. As the baron moved away from the parapet, Falcon hastened to the two bound men. He snapped Hobbs’ bonds apart with a simple twist of his hatchet blade, but the multiple shackles holding Hurricane were more problematic; anything less than elephant chains would have been broken apart, as easily as cobwebs, by the tremendously strong giant. Already, Hurley’s struggles had succeeded in wrenching one of the shackle rings loose from the masonry, but the others remained firmly fixed.
Before Falcon could even begin to conceive of a solution, a tremor shuddered through passage, vibrating the stones beneath his feet. He exchanged glances with his men; Hobbs shook his head gravely. “That doesn’t sound good, Cap.”
“The sound you are hearing,” announced Von Heissel, now only a disembodied voice issuing from a loudspeaker mounted on the parapet, “is fifty thousand gallons of water rushing through the aqueduct toward you. It will hit with the force of a freight train. In the unlikely event that you survive the impact, you will be washed into an underground river where you will certainly drown, if you do not first die shattered upon submerged rocks.”
The rumble beneath their feet grew ominously louder, until even Hurricane had to shout to be heard. “What now, Cap?”
“You’ve been a worthy foe, Falcon.” The baron’s electronically amplified laughter cascaded above the tumult. “I can’t think of a better way for your adventures to end.”
...to be continued!
CHAPTER 1
PARTY CRASHERS
“Gosh. What happened next? How ever did you escape?”
David Dalton — “Dodge” to both his intimate friends and the thousands of Americans who eagerly devoured his Sunday syndicated feature “The Adventures of Captain Falcon” — glanced over at the breathless young woman and the man with whom she was conversing, curious to see how the question would be answered.
The mountainous hulk that was “Hurricane” Hurley shifted nervously in his chair and averted his gaze, glancing down at the newspaper clenched in his massive paws. He had been reading aloud the latest installment of Falcon’s adventures — as one of Captain Falcon’s trusted confidants during the Great War, he was not only a contributor to the ongoing serial, but also a key player — eager to impress his pretty young blonde tablemate with this most recent tale of derring-do.
It wasn’t at all like Hurricane to be caught with nothing to say. Dodge considered letting the big fellow suffer a little longer, but then decided to affect a rescue worthy of Falcon’s chronicler. “Sorry miss,” he interjected, gesturing with his champagne flute, “but you’ll have to wait a week like everyone else.”
The blonde girl’s lips turned down in a pout, but Hurricane seized the opportunity and recovered his composure. “We had been in situations a good deal worse than that. I remember the time Jocasta Palmer nearly drowned us in fish eggs.”
Dodge smiled absently and took a sip of the bubbly, letting his attention wander. He felt partly responsible for Hurley’s embarrassment. In the past year, the Falcon adventures had relied less heavily upon the historical account inarticulately recorded in Hurricane’s unpublished — some would say ‘unpublishable’ — memoirs, and more on Dodge’s own imagination. Hurley had not objected; the Falcon stories had never been more popular, and ostensibly as the only member of Falcon’s coterie of heroes still in circulation, he was more than happy to be the sole focus of attention at sporting events, county fairs and other public gatherings frequented by attractive, star struck young ladies. Unfortunately, the hero of the story didn’t have a clue about how some of these latest adventures would end.
Dodge didn’t feel too guilty over taking creative control of the serial. It wasn’t like he was rewriting history. Hurley’s magnum opus read exactly like what it was; a pulp adventure worthy of the Sunday comics. While the man was certainly an imposing physical presence, and had probably served with distinction in the Great War, the outlandish exploits of Captain Zane Falcon, Father Nathan Hobbs and Brian “Hurricane” Hurley were simply too unbelievable to be anything but fiction.
It had been pure serendipity that Dodge, a sportswriter for The Clarion, had been buttonholed by an editor too intimidated by Hurley to say no, and given the task of cleaning up the meandering prose for publication. In only a few short months, “The Adventures of Captain Falcon” six column inches times two, and a single cartoon illustration — also Dodge’s work — had been picked up by King Features and now ran in every major Sunday newspaper in the country. Now, three years later and at the height of their popularity, all of Hurley’s stories had been told. The well had dried up, and it was up to Dodge to fill the void, which he had done admirably, boosting readership to a new peak. All of which had brought him here, to a garden party in the most famous garden in America.
“Another glass, sir?” inquired a voice at his shoulder.
He glanced up at the nattily attired waiter, but before he could answer in the affirmative, a ripple of anxiety passed through the group of diners and people began rising to their feet. He shrugged apologetically and stood up just as the band launched into the customary ruffles and flourishes. Dodge craned his head to get a look at the man who was both host and guest of honor but couldn’t see him through the crowd. Abandoning the effort, he simply followed the example of everyone else, standing at attention until the final note was played. He applauded along with the rest of the crowd and then queued up in the orderly reception line as the band segued from “Hail to the Chief” into “Stars and Stripes Forever.”
Perhaps because he felt more dread than anticipation for the impending introduction, the time spent waiting flew by quickly, and in a matter of only minutes he heard a voice made familiar by weekly radio discourses speaking his name… well, almost. “Mr. Dodge, isn’t it?
It was a common mistake. “Dodge” was a nickname the sandy-haired athletically inclined writer had earned during a boyhood summer spent running bats out to the on deck circle at Ebbets Field. Normally, he would have gently corrected the error, but this time he thought better of it.
“That’s right, Mr. President.” He shook the extended hand, mildly surprised to see the chief executive of the country seated behind a small café table.
“That’s a good firm grip you’ve got there,” observed the President. “You must get your exercise.”
“I played a lot of ball as a boy, sir.”
“Aha. And do you tag along with Falcon and his team on their adventures?”
Dodge forced a chuckle. “Only in my daydreams. I fight Falcon’s villains with the pen, not the sword.”
“I’m a big fan,” the President announced with what appeared to be sincere joviality. “Big fan. Can’t wait to see how Falcon gets out his latest scrape. Keep up the good work, young man. You’re a national treasure.”
Dodge correctly read the exit cue and moved on, letting the Commander-in-Chief have the final word. He strode away, but not before he heard: “Hurricane Hurley! Why, you’re even more impressive that I had imagined. How did you get so strong?”
The walking mountain gave a thunderous guffaw to the delight of everyone in line. Even Dodge couldn’t resist a smile as he heard Hurley, with the barest of prompting, launch into an elaborate anecdote about his childhood on the Cumberland Plateau.
He and Hurley had become friends after a fashion, and while the six-and-a-half foot giant wouldn’t have been his first choice for company on a Friday night, there was no denying that an aura of rough charm surrounded the man they called Hurricane. Part of that was most certainly his proclivity for exaggeration, which had played no small part in the creation of the Captain Falcon legend. Dodge had heard this particular tall tale before and knew it always grew with the telling. Leaving Hurley to his admirers, he went in search of the waiter with the champagne service.
To his chagrin, he found that the beyond the reception line, the party seemed to have ground to a halt. Instead of the gentle rumble of multiple conversations, there was only a faint hum of awed whispers. The attention of the group, more than three score in number, was fixed skyward. Movie stars stood alongside cocktail servers, gaping in consternation at what appeared to be a flock of birds around a distant airship. Curious, he joined the stilled crowd. “What’s all the fuss?”
“Barnstormers,” suggested one man. “Some kind of aerial circus.”
Frowning, Dodge looked again, squinting into the mid-morning sun. The array was much nearer than he had first realized and steadily moving closer. He now saw that what he had first taken to be birds were in fact... “Those are men up there.”
“Parachutists,” ventured the man.
“There aren’t any parachutes,” argued one woman. “But they aren’t falling; they’re flying!”
Dodge verified her statement with a glance, then looked to the airship at the center of the formation, thinking perhaps that the men were suspended by fine wires. What he saw however only further confounded a logical explanation.
The aircraft, if it was indeed that, was like nothing he had ever seen, save perhaps in dime novel artwork. The vessel looked like a round cake pan and was just as featureless. There appeared to be no means of propulsion — no spinning propellers or rocket flames — yet it was moving far too rapidly to be a dirigible carried on the wind. One thing was certain however: the aerial display was moving inexorably toward the White House.
“I’ll wager this is something the Army cooked up; some new secret flying machine. The President probably arranged this stunt as entertainment for the party.”
There was little conviction in the tone of the man voicing this opinion. It sounded more like an unsuccessful attempt to hide growing panic. Dodge’s gut reaction was similar; something bad was about to happen. “I think we should take cover.”
It was as though a dam had broken. In an instant, the quiet group of onlookers became a pandemonium of shrieks and frantic purposeless running. Dodge was buffeted by the human tide, and then just as suddenly found himself standing alone near the perimeter of the garden. After the chaos of the fleeing mob, the ensuing quiet was eerily peaceful.
Then the sky fell.
The next moment was surreal; something glimpsed in a dream or spawned from his pen in the latest chapter of Falcon’s adventures. An invisible hand slapped him against the perfectly manicured lawn. He had only a dull memory of the collision; it felt something like a belly flop dive into a warm swimming pool, rather than a forceful trauma such as might accompany being struck by a solid object. He lingered there, pressed to the ground by a blanket of pressure that seemed everywhere all at once.
“Hellfire!” Hurricane’s voice thundered above the din, but any further imprecations were lost in a deafening hail of gunfire.
In the corner of his vision, Dodge could just make out a contingent of dark suited men — the President’s Secret Service bodyguards — forming a skirmish line. Their backs were to him, their faces set against the entrance to the West Wing, which was the only means of egress from the Rose Garden, and each man’s Thompson sub-machine gun spat a lethal volley of lead at the unseen attackers.
Then a different noise split through the chaos. It was a crack like the discharge of a pistol, but louder in volume and longer in duration. There was a blinding flash of light and when his ability to see returned, Dodge saw a break in the line. One of the Secret Service men had been pitched backward several yards and lay motionless with wisps of smoke trailing from his scorched clothing. However, Dodge’s gaze was riveted elsewhere, for through the gap in the wall of bodyguards, he got his first good look at the party crashers.
They were men, the same men that had flown apparently unaided through the skies, but men nonetheless. The one who now blocked the President’s only avenue of escape wore no particular uniform, but the singular distinctive accessory to his ensemble defied simple explanation. At first glance, it looked like some kind of medical apparatus or perhaps a medieval torture device. A framework of metal rods outlined the man, reaching down from a rigid waist belt to hinged footpads, up to his shoulders and down the length of his arms, and finally connecting to a domed cap, like something worn by medieval infantrymen. The rods were jointed at the elbows and knees to allow fully articulated movement, but where hands ought to have been, Dodge saw what looked like heavy armored gauntlets. The intruder brandished these metallic fists at the Secret Servicemen, disdaining the muzzle flashes of his foes’ guns. Without warning, another brilliant flash arced through the air and blasted a second bodyguard from the line.
Dodge realized two things in that instant: First, that the blinding discharge could only be lightning —artificial lightning from a cathode in the attacker’s heavy gauntlets; and second, that the man wearing the strange exoskeleton seemed to be impervious to bullets.
One by one, the Secret Servicemen were scattered like so much chaff by the unknown enemies’ lightning bolts. There were at least half a dozen of the intruders, all wearing the metal gloves that shot electricity and all apparently invulnerable to any sort of counterattack.
Suddenly a new combatant appeared on the field of battle; a giant warrior who eschewed firearms and weapons in favor of the equipment Mother Nature had bestowed. Hurricane Hurley, roaring like an enraged grizzly bear, waded into the fray swinging his fists like war hammers. One of the intruders bounced away from a blow as if imprisoned in a giant beach ball. Two more were slapped aside as indifferently as buzzing flies; evidently the invisible armor that deflected bullets was no match for the human touch.
As the tide began to turn, it occurred to Dodge that he had not moved since the attackers’ untimely arrival. When he tried to rise however, he again felt the insistent pressure at his back, like an enormous rubber balloon filled with water. As he pushed harder, the opposing force grew, then just as abruptly vanished. He craned his head around to get a look at the cause of his temporary immobilization.
He digested what he saw in large chunks of incredulity. The first thing he noticed was an expanse of dull silvery metal looming overhead and eclipsing the sky; it could only be the airship he had glimpsed from afar. The craft was almost close enough to touch, at least fifty feet in diameter, and its surface was impossibly smooth, without and seams or rivets. Yet all of those observations paled when held against the next thing Dodge ascertained about the invaders’ aircraft: it was floating.
Except floating wasn’t exactly the right word. It didn’t bob or waver like a moored dirigible or hovering gyrocopter; rather it was absolutely motionless, as though the whole thing were the roof of a building supported on invisible columns. Momentarily overcome by journalistic curiosity, he reached up to touch the smooth underbelly of the craft, but the artificial thunder of the invaders’ weapons snapped him back into the moment.
Hurricane stood transfixed in the path of a sizzling lightning bolt. Astonishingly, the giant was not blasted aside as the President’s guards had been. His normally curly black hair stood straight up and his jaws were clenched, teeth bared in a rictus of pain, but he did not budge; he was as immovable as the airship. The tendril of electricity continued to lick at his torso a moment longer, then winked out. Dodge surmised that the weapon employed some sort of capacitor and that it had entirely expended its stored charge. Hurley shook his head, shrugging off the assault like a prizefighter, and charged at the now impotent attacker.
Lightning flared again, not from the man on the ground, but from the floating disc. Hurricane staggered back as the discharge struck him in the chest, but he recovered in an instant and renewed his advance. Another blast, this time a sustained tongue of sizzling blue fire, and then a second. To Dodge’s utter amazement, four more intruders, all wearing metal exoskeletons, descended from the airship on a ramp that had deployed unnoticed from its underbelly. The reinforcements concentrated their electrical weapons on that lone target, and even the prodigious Hurricane Hurley could not endure such a withering assault. As the juggernaut went down, the clamor of combat immediately ceased. A few Secret Servicemen remained upright, but had discarded their useless weapons in order to create a defensive ring around the man they were sworn to protect. It was a futile gesture. The intruders, ten altogether, advanced menacingly and peeled the bodyguards away to reveal the object of their quest: the President of the United States.
The Chief Executive sat motionless at his table, his gaze locked warily on the man directly before him. His lips were pursed tight; if he said anything in defiance of the assault, or heaven forbid, begged for mercy, it was spoken too softly to be heard by anyone but those who now held his fate in their hands. Two of the men seized hold of his arms and bodily lifted him away from the table. The President was again lost from view as the remaining attackers formed a perimeter around their prize and commenced escorting him to the idle airship.
Dodge remained where he was, paralyzed with fear and disbelief as the Commander in Chief was taken up the ramp into the hovering craft. It was simply too much to absorb; anonymous commandos equipped with exoskeletons that imbued their wearers with the powers of flight and invincibility, shooting bolts of lightning and kidnapping the President. It was like....
“Like something from a Falcon story,” he whispered. But Falcon wouldn’t be frozen in place, petrified with fright as the foes absconded victorious. Falcon would take action! He would....
What would Falcon do?
Four of the invaders, along with their captive, entered the disc after which the ramp vanished back into the craft. The silvery metal skin sealed over the opening so that it was impossible to tell where the entryway had been. Then, without any sort of preamble, the airship leaped into the sky. Dodge felt a push, similar to what one might experience when a descending elevator car halted abruptly, but that was all. Whatever force motivated the craft, it seemed to operate in defiance of Newton’s Laws.
The six remaining raiders formed a circle on the lawn, their steel gauntlets extended toward the defenseless guests that huddled for cover throughout the garden. One of them stood only a few paces from Dodge, so close that he could see the man’s dark brown eyes and the rivulets of sweat that beaded on his forehead and trickled along a furrowed scar that ran the length of his jaw. The hard man locked eyes with Dodge and flashed a menacing grin. The meaning was explicit: stay back or get fried.
“Move out!” shouted another of the invaders, and then acting on his own admonition, he flexed his knees as if preparing to jump and was whisked into the sky. Another followed on his heels, zooming into the air as if there were rockets on his back. There were no rockets, only a metal lump, of the same dull color as the airship, which extended from the rigid belt of the exoskeleton up across the man’s back. The scarred man threw Dodge a smug nod, then bent his knees in preparation to take flight.
Something broke inside Dodge. A sound, intimately familiar, but at the same time completely foreign, broke the ominous quiet. It was his own voice, and his words, while simple and ambiguous, felt like a declaration of war. He looked the man in the eye and in a grinding whisper said: “I don’t think so.”
Dodge had only one thought: seize the man to prevent him from escaping. Beyond that, he had only the vaguest idea of what might occur. Perhaps the police would be able to identify the culprit and compel him to betray his confederates… perhaps he could be used as a bargaining piece against the President’s safety. He didn’t explore all the possibilities; his attention was focused on the sole objective of restraining the man. In the instant before the man burst into flight, Dodge hurled himself forward and wrapped both arms around the intruder’s waist. His momentum should have taken both of them down in a typical flying tackle, but what happened next was anything but typical.
As his arms opened around the man, Dodge again felt the same subtle pressure that had flattened him beneath the airship. He recognized it now or at least was able to reconcile it with a known phenomenon. The closest likeness he could come up with was the effect of magnetic repulsion; two magnets, lined up a certain way, would push each other apart. But the strange corona of force around the men had proven capable of repelling bullets — lead slugs with no magnetic characteristics — and even human flesh. Dodge could think of only one explanation, and it wasn’t something he had read or heard about in the annals of science. Rather, it was the stuff of science fiction. The serials that shared the comics page with Falcon were always describing invisible force fields that could protect spaceships or superheroes. Dodge had always dismissed such stories as too fanciful to warrant serious consideration, but then again, he would have felt the same way about steel mitts that shot lightning bolts.
Whatever the cause, the energy field almost thwarted Dodge’s desperate attempt to restrain the escaping rogue; his arms couldn’t quite close together. He redoubled his efforts, hugging tightly to the shielded figure, but it was like trying to wrestle a greased pig. The force field seemed to squirm and ooze in his grip and for a fleeting second, Dodge knew he would fail. Then without any particular climax, the struggle ended and Dodge’s arms locked around the man’s metal shod ankles.
“Gotcha!” The momentum of his intended tackle maneuver had been lost, but Dodge had a taste of victory now. He tried to plant his feet, throwing his body weight to the side; but his shoes couldn’t find the ground. His legs thrashed about, trying to somehow gain a position of advantage, but terra firma eluded him. He didn’t have to look down for an explanation — somehow he knew with sickening certainty what had happened — but he looked anyway.
CHAPTER 2
SKY CHASE
The city was particularly beautiful from above. The midmorning sun gleamed off the white dome of the Capitol to his right, and was a blinding fiery dance on the surface of the Reflecting Pool to his left. Dodge had never flown in an airplane or zeppelin, so the aerial view of the city was a completely new experience. As glorious as it was though, the sudden realization that he was now soaring through the skies, with absolutely no safety net — literal or otherwise — sent a jolt through his veins that was easily the equal of anything produced by the invaders’ weapons. The pyramid-shaped capstone of the Washington monument appeared beneath his feet; he knew the monument to be over five hundred and fifty feet tall, which meant his current altitude had to be more than six hundred feet, and they were still ascending. Dodge clutched the man’s legs as if the Grim Reaper’s scythe were slicing the air beneath him.
Strangely, the scarred man had done nothing to shake off his stowaway. When this realization filtered through the primal panic confounding Dodge’s thinking process, he tore his gaze from the metropolitan landscape below to assess the situation above.
The man’s arms were stretched out away from his torso, raised over his head with hands pointing to the sky. Even his head was tilted back, nose pointed in the direction of travel, as if completely unaware that he had picked up a hitchhiker. Only his eyes, glaring down at an impossibly awkward angle, revealed both his awareness of and irritation at Dodge’s desperate heroics. The significance of this slowly filtered through the mental chaos.
Dodge thought about the way the flying raider had prepared to depart — bending at the knees as if to jump — and his current posture; every move mimicked the behavior of a creature capable of unaided flight. It was nothing like an airplane, where the controls were levers, pedals and switches; the apparatus that enabled this villain to move through the air was controlled by the movements of his body. The position of the man’s arms and legs, even the orientation of his head, were all integrated into the control mechanism. The scarred air pirate couldn’t do anything about his passenger because doing so would send them both spinning uncontrollably through the sky. It was the ultimate standoff, but Dodge knew that as long as his foe controlled their destination, he would wind up on the short end of the rope. All the man would have to do was rejoin his confederates and let them deal with the unarmed stowaway.
As if reading his thoughts, the man lowered one arm slightly, and banked to the south. The rest of the raiding party swarmed around the airship, following the course of the Potomac River, barely visible in the distance.
Dodge winced as they began to pick up speed. There was no breeze against his face — the force field evidently deflected the air mass as easily as it did bullets — but the sudden motion in three dimensions sent a fresh wave of vertigo rolling through his gut. Of course it didn’t help that he was now rushing toward what would almost certainly be his doom.
He couldn’t help thinking about the decision that had landed him in this mess; he should have known better than to try to imitate a man who existed only as ink on news pulp. Captain Falcon was going to get him killed. Behind the web of accusations, panic and self-pity however, was another voice defending his decision, or perhaps simply exonerating his fictional creation. You asked what Falcon would do, it said. He wouldn’t just hold on and wait for the end to come.
He glanced up at the raider, trying to read the situation through Falcon’s eyes, and immediately saw the only course of action. “Nope,” he whispered. “I can’t do that.”
As they drew closer to the retreating airship however, he realized that a better solution wasn’t going to appear out of thin air. His choice was simple; wait for the axe to fall, or die trying to do something. Let’s be smart about this, he told himself. If I slug this guy, we both go down.
He shook his head, trying to banish the voices of doubt. The only chance he had was putting his trust in uncertain luck; indecision would guarantee that all his luck would be bad. Without further deliberation, he relaxed the grip of his left arm and reached up for the rigid belt of the exoskeleton.
The scarred man saw the movement and immediately divined his intention. He brought his arms together in front of his chest in a downward arc, and suddenly Dodge’s world turned upside down.
If the man had hoped to shake him loose, he was disappointed. Their constant acceleration was more than enough to compensate for the inexorable pull of gravity. Dodge instinctively pulled himself higher and wrapped all of his limbs around the raider’s legs. The more they looped and swooped the tighter Dodge held, all the while advancing whenever a momentary opportunity presented itself. The struggle wasn’t much different than Dodge’s school wrestling matches, and he had always excelled on the mat.
In a few short seconds, he snaked his way behind the raider, finding a better grip on the metal rods of the exoskeleton than on the man’s clothes or extremities. He knew his foe was worried; the man hurled imprecations back at him in a foreign tongue — Dodge thought it sounded a little like German but couldn’t be sure — and had even slipped one of his hands free from the gauntlets in a futile attempt to pry loose his opponent’s grip.
Dodge meanwhile was paying close attention to how the man’s movements affected their flight. His confidence was increasing, but holding the advantage was different than winning. Victory would require the ultimate leap of faith. He endured another dizzying series of aerobatic maneuvers, and then when the raider leveled out to assess the results of his effort, he delivered a single closed-fist blow to the base of the man’s neck. It was a blow worthy of Falcon himself.
The man jerked reflexively, curling his limbs and sending them into a corkscrew dive. Dodge could barely make out the river looming below; the details were lost in a blur of motion. He tore his gaze away from the spinning landscape and focused on the next part of his desperate plan.
Following the knockout punch, the raider had gone limp in the flying rig. Dodge on the other hand felt as though someone had replaced the blood in his veins with liquid lead; the uncontrolled spiral made every movement seem like the labors of Hercules.
With his legs locked around the man’s waist, he struggled against centripetal force and managed to straighten the man’s arms. The spin immediately ceased, and when he levered his foe’s arms to shoulder height, the headlong dive began to level out.
Dodge heaved a sigh of relief. “That’s better.”
Although his body had stopped turning, it took a few moments for his head to catch up. Only when the waves of nausea subsided did he attempt to take stock of his situation.
He was still over the river and easily located the Washington Monument. The white obelisk was the highest landmark on his horizon and an easy reference point to judge both elevation and distance. The mid-air struggle had brought him nearly back to the point from which his journey had begun. It would take a little gentle experimentation, but he felt reasonably certain he could make his way back to the White House with his captive.
He turned his head to see if the airship carrying the President was still there. He found it, a barely visible speck winging south above the Potomac, but his eyes barely registered the fact. His attention was fixed on the four other flying shapes racing toward him.
If he had any doubts about their intentions, they were put to rest when a bolt of lightning suddenly lit up the clear blue sky. The searing arc crackled dangerously close; close enough that Dodge felt his hair stand on end. Another followed, and another, in rapid-fire succession from the approaching swarm.
Dodge’s understanding of the rudimentary controls was sufficient to turn his slow crawl across the sky into a steep climb that wove back and forth in front of the sun — the best strategy he could devise on the spur of the moment — but every action was made doubly difficult because he wasn’t simply steering the flying rig but also manipulating the unconscious villain who wore it. As a lattice of electrical bolts scorched the air near his feet, he realized he was going to have to address that liability.
He knew what he had to do, yet the implications of that course of action stopped him in his tracks. If he unbuckled the belt and let the scarred raider fall, the man would most certainly perish. Dodge had never faced a situation where someone’s fate rested in his hands; he had never even sat for jury duty. He didn’t doubt what the other man would do if their roles were reversed, but that thought brought him no comfort. A host of rationales clamored against his equivocating conscience. These men were killers, death was what they deserved. Worse, they had abducted the President of the United States. Whether they were agents of a hostile foreign power, or simply audacious criminals, their actions were tantamount to a declaration of war, and bad things happened in wars; ordinary men had to make hard decisions that no civilized person should have to make.
Dodge had learned this lesson well during the time spent chronicling the adventures of Captain Falcon. Falcon was always walking that fine line between acting decisively and keeping his humanity intact. When Dodge wrote those stories, he always found a way for his pulp hero to resolve that dilemma. That was the great thing about fiction.
His fingers found the belt clasp. I guess I’m going to find out what it’s really like to kill someone.
As Dodge opened the buckle, there was a strange audible disturbance. It wasn’t a sound, but rather the end of it; the abrupt termination of a pervasive humming noise he had been unaware of during his struggles. It reminded him of a high voltage electrical light being switched off.
He realized his mistake in the same instant that his upward motion ceased. Whether it was dread at his fatal error or simply the sudden free fall, Dodge’s stomach rolled over. The earlier moral struggle was swept away by the cold wind blasting against his face as he and his still unconscious opponent plummeted uncontrollably. Almost without thinking, he relaxed the grip of his legs and gave the man a hard shove. Rather than dropping away however, the man simply drifted at arm’s length, tumbling in the updraft at exactly the same rate of fall.
Dodge now found himself holding the impossibly light exoskeleton. His left hand was curled tenaciously around the upright shaft that connected the hump-like back piece to the arm branches. It was difficult to make out any details about the device through eyes squinted into slits, the only defense against the rush of air as he fell, but it seemed simple enough; if opening the belt clasp turned the thing off, then logically, closing it would turn it back on.
He clumsily twisted the flying rig around and plunged his right hand into the corresponding gauntlet. The metallic shell wasn’t articulated like a glove, but rather resembled the basket hilt of a dueling epee. Dodge’s fingers briefly explored the handgrip inside, but found nothing resembling a trigger for the lightning weapon. He decided to worry about figuring that out if he survived.
It had taken only a few seconds for him to reach terminal velocity, almost two hundred miles per hour straight down, and he knew it would take only a few more seconds before he came to a very sudden, and very permanent, stop. He hastily wriggled into the exoskeleton, found the stirrups on the footpads and hooked his shoes under the bar, then secured the left-hand gauntlet. Still, he fell.
The belt!
He was reluctant — terrified, really — to let go of both his handholds, but he knew the ferocity of his grip would count for little on impact. He flexed his ankles against the footpad stays, and cautiously let go with his hands, one at a time, transferring his fingers to the belt. As he slid the halves of the catch together, he sneaked a glance at the approaching landscape, an action he instantly regretted. It was so close….
The belt clasped together with a satisfying click and Dodge both felt and heard the comforting hum of an electrical current. The rush of wind immediately abated allowing him to open his eyes.
The scarred raider still tumbled through the air a few yards away. Panic obliterated any sense of triumph as Dodge realized he was still falling. He tried moving the arms, but there was no change in his descent. The force field was functioning; why wasn’t he flying? I turned it on, he thought angrily. What else do I have to do?
His mind flashed back to the moment when the invaders had retreated from their attack in the Rose Garden. They had bent their legs as if preparing to jump…It’s worth a shot.
Extending his arms fully as he had seen the raiders do, he did his best to simulate a jump in freefall, coiling his legs, then unleashing like a spring with his toes pointed straight out. It worked… sort of.
Instead of falling uncontrollably through the air, he was now shooting toward the river at breakaway speed. There was no time to think, not even time to say a quick prayer that the exoskeleton’s force field would cushion the impact. All he could do was curl into a fetal ball and wait for the inevitable.
For what seemed an eternity, all he could hear was the roar of blood in his ears, syncopated to the allegro tempo of his pounding pulse. Finally, when his heart had hammered a few hundred beats, he risked opening his eyes.
His vision was filled with brown — the murky, polluted water of the Potomac River. Still curled up like a frightened hedgehog, Dodge hung in midair only a few feet above the surface. Had he been so inclined, he could have reached out and dipped his hand in the water.
A sickening slap broke his momentary reverie, followed by a geyser of water and an almost simultaneous eruption of blue sparks against Dodge’s skin. He grimaced involuntarily as a score of electrical shocks bloomed all over his body. The force field crackled angrily as the water droplets threatened to short it out completely, but stabilized a few moments later. When he looked again, there was a gory oil slick, like the effluent of an abattoir, spreading below. Dodge knew what had caused the bloody splashdown, but strangely felt no remorse. That could have been me, he thought, shuddering. Splattered on the river or electrocuted by his own force field; he had escaped both fates by a hair’s breadth.
With the tedious caution of someone who knows he’s used up a year’s supply of luck in a single throw of the dice, Dodge extended his limbs, mimicking the motions of a swimmer trying to roll over in a pool. Evidently it was the right thing to do, because his attitude shifted and he began to gently rise once more toward the sky.
I think I’m getting the hang of this.
His elation was once more short-lived. The four raiders that had doubled back to intercept him were organizing into a loose formation and following him from above, evidently biding their time. With the demise of their comrade, there was no longer any reason for them to hold back.
Remembering the adage about a good offense being the best defense, Dodge tried rolling over onto his back. He kept his movements slow and cautious, lest an inadvertent arm swing send him plunging into the river. The maneuver worked as planned; the controls of the exoskeleton responded intuitively to his body, almost as if it was meant to be an extension of his own musculature. Not bad, he thought. Now let’s try something a little more spectacular.
He extended one metallic fist toward the quartet of flying villains and experimentally squeezed the handgrip. Nothing happened. He tried stabbing his hand at skyward, as if throwing a punch....
A blinding flash leaped from his hand and arced into the sky. He let go, more as a reflex than from any conscious intent, and the lightning bolt vanished. A dark ribbon lingered on his retina, partially obscuring his vision, but beyond it, he could see the four flyers still aloft. He lined up another target, and squinted in preparation for a two-fisted attack.
His barrage failed to strike a target, but he certainly had his foes’ attention. One of the men, after banking to avoid a blast, lowered his gauntlet and took aim at Dodge. Before the latter could take any kind of evasive action, a bolt of blue lighting seared toward him.
The electrical discharge missed him by a few yards — close enough for him to again feel the creeping cobwebs of static on his skin — but then something unusual happened. A second lightning bolt, inextricably intertwined with the first, raced back to the source. The shooter was enveloped in a coruscating field of sparks, and then the light abruptly blinked out. Dodge saw a dark smudge in the sky around the man, which became a tail of black smoke as the scorched figure lazily heeled over and began to plummet.
In a leap of comprehension, Dodge realized that his foes were not the professionals he had first imagined them to be. Their grasp of the limitations of the strange technology they employed seemed little better than his. He knew from writing the Falcon adventures that bellicose foreign warmongers always tested their new devices and extensively trained their soldiers on the correct use of those weapons before sending them out on some audacious enterprise, but at least one of the sky pirates had either forgotten that striking water might cause the lightning to feedback on its source, or had never known it to begin with.
I might actually have a chance here, thought Dodge. But a chance to do what?
He stabbed another bolt skyward, then rolled over and straightened himself into streamlined arrow, no more than a hundred feet above the river. No longer did the Capitol skyline dominate his horizon, though. Instead, he followed the watercourse, straining for even a glimpse of the strange disc-shaped airship that held the most precious hostage in America. It was impossible to gauge his speed, but he estimated that he was moving about as fast as an automobile could travel — forty or fifty miles per hour. Alexandria flashed by on the west bank of the River and he could make out George Washington’s historic home on the Mount Vernon plantation. There was however, no sign of the airship.
The three remaining raiders had learned from their comrade’s deadly mistake. They withheld their lightning bolts and chose instead to bring the fight down to his level. Dodge kept a wary eye on the group, pondering the strategic options at hand. There weren’t many.
He made a few exploratory feints, rising and swooping to see if he could provoke another lethal misstep, but his opponents did not take the bait. Instead, they matched his speed and kept low.
So they mean to run me down. Well, then, let’s bring the battle to their doorstep.
The fact that the escaping airship had kept to the river course was not lost on Dodge. It was an easy navigational reference, especially for someone unfamiliar with either the city or the vagaries of aerial navigation. It was time, he decided, to gamble. After another feint, he angled his body upward, and shot into the blue. This time, the raiders bought his ploy, and were left behind as he angled toward the west bank of the river.
Dodge continued to climb, rising high enough to increase his line of sight by several miles. The circular shape of the airship, still following the river as it wound to the right and began a long southward journey toward Chesapeake Bay, was barely visible but nonetheless unmistakable. He didn’t linger to enjoy the view, but immediately angled toward this new destination and started giving up altitude.
The trio of pursuers had adapted to his latest gambit and was closing fast. Lightning burst below him, right in his path, forcing him to veer off. Another burst sizzled in front of him. The raiders were learning quickly.
Dodge resisted the nearly overwhelming urge to veer away from the electrical charge. He knew that they were waiting for him to do exactly that. Instead, he steered almost head on into the ribbon of energy. He passed so close that his force field crackled angrily. He felt a tooth-rattling shock shoot through one arm, but then he was past, momentarily out of harm’s way.
“They don’t call me Dodge for nothing!” he shouted, with more enthusiasm than he actually felt.
More electrical discharges passed through the air below him, too far off the mark to be attributed merely to bad aim. Unable to hit him directly, his enemies were trying instead to keep him from reaching the relative safety of the river. Fortunately, his foes had no idea what his real goal was.
The airship continued apace and banked to the right, past Mason Neck, the boot-shaped hook of land beyond which the river began to broaden to more than three miles across in some places. The airship stayed in the center of the waterway like a hound following a scent, leading Dodge to speculate on its ultimate destination. Even with their astonishing technology, the kidnappers would have to know that watchful eyes on the ground would be following their progress across the sky. Even now, he reckoned, the police broadcast net must have been humming with activity, alerting patrolmen to follow the strange object over the river. If the raiders were as clever as he thought, they would be looking for a place to ditch their wings in favor of a less conspicuous mode of travel.
His intercept course cut the airship’s lead by nearly half. He was still a few miles off, but he was able to distinguish the dark shape of the lone man who had stayed with the vessel. Braving the random bolts of lightning that still scoured the air below, Dodge angled downward, putting himself between the receding craft and the pursuit. The lightning had no range limit and once his enemies realized that their attacks could very well hit their cohorts, the electrical storm abated.
Now it’s just a race. But what if I win? Indeed, what would he do if he caught up to the airship?
The chase continued, wending past the Quantico Marine Corp base and the historic battlefields of Fredericksburg, and then the airship turned east as the Potomac rounded Maryland Point. From here, the river grew increasingly brackish as it mingled with tidewater from the bay and the Atlantic Ocean beyond. A Brooklyn native, Dodge didn’t know the geography of area that well, but he did know one basic fact: rivers always lead to the sea.
Are they meeting a ship?
Even the fastest ship would not be able to elude pursuit for long; US Naval warships, using spotter aircraft would eventually hunt them down, and even if the military stayed their hand for fear of harming the President, there would be no place to hide, no port where the ship would be safe. A U-boat maybe?
The river turned south again, allowing Dodge a chance to gain a few hundred yards by cutting the corner above the Dahlgren US Naval Proving Grounds. He could make out rows of sailors lining the docks and the decks of ships moored in the river, but it was plainly obvious that none of the vessels were being marshaled to join in the chase. He turned his attention back to airship and hastened toward open water.
More than ten miles of river separated Virginia from Maryland. There were a few commercial freighters sitting at anchor along the watercourse and a handful of pleasure craft enjoying a sunny Sunday afternoon, but Dodge’s gaze was drawn to a pair of oblong vessels out in the middle of the current, directly in the path of the strange aircraft.
One vessel was easily identifiable by its rectangular configuration and flat, low riding hull — a barge — but the other looked like no boat he had ever seen; its long cigar shaped hull was crossed with a pair of extensions that looked exactly like…
“Wings? It’s a plane!”
Dodge could make out a lone figure standing motionless on the cargo vessel, near the makeshift ramp that connected it to the enormous amphibious plane. The man’s face was obscured by a heavy black cowl, like the cassock of a monk, and in his right hand he held a long rod. The airship and its lone escort came to an abrupt halt in mid-air directly above the barge and settled feather-light onto its open deck. As soon as the flying disc was down, a pie-shaped section opened in its smooth skin and the occupants were disgorged. The President, still held bodily by two men wearing the exoskeleton rigs, was hastened onto the waiting airplane. In the time it took them to make the transfer, Dodge reached the barge.
His approach had not gone unnoticed by the hooded figure. Before he could land, an arc of violet energy burst from the tip of the man’s staff. At point blank range, he couldn’t miss.
Dodge’s force field bore the brunt of the discharge, shrieking angrily as his form was enveloped in a blinding blaze of energies in conflict. Without the shield, the bolt would have vaporized him. Instead, it felt merely like a slap from the hand of mighty Zeus. He almost blacked out as pain wracked every extremity, but the sweet release of unconsciousness was denied. The force of the blast knocked him back into the sky, spinning crazily in response to the involuntary spasms of his electrified musculature. Through the haze of pain, he remembered what had saved him earlier, and struggled to curl into a protective ball lest his uncontrolled flight plunge him into the river.
After a few moments, the agony subsided enough for him to first take a breath, and then to orient himself on the vessels floating two hundred feet below. The hooded figure paid him no heed, but rather had his attention fixed on the flying disc. He gestured with the long rod, like a bishop offering a benediction, and then the unimaginable happened.
The things he had seen and experienced, beginning with the assault on the White House Rose Garden, had left Dodge believing that nothing could surprise him. He was mistaken. His mind had no frame of reference for what he now saw.
The flying disc started shrinking. Every second that passed saw it reduced by halves; from a diameter of about thirty feet, it contracted steadily down to almost nothing. When it was only about as large as pizza pie plate it began to drift toward its cloaked master’s outstretched left hand, and by the time it arrived, it was too small for Dodge to see from his aerial vantage. The disc that settled into the gloved palm was no larger than a silver dollar. The man closed his fist over the metal shape, then wheeled and stalked across the ramp, into the waiting airplane.
Dodge shook his head to banish the paralysis of incredulity and was about to make another run at the barge when he realized he was not alone in the sky. One of the three raiders that had pursued him almost from the start appeared below him; close enough that Dodge could see the man’s rough countenance split by a grin of triumph, while his comrades pulled up on either side. They had him surrounded; worse, he couldn’t use the lightning weapon because he would almost certainly strike the water. The grinning man raised his gauntlets and took aim.
Dodge whipped his hands from the exoskeleton and held them up in a placating gesture. “I give up!” he shouted.
The unexpected surrender confounded the other man for a moment, but his features hardened just as quickly. “I don’t care,” he replied in strangely accented English.
“I don’t suppose you do.” Dodge managed a grin of his own, and then before the other man could deliver the coup de grace, he released the grips, reached to his waist, unclasped the belt and dropped like a stone. The man’s expression barely had time to register his surprise before Dodge’s feet struck his force field.
While the unexpected maneuver spared him a jolt from the lightning weapon, Dodge’s plan to penetrate the man’s shield and switch off his exoskeleton was quickly thwarted when contact not only brought about a stunning shock but also deflected his attack and sent him ricocheting off into space. Successful or not, he had anticipated a fall into the river. He didn’t try to re-engage his own flying rig, but twisted in mid—air so that his body was as straight as a pike, toes leading the plunge.
It was a long drop, at least a hundred and fifty feet to the river’s surface. The water would probably feel as hard as concrete when he struck, and he might break his legs, if not his neck, but in the two-second-long vertical journey, his greatest concern was the exoskeleton. He was betting his life that the unclasping the belt would suffice to keep him from getting fried when he hit the water. If he was wrong... well, he’d probably never know.
The brown water rushed up impossibly fast. He kept his body tense and rigid, arms tight against his torso, but nothing could adequately prepare him for the impact; a stabbing pain completely unlike the electrical jolts shot through his legs, followed by a hammer blow to his gut. Immediately after entering the river, he tried to throw his limbs out to keep from plunging too deep, but it was impossible to tell if the message reached his extremities. A moment later, a crushing vise of pressure closed over his head.
At least I didn’t get electrocuted.
Grimacing against the pain, he started kicking and stroking toward a blurry light spot overhead. When what seemed like several minutes had passed, and when he felt his lungs convulsing with the urge to draw a fresh breath, he started to get a little worried. His powerful, disciplined swimming techniques became a frantic thrash, as if through sheer panic he might claw his way to the surface. Despite an overwhelming urge to simply give up and take that final liquid breath, he knew he was making progress. His view of the surface cleared, giving him a final burst of motivation, and then he was there, splashing through the choppy, windswept surface.
He discovered the source of the sudden tempest too late to do anything about it. The wind was artificial, generated by four propeller engines mounted to the wings of the enormous flying boat. As Dodge trod water, greedily sucking the air and wincing at the pain that accompanied every movement, the roar of airplane engines grew to deafening proportions and then climaxed. He caught a glimpse of the plane a few seconds later, now several hundred yards further down the river, as it lifted off the surface and rose from behind the derelict barge.
His joy at having survived the plunge was dampened by the realization that he had failed; the raiders had escaped with their hostage, and nothing he had done had made a bit of difference. Dejected, he sidestroked toward the low hull of the barge and paddled until he found a hawser trailing over the side. The flat-bottomed craft was riding high in the water, evidently empty of cargo, and Dodge had to struggle to pull himself over the gunwale. Safe at last, he lay on the deck for a few minutes, staring helplessly up at the clear sky.
He was surprised to discover the exoskeleton still loosely attached to his body. His sodden shoes were still in the footpads and the stiff belt, though unbuckled, hugged his waist. The metal framework was so light and so perfectly articulated that it had not impeded his movements in the water. The technology that made it work would no doubt be of great interest to the nation’s scientists. Well, that’s something, he thought. Maybe the day isn’t a total loss.
He rolled over and got up in degrees; hands and knees first, then a final agonizing stretch to stand erect. His earlier assumptions about the barge were confirmed. It was completely empty. The decks, designed to haul heaps of grain or coal, were bare. The boat had no superstructure, nowhere for anyone to hide. He was the only soul aboard.
Then he noticed something that did look out of place: a pair of long wires that stretched the length of the deck. He followed them with his eyes, trying to figure out why they looked familiar in an environment that was so wholly foreign. There was a twist in the wires every few feet, as if the metal remembered how it had once been coiled around a spool. It wasn’t until he saw the bundle of dynamite in one corner that everything fell into place.
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding.”
There were four bombs in all, each linked to a central nexus near one end of the boat. It was a wind-up alarm clock, rhythmically ticking away, mere seconds from the moment when a lot more than just an alarm would go off.
CHAPTER 3
THE ULTIMATUM
The White House Rose Garden looked like a war zone. Given the events that had recently transpired there, that might have seemed an appropriate description, but the Presidential Manor and the surrounding grounds showed surprisingly little damage from the exchange between Secret Servicemen and the unidentified invading force. There were scorch marks on the polished white exterior and a few bullet scars, but for the most part, the distinguished residence, which had been gutted by British troops during the War of 1812, and then survived the Whig Riot in 1841 and the Christmas Eve fire of 1929, had weathered this latest assault quite well. It was only after the combatants had left the field that most of the damage had occurred, all due to a human hurricane of destruction named Brian Hurley.
Hurley did not deal well with failure, and although he was under no special obligation to protect the Chief Executive, nor had he in any way been prepared to defend against enemies using an incomprehensible technology against which bullets were completely ineffectual, he was coping with this latest rare defeat with his customary grace: he was breaking everything in sight.
Delicate flowers, lawn furniture and bone china, all suffered the same fate. Hurley destroyed anything that he could pick up, and there was very little Hurley couldn’t pick up. Three Secret Servicemen had tried to restrain him, but had been tossed aside as easily as it they were made of balsa wood. The fact that they suffered nothing worse than mild sprains and one possible concussion, belied the berserker expression Hurricane wore; had he not been holding back at least a little bit, the men would have been pulverized.
Most of the party guests had been evacuated to an inner conference room where they were being forcibly sequestered, while a small group of White House staff and military personnel, drawn by perverse curiosity, had trickled into the Garden. General Frank Vaughn was the latest to arrive.
Like the others, he gazed in humble awe at the destructive colossus as an entire family of wooden lounge chairs was crushed like matchwood. Only then did the officer turn to the rest of the assembled onlookers.
He found the Secretary of the Treasury conversing with the White House Chief of Staff and the senior Secret Service agent on the scene. He joined them and waited for the agent to recapitulate the events of the day and lay out the subsequent actions taken. “Police spotters are following the airship as it moves down the river. All of the reporters that were here have been isolated and a total news blackout is in force. The Vice President has been contacted, but no one outside knows the full situation.”
Vaughn was unimpressed. “I’ll wager very few inside know what’s really going on. What have you told the police?”
The Chief of Staff cleared his throat. “We’re reporting a runaway experimental weather balloon.”
“And the men flying...” He glanced down at the teletype report and read it again. “Is that right? Flying men?”
“Ground crew members who were holding the mooring ropes and inadvertently carried aloft.”
Vaughn waved the report at him. “And how does that explain them shooting lightning bolts from their hands?”
The man spread his hands in a gesture of surrender, but offered no comment.
“Do we know who is behind this?”
The Treasurer spoke for the first time. “It can only be a foreign government; Germany, if I had to hazard a guess. They have always been at the forefront of scientific and military development, and this sort of belligerence is just their style.”
Vaughn was wary. The Cabinet Secretary was known to be an advocate of aggressive foreign policy and was especially vocal about the threat posed by Hitler’s Nazi regime in Europe, but there were many others in Washington who felt that Hitler was a potential ally in the struggle against communism. The General knew he had to tread carefully in this particular political minefield. “If you’re right, this can only mean war.”
As they spoke, a group of Marines in full battle rattle and wielding riot batons was preparing to move in on Hurley and subdue him. Vaughn eavesdropped as they finalized their plan of attack. When he had heard enough, he excused himself from the war council and gently intervened. “Forgive me, sergeant, but I think you may want to reconsider. That’s Hurricane Hurley.”
The Marine bit back a caustic reply when he spied Vaughn’s stars and snapped to attention. “Sir, we’re going to do our best not to hurt him.”
“Son, I’m not worried about him.” Vaughn smiled forbearingly. “Look, he’s just blowing off a little steam. He’ll calm down in a few minutes and then we can get down to figuring out who the real enemy is.”
The Marine sergeant waited until the General turned away to roll his eyes, but the point became moot when Hurley’s rampage abruptly ceased. To the amazement of all onlookers, he froze in place for a few moments, then stooped down to pick up a silver serving platter. He stared at it for a moment, then turned it over and looked at the other side.
It was as if someone had thrown a switch. The transformation was nothing short of extraordinary. Hurley went from a raging, roaring behemoth to a gentle giant in an instant. He spied the general and with his new prize in hand walked over. Only the deluge of perspiration trickling out from beneath his curly black mop offered any testimony to the ferocity of his earlier behavior. From a few paces away, he threw a smart salute to Vaughn. “Good to see you again, sir.”
“Sergeant Major,” Vaughn nodded, returning the salute, then clasped Hurricane’s prodigiously large hand. “It’s been too long.”
“I’m surprised an old war horse like you hasn’t retired.”
“I’ve a few rides left in me before they put me out to pasture.” The general’s smile hardened to a look that was strictly business. “What happened here?”
Hurley shook his head. “I did my damnedest, but they had some kind of weapon... It was like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Dodge — that’s Mr. Dalton —”
“Dalton writes the...” Vaughn made a curious face that a mixture of displeasure and amusement.
Hurley needed no translation. “That’s right. He managed to grab one of them, but...” He shook his head again, this time with a sorrowful sigh.
“Any idea who we’re dealing with?”
Hurricane raised the silver plate. “This is made from the same metal as their ship and flying packs. It’s the only clue they left, and I’d say they wanted us to find it.”
Vaughn now saw that it was neither truly silver nor a plate at all, but a smooth disc eight inches in diameter and half an inch thick. As Hurley turned it over, it separated into two matching halves, and nested inside was a reel of film. He unwound a strip of celluloid and examined it. “It’s a Movietone reel.”
Vaughn turned to the Chief of Staff. “We need to see this. Do you have a projector?”
“In the theater. Follow me.”
Hurley and the general joined a procession of men moving into the halls of the Presidential mansion and entered the private movie theater. The film reel was given to the projectionist who threaded it onto a newsreel device. The Fox Movietone projector used a special film upon which was recorded not only visual images, but also a synchronized audio soundtrack. The quality was not as sharp as that used by feature motion pictures, which employed a separate soundtrack recorded on a vinyl album, but the advantage of the Movietone system was that it required only one piece of machinery to display both sound and moving pictures. The villain had no doubt taken this into account when choosing the medium in which to make his intentions known.
As everyone took their seats, Vaughn addressed the group: “This film is our only clue to the identity of the men who abducted the President. I don’t think I need to tell anyone that whatever you see stays in this room.”
There was a chorus of affirmatives, and then the lights went down and the screen filled with a scratchy pattern of light through dark film. This continued for a moment, and then resolved into a scene of almost total blackness. At the center, mostly hidden beneath the shadow of a dark cowl, was a lone human figure. Only his lower jaw and cryptic humorless mouth were visible, starkly white in contrast to the rest of the picture. For a long time the figure was motionless; the image was awkwardly static for a medium characterized by activity. Similarly, the strident musical score that most moviegoers had come to expect from weekly newsreels and serials was absent; there was only the soft hiss of film passing through the projector.
At last the dramatic silence was broken by a pronouncement even more profound: “People of America, I have your leader.”
A mournful exhalation rippled through the benighted room but no one spoke except the mysterious figure on the screen.
“By now you must realize that no weapon in your arsenal can vanquish me; no scheme of yours can hope to succeed. The fate of your leader is in my hands, and only by complete compliance with my demands can you hope to effect his release.
“The ransom for your leader cannot be paid with any coin in your treasury. I demand only one thing, and my demand is absolute.”
Vaughn held his breath. From the sudden hush, he knew he wasn’t the only one.
“I seek to prove myself in mortal combat with your greatest champion. I have studied your news journals and identified America’s greatest warrior; the only man who could hope to stand against me in battle: Captain Zane Falcon.”
The general felt as though all the blood had drained from his body. He slumped in his chair, almost deaf to the closing statement of the ultimatum. “I will give instructions to Captain Falcon in one week’s time; the location of his final battlefield, and the place where I have imprisoned your leader.
“Do not break faith with me. If you attempt any act of defiance, your leader will be the first victim of my wrath. He will not be the last. I await your pleasure, Captain Falcon.”
The reel ran out almost as soon as the final word was uttered, leaving the hushed room to ponder the threat to the rhythmic flapping of the loose end. Abruptly, the noise stopped and the interior lights came on.
Hurley let out a heavy sigh. “Falcon.”
Before anyone else could comment, the door opened and a Secret Service agent rushed in with a report. “The airship was spotted rendezvousing with a barge near the mouth of the bay. The... ah, hostage was transferred to a large amphibious airplane, which immediately took off.”
Vaughn rose to still the murmur that followed. “I sent up a squadron of P-36 Hawks from Baltimore before I came here. I will direct them to follow this plane.”
“They can’t shoot down the President,” gasped the Treasurer.
“The planes aren’t armed, but even if they were, I wouldn’t give that order. I will have them follow this boatplane. I’ve also called for a pair of B-10’s from Wright Field. They’re more than an hour out, but they are just about the fastest thing we got. They ought to be able to pick up the scent before those fighters have to turn back.”
“And what do we do if they run the plane to ground? We can’t risk the President’s life by defying this villain openly.”
“Mr. Secretary, I respectfully suggest that figuring that out is our most immediate course of action.”
“Sir,” interrupted the messenger. “There’s more. The spotters report that one of the flying men is coming back up the river.”
“Damnation,” rasped the Chief of Staff. “Do you suppose this fiend has another message for us? Or does he just want to gloat?”
Vaughn came to his feet, poised for action. “I’ll divert one of the planes to intercept and keep an extra eye on him. By God, I’ll be damned if I let him rain Hell twice in one day. We have enough artillery lining the river to ruin his day.”
“It won’t be enough.”
All eyes in the room turned to the source of the low rumble that was Hurricane Hurley’s thoughtful voice. He elaborated: “They use some kind of... invisible shield. Stops a bullet like a fly on the wind—shield of your car. When I tried to hit these guys, my fists never touched ‘em. This shield of theirs surrounds them like a turtle shell.”
The general wasn’t convinced. “But you were able to knock them around, right? Believe me, an anti-aircraft shell packs a lot more punch than even your fists, old friend.”
Hurley remained skeptical. “Sir, it almost seemed like the harder and faster I hit, the harder the shield got.”
Vaughn rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “These fellows used some kind of electrical weapon, right? I’m willing to bet that this fancy shield works off electricity as well. The fragmentation jacket on an ack-ack shell is made of steel, which conducts electricity a whole lot better than a lead slug from a Tommy gun... or your fists. If we put enough steel in the air over the river, it might be enough to short-circuit this device of his.”
“Short circuit. I think you’ve hit on it, sir. But firepower isn’t the answer.” Hurley bounded from his seat, a fallen champion eager for a rematch. “You don’t really fight fire with fire.”
****
There was no time for a concentrated effort, but in the few minutes that were available, a strategy was devised and implemented. A single fire hose was attached to the White House standpipe and unfurled onto the lawn.
To minimize the risk of shock, the members of the fire brigade manning the hose wore their rubber boots; it was no guarantee of safety but then nothing about this plan was guaranteed.
General Vaughn’s aide-de-camp, a young first lieutenant, established direct wireless contact with the chase plane that followed the lone sky raider up the Potomac, reporting on all his activities and measuring his progress. There seemed little doubt concerning his ultimate goal. The general himself was scanning the horizon with a pair of field glasses. “I see the plane.”
Hurley, who loomed over the uniformed officer like a small mountain, squinted up at the sky. He could just make out the speck that was a P-36 Hawk patrol aircraft, but his unaided eye could not discern the figure of the flying man. “Sir, may I?”
Vaughn passed the binoculars over without hesitation. He knew of no finer marksman than Hurley; if anyone could spot the approaching enemy, it was Hurricane.
The big man quickly located the plane, a low-slung fighter with a single radial engine and stubby wings. The distant pilot was turning wide circles in the sky, desperately trying to keep his plane from stalling as he tracked the much slower target. Hurley followed him through a series of spirals, then lowered his field of view to a point roughly at the center of the circle. There, more than a thousand feet below the Hawk, still out over the river, was a black shape that might have simply been a soaring bird.
“Got him,” Hurley announced. “He’s a few minutes out.”
“Do you know the range of his weapon?”
“No, but it’s a safe bet that he can shoot lightning a lot further than we can pump water.”
“Let’s see if we can’t bring him down a little before he gets here.”
“Tell your man to be careful. Those lightning bolts weren’t lethal down here, but up there... Well, if the pilot gets knocked out or his engine catches fire, he’ll be done for.”
Vaughn nodded crisply, and relayed his instructions to the pilot of the P-36. The plane immediately executed a rolling loop and drew up behind the lone raider. Hurley couldn’t tell, given the distance, if the flier was aware of the chase plane; if not, he was about to get the surprise of his life.
The plane made a dive-bombing run at the flier, swooping down like a hunting raptor from more than a thousand feet. The pilot pulled up well short of a collision, but the effect was nonetheless quite dramatic. The sky raider seemed unaware until, at the very last second, he lurched in mid-air and then dropped almost straight down. The evasive maneuver abruptly took him below the horizon created by the structures of the capital city, but Hurley reckoned the fellow was now over land and only about a minute away.
“It’s working,” Vaughn announced, relaying the pilot’s radio transmissions. “He’s down to about two hundred feet. One more pass should put him right where we want him.”
Hurricane nodded grimly and kept the glasses trained on the fighter plane. The pilot was playing a dangerous game now; to corral the flying villain into the range of the makeshift water cannon, he would have to walk the tightrope between overhauling his quarry and dropping out of the sky. The planes that had flown two decades before, during the Great War, would have had an easier time matching the pace of the flying attackers, but today’s monoplanes were built for speed; they had to go fast to keep from stalling. At two hundred feet, there would be precious little time to correct any mistakes.
“Here they come! Ready on the fire hose!”
The Hawk executed a broad loop and lined up on its unseen target. Even without fixing the man in his binoculars, Hurley was able to approximate his position by the trajectory of the incoming aircraft. It was close enough now that all on the ground could hear the roar of the 840 horsepower Wright Cyclone power plant as the plane began its final dive. The Doppler effect caused the pitch of the engine’s whine to grow with its approach, punctuating the impending climax. Then, when it seemed the plane must surely crash, the pilot nosed up with full flaps, showing the belly of his aircraft to all on the ground below. It seemed almost close enough to touch.
At that same instant, the man who flew without wings burst into view directly above the garden. Hurricane was unable to focus his glasses on the man before Vaughn’s stentorian voice commanded: “Let him have it!”
Something was wrong though. Hurley had an overwhelming urge to take another look at the attacker; there was something familiar about his sun-bleached hair and the silhouette of his jaw, but it was the clothing he wore under the metallic outline of his flying pack that really caught his eye. The group that had shanghaied the President had been wearing the attire of laborers, dungarees and T-shirts, but this man was crashing the party in formal attire; he was wearing a tuxedo.
The answer came to him in a rush of understanding. “Wait!”
But his roar was drowned out by the eruption of water blasting from the hose.
CHAPTER 4
OUT OF THE FRYING PAN
The wind-up alarm clock wired to the explosive bundles spread across the barge, ticked inexorably toward a very final deadline. Whether for simplicity’s sake or simple perverse humor, the bomb maker had set the alarm to ring at twelve o’clock — Dodge immediately thought midnight, though it could have been noon — and both hands were nearly on that mark.
Dodge knew that disarming the bomb might be as simple as yanking the wires from the clock to prevent the circuit from closing, or merely resetting the alarm hand in order to postpone the terminal event, but he also knew that attempting to do so could easily cause to happen the very thing he sought to prevent. He might accidentally cross the wires in the act of removing them, or turn the alarm key the wrong direction and prematurely ring the bell. Better to let the device do what it was intended to do, and view the results from a nice, safe distance.
Escaping the blast zone was likewise easier said than done. Dodge was a strong swimmer, but drowning in the river was not the greatest threat along that path. Water was the perfect medium for transmitting the energy of an explosion, a fact well demonstrated during the Great War when Her Majesty’s destroyers had effectively neutralized the Kaiser’s U-boat menace with depth charges. A blast that, on terra firma might merely stun a bystander, would pound a swimmer’s internal organs to jelly.
There was but one avenue of escape yet Dodge was loathe to employ the flying pack. He was soaked through from his plunge into the Potomac and there was no telling what sort of reaction would occur if he activated the exoskeleton’s electric field. Nevertheless, the uncertain possibilities inherent in using the enemy’s device to save himself was preferable to any alternative, and as the clock ticked into its final seconds, he moved to clasp the belt.
His next memory was one of fire — fire burning all around, and scorching needles of pain erupting, like tiny conflagrations, throughout his body. Underlying the agony however, there was a sense of exhilaration as his cognitive abilities caught up with the tempest. The overall effect was such that, had he been able to breathe a word through his clenched jaws, he might have uttered an expletive to make a longshoreman blush.
In the instant that the exoskeleton belt clasp clicked shut, the electrical field from the device did indeed conduct through his body as he had feared it might. The shock was relatively small; as voltages are measured, it was nowhere near a lethal current. That was little comfort to Dodge though; the spasms that seized every muscle and nerve in his body were worse even than his splashdown a few minutes earlier. Seized by the involuntary muscle contractions of an electrocution, there was little he could do to avoid what happened next.
The clock made its final tick and the catch holding back the spring-loaded clapper was released. As soon as it made contact with the bell, a circuit formed by an attached dry cell battery and the dynamite distributed throughout the barge was closed. In an immeasurable fraction of a second, an electrical charge detonated the blasting caps, which in turn caused the stabilized nitroglycerin in the dynamite sticks to explode.
The four simultaneous blasts pulverized the flat cargo boat, leaving only unrecognizable fragments scattered across the water, and sent a shockwave rolling across the surface of the river that shattered windows miles away. Standing at the heart of the blast, Dodge ought to have been crushed by the converging walls of force, or shredded by the shards of wood and metal turned into ballistic projectiles by the explosion, or incinerated in the ensuing conflagration, but none of these calamitous eventualities claimed him.
The shock wave created by the detonation was really nothing more than a wall of air pushed out at such an incredible rate of speed that it achieves the hardness of steel. When those particles of super-accelerated atmosphere converged on Dodge’s force field, it had the effect of pushing him out of the way, and there was only one direction he could go. The colliding waves squirted him skyward like a bean escaping its husk.
The force of the explosion propelled him high above the broken barge, but once he reached the zenith of his arc, gravity immediately snatched at him. Although blue sparks continued to dance painfully between his still damp form and the invisible cocoon that enveloped him, he retained the wherewithal to perform the sequence of leg movements that activated the exoskeleton’s flight mode. With his fall arrested, he pulled up into a hover and took stock of his situation.
The amphibious plane was a dark spot on an otherwise blue sky, too far distant for him to even consider pursuit. The President was beyond his reach; the bad guys had won. “This never happens to Captain Falcon,” he said with a defeated sigh.
His only consolation was that two of the villains wouldn’t be returning to their hidden base of operation. Moreover, he had captured one of their flying rigs. Perhaps an analysis of the device would put the authorities on the scent of the perpetrators. The electric shocks gradually abated as he made his way back up the watercourse, allowing him to think more clearly. Only now did the enormity of what he had done finally settle into his gut. As the adrenaline drained from his veins, he felt like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
I almost died. Is this what it feels like to be a hero? To be Captain Falcon?
He pondered this for a few minutes, floating between hysteria and elation. Indeed, he had almost died, but in extremis had found the means to save himself. It was a singular experience, something that could not be taught in a school or captured in the pages of a book. His misadventure was like the fire of a forge, refining and tempering his steel, making him stronger.
Is this how it feels to be a hero like Captain Falcon? he thought. If so, then I kind of like it.
With such weighty musings to accompany him, the return voyage flashed by beneath his feet. Soon, the monuments of America’s seat of power hove into view and he corralled his stray thoughts in order to concentrate on the matter at hand. It occurred to him that he had not yet successfully landed the exoskeleton, and he was pondering the best strategy for doing so when the Hawk made its first run.
He had only a few seconds warning; scant moments in which his already overtaxed brain tried to make sense of the high pitched whine that seemed to be coming from above. After realizing that it was an airplane engine, he craned his head around to locate the source, and found himself staring at the nose of the fighter.
He reacted instinctively, curling his body into a dive at the same instant the pilot of the P-36 pulled up. The monoplane was unquestionably a military aircraft, and Dodge correctly reasoned that, in the panic following the abduction of the President, he had accidentally been identified as one of the enemy. With no way to communicate his intentions to the aircraft, he continued toward his rendezvous at the White House, where he knew that Hurley at least would be able to vouch for him.
With a wary eye on the warplane, Dodge speared onward. He could tell the fighter was going to dive bomb him again, for what purpose he couldn’t imagine, and knew his only salvation lay in reaching his goal. The White House — symbol of a nation unknowingly bereft of its leader — loomed directly ahead. He divided his attention between the green expanse below and the roaring phantom above. It was going to be close.
The Hawk bore down on Dodge and there was only one place for him to go: down. He was no more than a hundred feet above the Rose Garden when the swooping cross shape abruptly veered back into the sky. Breathless with relief, Dodge turned his gaze toward the figures assembled on the lawn below.
Suddenly a frothing white geyser filled his gaze and he understood the game the fighter plane had been playing. The pilot had skillfully maneuvered him into a trap. Dodge had survived his enemies, only to be checkmated by his allies. There was no time to react, not even a second in which to unclasp the belt and risk another fall. He could only watch the gush of water from the fire hose as it cut across his path.
Abruptly the torrent receded before him; the vertical sea parted miraculously to let him pass. Stunned at the last instant reprieve, Dodge glanced down at the four men in overcoats and galoshes who still held their high-pressure weapon aimed skyward, but were like him gazing in consternation as the flow from its nozzle slowed to a trickle. Their stares followed down the length of sheathed rubber and found the cause of the interruption. Dodge shared their sense of utter disbelief, not so much at who had saved him, as at how that feat had been accomplished.
Hurricane had recognized that Dodge was operating the flying device, but his shouted exhortations had gone unheard. A man of action, he knew that every second lost trying to explain himself was a second his friend spent imperiled, so he eschewed discussion in favor of a more direct approach. Single-handedly snatching hold of the hose, he did what would have been impossible for almost any other man on the planet: he put a kink in the hose.
The hydrodynamic pressure of the fire hose was such that it required no less than three men to hold and operate; a single man trying to control the nozzle would find himself whipped about like the prey in the mouth of an angered python. The volume of water in the hose was not only incredibly heavy, but under such pressure that the hose seemed as inflexible as a piece of structural steel. Nevertheless, Hurricane Hurley had lifted it in his massive hands and bent it double, stemming the deluge that poured skyward in the nick of time.
The strain was evident on his face. His jaws bulged as he gritted his teeth with exertion. The arms of his specially tailored formal dinner jacket had burst at the seams as his biceps expanded beyond the wildest dreams of any garment designer. For a moment, everyone stared in disbelief, both at Hurley’s amazing strength and at the madness that had prompted him to thwart a plan of his own devising in order to spare the enemy.
Dodge too was gripped with such incredulity that he had no conscious memory of easing to the ground, landing as gently as if he was simply stepping down from a train. He was immediately surrounded by Secret Service agents brandishing Thompson sub-machine guns, and raised his hands in a gesture of surrender, though he maintained the force field just in case one of the G-men developed a case of itchy trigger finger.
The standoff endured until someone turned off the hose, permitting Hurricane to push through the throng and come to Dodge’s defense. The agents fell back, but did not lower their weapons until another personage — this one wearing the full dress uniform of a United States Army General — advanced through their ranks. The latter addressed Dodge: “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Dalton back from the dead. I imagine you’ve quite a story to tell.”
Dodge lowered his hands and deactivated the device. “You have no idea.”
****
They took him into the White House, and while his treatment was deferential, Dodge had a sneaking suspicion that he was being regarded as a prisoner, not a guest. Given the circumstances, he accepted the handling without protest. Hurricane remained at his side, but no requests for information were forthcoming until he was secured in a windowless conference room. He surrendered the flying rig to a group of Secret Service men, and then collapsed wearily into a chair and began recounting his tale.
Except for an occasional request for clarification, he was not interrupted until his narrative touched on the matter of the amphibious aircraft. “That doesn’t sound like any plane I’ve ever heard of,” interjected General Vaughn.
Dodge spread his hands. “It’s what I saw. I can sketch it for you.”
A pencil and notepad was provided, upon which Dodge drew his best approximation of the flying boat that had whisked the President away. Vaughn gazed at the finely drawn image then turned to the knot of official looking men in suits. “Do you fellows know what this is?” His inquiry was received with a unanimous negative response. “This gentleman is the X-314. It’s been in development at Boeing for several years now; this is the prototype. It’s a long range amphibious plane designed for intercontinental commercial air travel.”
“Intercontinental?”
Vaughn frowned. “Intercontinental as ‘in between continents;’ non-stop across the ocean. It has a range of 3,500 miles, nearly twice as far as the Sikorsky Clippers. The X-314 has this unique triple-tail design and these half-wings, called sponsons, which replace the typical catamaran-type pontoon floats that most other planes have on the wings. In addition to providing lifting surface and stability on the water, the sponsons hold reserve fuel tanks, increasing her range that much more.”
Dodge immediately caught on to his line of reasoning. “You’re saying they could take the President almost anywhere.”
The general frowned as if reluctant to share this information with a mere civilian, but nodded. “Our pursuit planes will have to turn back long before this fellow has burned up even a quarter of his fuel.”
“How did these rogues get their hands on this prototype?” asked one of the men. “And how do they know how to fly it?”
“Respectfully, Mr. Secretary, they seem to be able to accomplish anything they set their minds to.” The officer drummed his fingers on the table. “Mr. Dalton, is there anything else you can add that might help us unmask these conspirators?”
Dodge furrowed his brow. “The man I fought with said something — an oath I imagine — in a foreign language. It sounded like German —”
“Aha!” exclaimed the man Vaughn had spoken to. “What did I tell you?”
“— only I don’t think it was German,” Dodge finished. “It didn’t quite sound right. The only other thing I saw was the hooded man waiting on the barge.”
This statement had the effect of silencing the murmur that had arisen from the previous revelation, though for reasons Dodge could not fathom. Hurley was the first to speak, but said only: “The leader.”
Something about his big friend’s tone told Dodge that the assembled group was holding back a vital piece of information, but he continued his story, describing how the disc shaped airship had shrunk to the size of pocket coin. “It was more like… magic, than any kind of scientific technology I’ve ever seen.”
This provoked another round of subdued discussion and hand wringing, which was eventually curtailed by the general. “We’ve got one of the top scientists in the nation looking at that contraption you brought us. We’ll know soon enough what kind of technology our enemy has at his disposal. With any luck, we’ll learn where they’re taking the President and at the same time discover their Achilles Heel.”
He said it with such conviction that Dodge felt content to leave the whole mess in more capable hands. In the quiet that followed, he sensed the tacit agreement of the rest of the audience, but then a familiar voice broke the mood. “What about Captain Falcon?”
Every eye in the room focused on Hurricane’s earnest countenance.
“Falcon?” Dodge inquired. “What’s Falcon got to do with any of this?”
Vaughn waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “It doesn’t concern you, Mr. Dalton. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to excuse us now —”
“He should see it,” intoned Hurley, his voice almost a threatening growl. “He’s earned the right. God only knows he’s done more than any of us.”
The general was unmoved. “I won’t have this incident showing up in the funny papers.”
“It won’t,” Hurley promised.
“I’ve allowed you to stay because of your honored service to this country, but that is merely a courtesy. You’re a civilian now, Hurricane. So is he. Worse, he’s a journalist.”
Dodge was tired of the general’s game. With more confidence than he felt, he snarled: “What the devil is this all about?”
“The hooded man you saw left a film with his demands,” answered Hurley before the general could protest.
“A film?” Dodge’s mind raced to connect the puzzle pieces, but there remained one that just wouldn’t fit. “You still haven’t told me what any of this has to do with Falcon.”
“Show him the film,” growled Hurley.
To his credit, Vaughn kept a brave face — more than most men could have done transfixed in the menacing stare of Hurricane Hurley. The general knew, perhaps better than any man at the table, just how far the big man would go to get what he wanted. But before the battle of wills could escalate to physical conflict, the Secretary of the Treasury declared a truce. “Show him the film. It’s the least we can do.”
Dodge’s elation at being included in the inner circle quickly faded as he realized that he was being brought deeper into the crisis. He had imagined his role in the drama would be ended once his deposition was complete. Still, he was curious, especially since Captain Falcon seemed inexplicably linked with the President’s abduction.
Before they could adjourn however, a disturbance at the door froze Dodge in place. A slightly built man with frizzy hair was arguing with the Secret Service agents guarding the proceedings, but Dodge did a double-take when he saw that the man was wearing one of the exoskeletons. He started involuntarily, and quickly glanced about for some means to defend himself, but the anticipated pandemonium of a new attack by the raiders never materialized. Instead, General Vaughn approached the man and addressed him in a patient tone.
“What is it, Dr. Newcombe?”
“Ah, General, there you are.” The frizzy haired man gazed out through the thickest spectacles Dodge had ever seen. He pushed past the guards and strode into the room. “This device is the most amazing thing I have ever seen. Did you know that it can fly? You must tell me everything you know about it.”
“I’m afraid that information is top secret.”
The man identified as Dr. Newcombe appeared crestfallen. Dodge however seized on the opportunity. “I brought it here. It was used by a group of criminals to carry out a daring daylight abduction.”
“Mr. Dalton,” admonished Vaughn, sternly. “You are not at liberty to —”
“Stuff it, General. This insistence on keeping secrets is only slowing down our response. I take it this is your science adviser? He should have been here for my debriefing. Now I’m going to have to tell the story all over.”
Vaughn’s expression showed his displeasure at the rebuke, but he conceded with a brisk nod. “I would appreciate your discretion Mr. Dalton, and yours doctor, regarding anything you hear in this room.”
The scientist looked mystified by the atmosphere of concealment and tension in the room, but nodded. Dodge quickly related his story again, omitting any direct reference to the identity of the hostage, and focused primarily on his observations concerning the flying exoskeletons and especially the strange shrinking airship. Dr. Newcombe gasped when he described its transformation from enormous flying machine to something the size of a coin.
“Outrageous. Sir, I tell you that is flatly impossible. A conjuror’s trick.”
Dodge spread his hands patiently. “I only know what I saw.”
Newcombe continued shaking his head. “Impossible, I say. The Laws of Physics cannot be contravened. The shape of a thing may change, but you can’t change its mass. The only way it would work…” His voice trailed off and his gaze followed, but Dodge saw an elated gleam in his eyes as his mental machine began processing a solution. Despite the urgency of the predicament, Dodge felt the corners of his mouth curling into a grin as he watched the erratic fellow’s antics.
Hurricane was less patient. “Care to share, Newton?”
The scientist either did not hear, or chose to ignore the intentional mispronunciation. “I can’t begin to guess how this fellow accomplished it, but it would be possible to alter the shape of metal in such a way, without violating the Law of Conservation of Matter. If the airship you described was in reality made of a very thin layer of the metal, it could then conceivably be compressed down into a very small lump. The mass wouldn’t change, only the shape.”
Hurley was dubious. “That big thing squashed down no bigger ‘n four bits?”
“An ounce of gold can be beaten into a layer of foil 300 square feet. Of course, it’s incredibly thin, but augmented by the force field it could be made strong enough to sustain the weight of passengers.”
“What about the force field?” inquired Vaughn.
“Ah, I’m glad you asked. From my initial experiments, I would say that the device enhances the natural electrical field that is universally present in all things.”
“Come again?”
Newcombe put his hands together, palms opposed. “Do you know why I can’t pass my hands through each other?”
“Because they’re solid.”
“Actually, matter is mostly empty space. You see, everything is made of atoms, which in turn are made of infinitesimally small particles called protons, neutrons and electrons.”
Hurley rolled his eyes as the scientist began his lecture, but Dodge hung on every word. He had a basic grasp of chemistry, but didn’t mind the refresher course.
“Now the electrons orbit the nucleus — the protons and neutrons — the same way that the planets orbit the sun. In between however, there is empty space. Even in the densest metal, the relative distance between nuclei is immense, yet we cannot pass one solid object through another, because the electrons form a sort of shield. Although you can’t see it, the electrons of my hands are pushing each other apart.
“The force field works the same way. As an object enters the field, its electrons are actively repelled by the electrons in this device.”
“So how can it stop a bullet?” asked Vaughn.
“The device seems to be able to add the energy of any approaching object to the equation. The harder or faster something is moving, the greater the resistance.”
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