







“Hellboy!” Abe snapped.

Hellboy twisted around, even as he drew the pistol, to see the face of Jangbu changing, flesh changing texture, jaw protruding. His eyes began to burn, fire licking up from the edges.

“Him? This old guy was your guy?” he shouted to Anastasia.

“No. It wasn’t him,” she said, her voice curiously lifeless.

Which was when Hellboy noticed that it wasn’t just Jangbu. The villagers were all changing, skin turning to rough, scaly hide, fangs protruding, eyes on fire. Jangbu hissed and started toward them.

They were all shape-shifters. Or, at least, all subhuman. From the look of them, they were part human, and part dragon.

Abe squeezed the trigger on the Uzi. Bullets dug up earth just a few feet in front of the dragon-men. They paused. But the others, the ones who were changing even as they lunged at the helicopter, didn’t slow down.

The chopper blades whirred, and Redfield took her up. The helicopter rose quickly, one of the dragon-men hanging from the left skid. He let go and fell thirty feet to the ground, landing on his feet without any injury at all.

“Stupid git, where’s he going?” Anastasia snapped, drawing her pistol and waving it around to help keep the villagers back.

“Standard operating procedure,” Hellboy said. “We don’t have another chopper. If there’s trouble, orders are to dust off, get help.”

Abe swung the barrel of the Uzi around. “Help isn’t coming before we run out of bullets.”

“Guess not,” Hellboy replied, turning quickly, long coat whipping around his tail behind him. “So we do what we came here for.”
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For David Kraus.

Here there be dragons.
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Prologue



1991

The surface of Lake Tashi rippled with the cool breeze that swept down from the snowcapped mountains of the Nyenchen Tanghla range. Anastasia Bransfield gazed out across sapphire water that gleamed in golden sunlight, and knew that she stood at the edge of the world, at a place where gods and legends seemed not so very far away and never forgotten.

At forty-two, she had spent half her life as an archaeologist, preeminent in her field, and her work had taken her to some of the most remote and exotic locations in the world—not to mention some of the most dangerous. Yet never had she visited a place more beautiful than this Tibetan mountain range. Lake Tashi stretched across a plateau fifteen thousand feet above sea level. The air carried the chill from the mountains, yet it was clean and crisp and made her feel more alive than she had ever felt before.

On the hillside above the lake, gusts of wind swirled small clouds of dirt up and away, as her team excavated an ancient village where a mountain king was rumored to have lived. The British Museum had launched this dig as a joint venture with the Archaeological Council of Tibet. The region was controlled by the Chinese government, which was usually resistant to the idea of digging up the past, particularly sites that might be considered holy—but Anastasia had received the blessing of both parties to lead the expedition. Her reputation had won over the Chinese, something the museum people had counted on when they hired her.

She stood at the base of the hill, taking her first official break of the day. The excavation had been going quite well thus far. They had exposed one structure that appeared to be a fairly large, communal building that would be quite uncharacteristic for a mountain village thousands of years old—unless it was a palace. It seemed they had found preliminary evidence that the theories behind the expedition were sound.

Anastasia cared not at all.

Only a few members of her team knew it, but she hadn’t come up here looking for the palace of any mountain king. Or, more accurately, it wasn’t all she’d come for. If her own research held up, there was a reason none of the legends and stories about the village ever gave the same name for the king, or his people. There was a reason the breathtaking landscape around Lake Tashi was inhabited only by nomadic herders. And although there was a small village not far to the northwest, and a monastery on a mountainside to the east, there was a reason that no one had ever settled on the hills above the lake or on its shores.

There were secrets here. And there were those who did not want the dig to continue for fear of those secrets being unearthed. In the fifteen weeks since they had begun, equipment had been sabotaged or stolen, excavation sites had caved in even though she herself had seen to their safety and stability, and strange figures had been spotted sneaking around the encampment after dark. Her top engineer, Frank Danovich, had admitted to her that he’d gotten a quick glimpse of an intruder by flashlight on the night of a cave-in, and said the bastard was so ugly he was monstrous.

Anastasia had asked him to elaborate, but Danovich had just knocked back a shot of rum and turned away. She hadn’t prodded him further. Anastasia had dealt with her share of monsters. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, she’d even been in love with one once upon a time.

“What’s your secret?” she whispered, gazing out across the brilliant blue water of Lake Tashi. The wind whistled down off the mountains, but carried no answer.

Yet she had her suspicions.

“Dr. Bransfield!” a voice called from behind her.

She turned and squinted. With the angle of the sun coming over the hill, even the brim of her New York Yankees cap was not enough to keep the glare from her eyes. She held up a hand to shade her face, and at last she could make out the figure hurrying down the rough path they had worn up the hillside to the dig site. Rafe Mattei was a twenty-two-year-old archaeology student, one of a group that was having its first real field exposure on this expedition. For a kid—at forty-two, she figured she’d earned the right to call him that—Rafe was a handsome man, tall and thin, with rich chocolate eyes.

Anastasia tried not to think about him that way. It helped that he called her Dr. Bransfield; it reminded her that she herself wasn’t a kid anymore.

“Dr. Bransfield!” he called again.

Rafe nearly tripped as he reached the bottom of the hill. His eyes were wide with excitement, and he was flushed from having run all the way down to fetch her.

“What’ve we got, Rafe?” she asked, striding past him and starting up the hill along the same path he had descended.

He fell into step beside her without complaint. “Professor Kyichu sent me to bring you back. We found it, Dr. Bransfield. The temple.”

Anastasia stopped and turned to him. Rafe searched her eyes, enthusiastic but still not quite sure what the significance of it all was. How could he be? None of the students knew what she was really looking for—but Kyichu did. A Tibetan who’d been living and teaching in London for years, Kyichu was the one who had convinced the Chinese government to cooperate. The widower had even brought his eleven-year-old daughter, Kora, along as an unofficial member of the team. Anastasia had shared with him her true goal, but only after he had begun to guess at her purpose. He thought her a dreamer, thought she put too much stock in legends, but Anastasia had insisted that every legend grew from a seed of truth, and that was what she sought on the shore of Lake Tashi.

“Is it part of the palace?” she asked.

Rafe shook his head. “Just next to it. All they’ve excavated so far is the door. There’s writing on it, though. A lot of writing.”

Anastasia laughed softly. She took off her Yankees cap and shook out her long, strawberry blond hair, feeling strangely freed by this news. With a grin she grabbed Rafe’s head in both hands, pulled him forward, and kissed his forehead.

“That’s the best news I’ve had in a year.”

Shaking her head at her own caprice, she hurried up the hill, baseball cap crushed in her grip. In truth, until she knew what was written on that door, this discovery could be either good news, or a frustrating disappointment. But at least she would have the beginnings of the answers she sought.

Together they hurried up the hillside. Though she was in excellent physical condition, by the time they reached the excavation site, Anastasia was huffing and had to stop to catch her breath. She told herself it was the elevation and was pleased to see that Rafe seemed equally winded. Dust from the dig swirled away in the chill mountain breeze, but she tugged on the neck of her thick sweater, overheated from the climb.

Students and other archaeologists on the team hovered around her as she made a beeline for the place Rafe indicated. They barraged her with questions, but she ignored them, her focus entirely on the opening in the hillside ahead. Equipment had been pulled back, and diggers stood around, waiting for instructions.

On the edge of the newly excavated hole, she fell to her knees. The hole sloped down at a forty-five-degree angle. The ladders had been laid down more as steps than to be used for climbing. Professor Kyichu stood in front of a stone door with one of the students. Etched in the door were lines of characters from the ancient language of this land.

“Han,” Anastasia said.

He turned and smiled up at her. “That was fast.”

“What does it say?”

Professor Kyichu nodded, his expression turning solemn. “You were right, Dr. Bransfield. I am sorry for doubting it. We have found the legend that we sought.

“We have found the Dragon King Pool.”

On her knees, there in the dirt, Yankees cap still clutched in her hand, Anastasia could only grin. She shook her head in amazement. Moments like this—they made all of the tedium worthwhile.

“Have you translated the—” she began.

A shout interrupted her, a voice calling her name. Hers and Han Kyichu’s.

Anastasia turned, half-rising, to see Ellie Morris running toward her. Others gave way as Ellie raced to the edge of the hole, panic in her eyes, chest heaving with exertion.

“Ellie, what is it, love?”

Anastasia reached for her, but the woman threw her hands up, shaking her head. Her eyes were damp with nascent tears.

“Professor,” Ellie said, staring down into the hole, not even noticing the remarkable temple door they had discovered. “Han…I’m sorry, we’ve searched everywhere, but…”

The woman bit her lip, a tear tracing through the dirt on her face. She clapped a hand over her mouth, and now the tears fell in earnest.

“Please, Eleanor,” Professor Kyichu said, “what has happened?”

Ellie hugged herself, glanced at Anastasia, then back at Han Kyichu. “It’s your daughter, Professor. It’s Kora. We can’t find her anywhere.

“She’s gone.”








Chapter 1



Hellboy barreled down the mountain trail, breaking a new path through the trees. Branches slapped at him, scratching his face and generally pissing him off. He let out a thunderous shout of frustration and annoyance as he hurtled between a pair of tall trees. The space was too narrow, and his shoulders scraped the trunks, tearing off bark. His hooves pounded the hard earth beneath him, maneuvering over rocks and upraised roots, sliding in moss.

I came to Chile for this? he thought. Coulda gone to Rio, watching some half-naked girls on parade.

He came to the edge of a ravine, but his momentum was too great. No way could he stop. Instead he leaped, throwing himself toward the opposite side. His arms pinwheeled, and he pulled his legs up, sure he would make it…then sure he would not.

“Ah, crap.” He crashed into the wall of the ravine, a few feet shy of the top. Vines hung down, and he tried to get his hands tangled in them, tried to get ahold of something, but it was too late.

He landed in a heap at the base of the ravine, legs buckling beneath him, and sprawled across the richly smelling earth. Something ripped, and he hoped it was the tear in his jacket getting worse and not the seat of his pants. This whole mission was humiliating enough already.

Hellboy stood, bones aching from the sprinting he’d done, and brushed leaves and moss off of his long, brown jacket and shorts. He pulled some kind of weird fuzz off of his cheek, where it had stuck to his bristly stubble.

“This was a stupid plan,” he muttered, even as he warily looked up at the edge of the ravine twenty feet above him.

A shape darted into view, dark against the gloom of the forest, wings beating the air as it circled above him. In the shadows, it could have passed for an owl. But he wasn’t that lucky.

The thing let out a flesh-prickling cry and began to circle faster. Calling all its little buddies, Hellboy thought. Fantastic. All according to plan. Use the big, indestructible guy as bait.

Even as the thought went through his head, he saw other shadows flitting out of the trees, wings fluttering as they joined the first, gliding above him like vultures.

“All right, buzzards. Just had to catch my breath.”

With a sigh, he drew his gun, a huge, heavy pistol with a barrel four times the width of any ordinary handgun. Growing up, training with the BPRD, his marksmanship scores had never risen above pitiful. But if he got close enough, and with a gun this big, he could hit just about anything.

They dived toward him, dropping out of the sky, wings pinned as they came in for the kill. Hellboy took aim, squeezed the trigger, and one of them exploded into gristle and red mist. Then the others were swarming around him, and Hellboy gritted his teeth in disgust.

Flying heads, he thought. That’s what my life has come to? Flying heads?

They had a name, he knew. The locals—the Araucanian people of Chile—called them Chonchonyi, but Hellboy couldn’t take the damn things seriously. They were huge, monstrous heads with hideous, elongated faces. Their narrow fangs jutted up from black, ropy lips, and black, ridged wings stuck out from the sides of the heads like grotesque ears. Despite their ridiculous appearance, they were as vicious as any other strain of vampire, feasting on the old and infirm and relishing the blood and flesh of small children best of all. They never would have come after Hellboy…but he’d gone after them first.

“It’s nothing personal,” he said. He leveled the massive pistol again and pulled the trigger. The bullet tore a wing off one of the bloodthirsty heads, and it fell to the ground, convulsing. “It’s my job.”

Hell of a way to make a living.

They swarmed him. Hellboy swatted at them with his huge, stone hand. One of the Chonchonyi landed on his left shoulder, fangs tearing through his jacket, sinking deep into his flesh. He cried out in pain, swore loudly, then slammed purposefully into a tree, scraping the thing off on the rough bark. It left a stinking, bloody smear and released a stench like skunk cabbage. He knew he’d never get the smell out of his coat.

Another bit into his tail, and he whipped the appendage up, tossing the bloodsucking predator into a tangle of bushes.

“That’s it,” he muttered. “The tail’s off-limits.”

He ran again, wondering why he’d stopped. Sure, the fall down the ravine had slowed him down, but trying to make a stand against a swarm of ravenous, flesh-eating, flying heads was just stupid. He had crap aim and not enough bullets, and anyway, that wasn’t the plan.

Stick to the plan, he told himself.

He ran, hooves punching through soft soil now, years of detritus that had built up at the base of the ravine. When he emerged, he spared a quick glance upward and gauged his direction by the location of the sun. Typical vampires didn’t come out until after dark, but the BPRD records included dozens of offshoot breeds or related species, and they all had their own rules. These things preferred the dark and the damp, but they’d go where the food was if necessary. Or if someone had stirred up their nest with a thermite charge and burned down a couple of acres of Chilean forest.

Whatever worked.

“Come on, come on,” he muttered as he ran. The gun felt heavy in his hand. Several of the disgusting things flapped around his head, trying to take a bite of him, but they couldn’t latch on while he was in motion. One snapped its jaws at his right temple, and its fangs struck the filed stumps of his horns, raising sparks. Hellboy slapped it away with the barrel of his gun.

Annoyed, he got off another shot, but the bullet plunged harmlessly into the forest. He had a hard enough time hitting a target when they were both standing still. With both him and the target in motion, the idea was absurd. He fired another bullet, just because it made him feel good to get out some of his frustration. The things were like giant vampire mosquitoes, and they were annoying the crap out of him.

Not for much longer.

His chest started to burn. Exercise was his friend and all, but this was ridiculous. His hooves pounded the earth, and he was practically in free fall, whipping down the mountainside, dodging through trees. He holstered the pistol on the run and stumbled over a rock, nearly falling. The heads started to shriek, calling to one another again, and he thought he knew what that meant. It was a good sign.

Until they started suicide runs. One of them slammed into him, fangs tearing the sleeve of his jacket before it fell, and he trampled it underhoof. Another came at his face, and Hellboy raised his ancient, massive left hand and punched it without slowing down. It spattered his face and body like a bug on a windshield, that skunk stink all over him now.

“Oh, great. That’s just freakin’ great,” he shouted at the forest around him.

One got its fangs into his right thigh before he swatted it away. Two more were trampled. They were frenzied, now, as they tried to stop him from reaching open ground.

Then it was too late. Hellboy burst from the woods with the Chonchonyi darting all around him, their dark wings slapping the air, jaws gnashing, shrieking in fury and alarm.

The village lay ahead, a pretty little settlement on a lake. But the dwellings were quiet, empty. The villagers had other plans today. As Hellboy tromped into the clearing with the leeches flying around him, chanting filled the air. The words were an ancient spell, passed down through generations of Araucanians. Hellboy kept running until he’d passed the Seal of Solomon that he and the village elders had drawn in the dirt in the middle of the clearing.

The chant grew louder. The creatures began to falter in the air, flying in strange, wandering patterns, disoriented by the spell; then one by one they flew shakily toward the Seal of Solomon. Several fell to the ground and had to flop there, dragging themselves toward the Seal, scuttling like crabs on the ridges of their wings.

The villagers looked on in amazement and horror. One little boy screamed, and his mother covered his eyes. Several other children turned and fled toward their homes. But most of the people remained, mesmerized by the sight, chanting and watching as the malevolent, bloodthirsty things that had preyed upon them throughout the ages gathered in the air and on the ground above the Seal of Solomon.

Hellboy looked around for the rest of his team, two professorial types and a pretty, red-haired young woman with her arms crossed and a look of defiance etched upon her features.

“Liz,” he said, “come on. It’s time.”

“You know I can’t do this,” she said, with an insouciant toss of her hair, glaring at him as though damning him for his expectations. “Did you not notice the village, all the people, and oh, maybe the nice, flammable forest?”

Hellboy stretched, bones popping. His shins ached. He yawned as he plucked leaves from his jacket.

“You’re fine,” he replied. “We’re in a clearing, hundreds of yards from the village. All the people are behind you, out of the way. Scorched earth policy, Liz. You don’t have to control the power of the burn, only direction.”

Something in her face gave way, and he saw in her again the little girl she’d been when they’d first met—the little firestarter who’d accidentally roasted her family and neighbors alive. The tough façade was gone, and all that remained was the fear of the fire inside her. It’d been years since the last time the flames had gotten the better of her, burning uncontrollably, but she could never forget. The fire was the enemy, even when she needed it—especially when she needed it. He hoped she’d make peace with it someday, but for now—“Liz…”

She tucked a lock of red hair behind her ear and peered past him at the abhorrent, absurd creatures flying in drunken circles above the Seal of Solomon. More of them were dragging themselves on the ground; they would remain disoriented as long as the villagers continued their chant.

Gnawing her upper lip, Liz raised her right hand. White flames danced on her fingers and began to spread to her wrist. The fire blossomed from her hand, a churning inferno that rolled across the ground and engulfed the creatures.

The chant grew louder, so that the villagers could hear one another over the roar of the fire and the screaming of the burning demons. Liz closed her hand, snuffing the flames on her fingers and palm, then put her hands over her ears. Hellboy turned her around and led her back toward the village, wishing he had never come to Chile.

“Flying heads,” he muttered. “My life’s a circus.”

 

Professor Trevor Bruttenholm sat at his enormous cherrywood desk among shelves upon shelves of scrolls and manuscripts and leather-bound tomes of arcane lore. Most of the books ought to have been stored in the archives of the Bureau for Paranormal Research and Defense, along with the artifacts and magical talismans that lay on his desk and on the mantel of the fireplace, gathering dust. But Bruttenholm had been one of the founders of the BPRD, and spent fifteen years as its director. Even the parade of bureaucrats who had headed up the Bureau after he’d resigned that position understood that the man deserved a bit of indulgence.

No one disturbed Professor Bruttenholm’s office. Every artifact and manuscript existed as a mystery he had yet to solve. Some of them might take him years to decipher, and others he might never figure out, but he never stopped. Each of these he considered open cases, and they never remained far out of his mind, or out of reach.

This morning he sat in the high-backed chair behind his desk and smoked his pipe, the air redolent with the sweetness of his Turkish tobacco, and leafed through the pages of a German text he’d had in his possession since the Second World War. He easily translated the words, the strange prophecies, within, but had never been able to make sense of them. In almost fifty years, not a single prophecy from the book had come true. Every other agent or researcher in the employ of the BPRD he’d consulted over the years had presumed it must be a fraud, but something about it troubled him.

Trevor Bruttenholm trusted his instincts. Everything in his office held secrets yet to be unlocked. That was why he had given up the position of director so many years ago, and why, though he was an old man, he still functioned as a field agent for the BPRD. Life was brief, and he hadn’t time to waste on the sort of politics that the director’s job required.

Dust motes swirled in the morning light that crept across the room through the trio of tall windows on the eastern wall. Bruttenholm had never been a sound sleeper, and age had only exacerbated the problem. This morning he had come into his office just after four o’clock, long before dawn. Such hours were not uncommon for him. He rubbed his eyes and went back to deciphering German prophecies. The lamp on his desk was still on, but the morning sunlight had faded it to a dull glow.

There was a knock at the door, and Bruttenholm raised a bushy, white eyebrow as he glanced up. He slipped a finger into the book to mark his page.

“Come in.”

The door opened immediately, and Dr. Tom Manning took a single step into the room, one hand on the knob. In his other hand, the BPRD’s Director of Field Operations held a case folder. The man’s pallid complexion seemed almost jaundiced in the morning light.

“Why is it always so dark in here?” Dr. Manning asked.

“I have a predilection for dark wood and heavy drapes, Tom. You know this. It’s very British of me, or so you’ve told me a dozen times.”

Manning actually smiled, not a common occurrence. His hair was thinning, and the twenty-five extra pounds he carried around depressed him almost as much as the bureaucracy he had to deal with every day. One day, he would make a fine old curmudgeon, if a heart attack did not take him first. In truth, Bruttenholm thought that one day, Tom Manning would make a fine director for the Bureau—far better than the politicians who had served in the role for so long. He had a “buck stops here” mentality that was more than necessary for such a job, and for the Field Operations post he currently held.

“Good morning, Professor,” Dr. Manning said, beginning again.

“And to you, Tom. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I have a field assignment that I’d like you to take the lead on.”

Bruttenholm raised both eyebrows this time. The BPRD usually tried to discourage his work as a field agent these days, putting his value as a researcher and occult expert far above his value as an active agent.

“Go on.”

Dr. Manning stepped farther into the room and handed him the case file. “We’ve received a joint request from the British and Chinese governments to conduct an investigation in Tibet. The British ambassador describes the situation as ‘urgent.’”

“And the Chinese?” Bruttenholm asked, taking the proffered file.

“You know the Chinese government,” Manning replied. “They’ve signed off on the formal request, but they act as though they’re doing it as a favor to London. They’d never admit they need our help.”

“Why is London involved at all?”

Manning sighed impatiently. “It’s all in the file, Professor. Hellboy and Agent Sherman are due back in a few hours. We’ll have a briefing this afternoon, and you’ll leave tomorrow.”

Curious, Bruttenholm opened the folder and glanced at the first couple of pages, smoothing his white goatee. Dr. Manning hesitated a moment, then turned to go.

“Tom,” the professor said. “Stop.”

Manning froze in the doorway and turned back to face him with obvious reluctance.

Bruttenholm stared at him. Dr. Manning might have been the Director of Field Operations and, thus, his superior, but they both knew the BPRD would not have existed without Bruttenholm and Hellboy, whom he called his son. Most of the time, the professor allowed Manning the illusion that he was in charge.

“It’s an archaeological dig,” Bruttenholm said.

“Yes.”

“Run by the British Museum.”

“Yes.”

“And they’ve specifically requested Hellboy?”

Dr. Manning shrugged. “You know how highly the Brits regard him, particularly since the Egyptian incident in ’86.”

“One Brit in particular.”

“As it may be,” Manning replied, opening his hands in surrender. “Trevor, they think they’ve unearthed part of something called the Dragon King’s temple, which is associated with just the sort of legend that has a tendency to cause trouble when the past is disturbed. There’s been sabotage at the dig, and sightings of individuals who might not be entirely human. There’s also the matter of a missing child, the eleven-year-old daughter of one of the archaeologists.”

Bruttenholm shook his head. “We don’t know there’s anything supernatural involved here at all.”

Manning crossed his arms. “What do your instincts tell you?”

The professor sighed. He ran his hands through his unruly white hair, understanding, now, why Tom Manning had wanted him to lead the investigation. He wanted to make sure that whoever was doing the thinking for the BPRD in the field had his head in the game.

“You already know what the project’s leader thinks,” Manning said. “She’s had more than a few brushes with our sort of business over the years, as you know. Her instincts have always proved reliable.”

Professor Bruttenholm returned his attention to the contents of the folder. It was precisely the sort of incident that the BPRD had been created to investigate. Research and defense were the stated purposes of the group, but the defense element often meant attempting to prevent supernatural forces from wreaking havoc upon the world. Such prevention did not need to be global to warrant their attention. When evil made its presence known, they had a duty to extinguish it. And, in this case, with a formal request from the British and Chinese governments, they couldn’t refuse without creating a diplomatic incident. No matter what Bruttenholm would have preferred.

“It isn’t Dr. Bransfield’s instincts that concern me,” the professor said, without looking up. “Hellboy claims his feelings for her are a thing of the past, but you saw how distracted he was the last time their paths crossed. For weeks, his mind was somewhere else. It isn’t healthy for him.”

Manning cocked his head. “It happens to the best of us, Professor.”

Bruttenholm blinked and looked up, wondering if Manning understood what he’d just said. Love. The frailty of the heart. It happened to everyone at some point in their lives, if they were fortunate. It was human. If the bittersweet distraction of a former love was part of being human, what right did he have to prevent it?

Again, he stroked his goatee, staring at Anastasia Bransfield’s signature on the documents in the folder. He was an old man who only wanted to save his son from heartache, as any parent would. But Hellboy hadn’t been a child for a very long time. And Bruttenholm knew that his son would want to see Anastasia, now that the invitation had come.

But the professor didn’t have to like it.

He’d set his pipe down, and now he picked it up again. He relit the pipe and drew in a lungful of sweet smoke.

“You know, you’re really not supposed to smoke in here,” Manning said.

Bruttenholm tapped the folder on his desk. “Tibet it is, then.”

 

Hellboy always liked coming home to the BPRD headquarters. It was tucked away on a hillside in Fairfield, Connecticut, up a wooded, winding drive. The building was all glass and concrete, and yet its designer had created it to become a part of the landscape. It was built partially into the hillside and surrounded with trees and shrubs that seemed to bring life to the place. Hellboy had lived in far less pleasant circumstances. Despite the politicians and scientists who passed through its corridors every day, it still felt like home to him most of the time.

Of course, he knew that was due in large part to the fact that Liz Sherman and Abe Sapien, his closest friends, lived there. Their world existed, like his, within that glass-and-concrete building. And, of course, the man Hellboy thought of as his father was there as well.

On a day like today, when he was numbed by the journey from Chile to the United States, BPRD headquarters seemed particularly welcoming. He sat in the backseat of a truck and looked out the window as they emerged from the trees and the building came in sight. The engine rumbled as the vehicle labored up the hill. Liz had balled up her jacket and lay sleeping with her head upon his lap. The woman could sleep anywhere, especially if she’d recently summoned fire.

The truck shuddered to a stop at the entrance.

“Liz,” Hellboy said, giving her a gentle shake. “We’re home.”

Her eyes fluttered open. “Home,” she repeated.

The word didn’t mean the same thing to her. Since the fire had first manifested in her at eleven years old, burning her life and family down around her, the BPRD had been more like self-imposed prison for her. She was not a captive, of course. She had run away many times as a child, and since she had reached adulthood and joined the Bureau as a field agent, she’d quit more than a few times. Abe and Hellboy were comfortable living in a place where they weren’t constantly reminded how different they were. Liz was the opposite. She looked ordinary—even pretty—on the outside, but living at BPRD headquarters was a daily admission that she wasn’t like other people, that she was a danger to them all, a freak.

It got under her skin.

Liz sat up, reached into the back of the truck for her duffel bag, and popped open the door. She slid out, then paused to glance back at Hellboy.

“Going back to sleep. Thanks for watching my back.”

Hellboy nodded. “Sleep well.”

Liz shut the door and headed for the building entrance without waiting for him. As tired as she was, he wouldn’t have expected it. Tonight, or maybe tomorrow, they’d all sit in his room and watch a movie and eat bad Chinese food and everything would be fine. Liz just needed some down time.

Hellboy grabbed his own duffel and disembarked. He tapped the truck’s roof with his left hand.

“Thanks for the pickup.”

The driver waved out the window and pulled away, and the truck returned down the road, where the driver would leave it in the garage near the front gates. Hellboy shouldered his bag and went inside. By the time he stepped through the entrance and into the buzz of the Bureau offices, Liz was nowhere to be seen. Agents and researchers and coffee-carrying assistants moved through the corridors. Phones rang. Hellboy waved to several people as he strode through the midst of the BPRD’s operations. It always fascinated him, the spectrum of reactions he got from people—even those he worked with on a regular basis. Some of them treated him like a celebrity, others like a monster. The ones he liked the best treated him like just another coworker, or somebody to talk movies with over a beer.

When he entered the residential wing of the complex, and the door closed behind him, he exhaled. It had been nice to come home, but now he could truly relax, maybe make up a batch of nachos with all the fixings, guacamole and all.

He passed Abe’s door. As usual, he could hear music from within. Abe would be curled up with a book, or sitting on the floor surrounded by piles of books like Burgess Meredith in that classic Twilight Zone episode. But, always, there was the music. Today it was The Notting Hillbillies, a quirky little album if ever there was one. Not Hellboy’s thing, but Abe had forced him to listen one day while they were playing Scrabble.

When he unlocked the door to his own room and pushed it open, the first thing he saw was the manila envelope that lay on the floor just inside. Someone had slid it under the door. Interoffice mail. But this one had a red CONFIDENTIAL stamp on it, so it wasn’t a memo about Bureau staffers wasting too many paper clips or budget cuts forcing them to take the free coffee out of the break rooms.

“This can’t be anything good,” Hellboy said.

He closed the door behind him and dumped the duffel bag to one side. As he went into his apartment, listening to the comforting hum of the refrigerator and gazing lovingly at the huge sofa that sprawled in front of the television, he tried to ignore the manila envelope. He went to the fridge and stood in the open door, drinking a quart of orange juice right from the carton. When he closed the refrigerator, he glanced at the envelope, as though it might have done him the favor of vanishing.

Lamenting the nachos he’d promised himself, Hellboy grumbled as he crossed the room and snatched the envelope off the floor. He tore it open, ignoring the PLEASE RECYCLE message printed on the front, and slipped out the memo.


TO: Prof. T. Bruttenholm, Abraham Sapien, Hellboy

FR: Dr. Thomas Manning, Dir. Field Ops

RE: Dragon Pool



Gentlemen, please convene in my office at 3 pm today to discuss Dragon Pool investigation. Due to the urgent nature of this case, the team will depart BPRD HQ for air transport at 9:20 pm.


Hellboy glanced at the clock on the wall. It was a quarter after two already. He crumpled the memo in his fist and went back out into the corridor, leaving his door open. Still grumbling, he went down and knocked on Abe’s door, his massive right fist shaking the wood in its frame. Normally he showed more courtesy, but he wasn’t in a courteous mood.

The music paused, and a moment later, the door swung inward. Abe stood just inside, a kind of dim golden light filling his living room. His vision was extraordinary, and he favored gloom over brightness, even when reading. All that time underwater, Hellboy figured.

“Welcome home,” Abe said, but his words had an inquisitive tone. There was very little that looked human about the amphibious man’s appearance. His mottled, greenish skin had dark markings that only increased his resemblance to many forms of ocean life, not to mention the gills and finlike ridges. But his mannerisms were almost entirely human.

Hellboy held the crumpled memo out to him. “Yeah. Some welcome. I was going to make nachos. You know anything about this?”

Abe cocked his head to one side. “If that’s the note from Dr. Manning about our three o’clock briefing, then, yes.”

Hellboy waited, but Abe did not continue.

“Okay,” he prodded. “Are you going to make me play twenty questions?”

“Of course not. I’d been thinking about charades, though,” Abe said straight-faced.

Hellboy shook his head, unable to keep up the intensity of his annoyance with Manning when Abe was cracking wise.

“Are you trying to be funny?”

“Succeeding, actually,” Abe replied.

“Says who?”

“Well, I can’t expect you to be an unbiased judge. You’d have to have a sense of humor.”

Hellboy glared. “I’ve got a great sense of humor.”

Abe pointed at him. “See how I just did that again? I’ve been practicing.”

Unable to help himself, Hellboy laughed softly. He reached up to fiddle with the little knot of hair at the back of his head.

“You’re a riot, Abe. Seriously. But, the memo?”

“Yes. The Dragon Pool. A mythological site discovered in Tibet. There’s been trouble, apparently caused by something inhuman. A girl’s gone missing.”

Hellboy straightened up, filling the doorway of Abe’s apartment. “All right. I get the urgency. Why isn’t Liz on the team?”

The amphibian shifted with agitation. Most people would never have noticed, but Hellboy knew him too well.

“She didn’t tell you?” Abe asked.

“Tell me what?” Hellboy growled.

“She’s taking a leave of absence. Several weeks, I think.”

Hellboy leaned against the doorframe, disappointment spreading through him. “Why? And how come she told you but not me? I just spent a week with her in Chile. You’d think she’d mention something like that.”

Abe shrugged. “Maybe she thought you’d be annoyed and didn’t want to have to discuss it with you. As for why she’s going, I can only guess she’s gotten claustrophobic here again. To be honest, I thought it was an improvement. At least it’s an officially sanctioned leave of absence and not another resignation.”

“There’s that,” Hellboy allowed. He threw up his hands in surrender. “Okay, so, any idea what the case is about? What’s in Tibet, aside from llamas?”

Dark eyes wide, Abe cocked his head like a curious bird.

“Anastasia Bransfield.”

All of the frustration and cantankerousness left Hellboy at the utterance of her name. A myriad of reactions swept through him, but all he could do was blink and stare at Abe.

“Oh.”








Chapter 2



Anastasia woke with a start. A sound echoed in her mind—a loud, abrupt noise—but she wasn’t certain if it had been real or a dream.

When the second gunshot came, she had her answer.

“Bloody hell,” she whispered, climbing from her bedroll. She’d been raised a proper English girl with a disdain for guns, but that hadn’t stopped her from learning how to use one. Quick as she could, she slipped on her boots. Given the events of the past thirty-six hours, she’d slept in her jeans and tank top, just in case. Day before yesterday, they’d spent hours scouring the lakeshore and the mountainside and every part of the dig—every ditch and dirt pile—searching for Kora Kyichu. Then, last night, the entrance to the Dragon King’s temple had been caved in and the saboteur chased from the camp.

Frank Danovich and Ellie Morris had both gotten a half-decent look at the culprit in the moonlight, and what they described was a nightmare. Leathery face, protruding jaw, long teeth, and eyes that flickered with weird light when they’d cornered him. Danovich had been the one to call it “weird light,” actually.

Ellie had said he had fire leaking from his eyes.

This confirmed the basic description Anastasia had gotten from Xin, who supervised the project’s diggers. By then, she’d already used the wireless to call in her report and demand they contact the BPRD. Apparently her request had been passed along the appropriate channels, but there was no telling how long it would take to reach the Bureau or when help might be forthcoming.

For now, they were on their own.

At sunrise yesterday, half the camp had been put to work on the careful reexcavation of the entrance to the temple, and the rest of them had broadened their search for Kora. Kyichu had lost his wife a number of years before, and though he kept his wits about him as he directed the search, Anastasia had seen the haunted look in his eyes. His gaze strayed again and again toward the lake. His thoughts obviously mirrored her own. If the girl had wandered off, and they hadn’t found her in a day and a half, the most likely solution was that she had somehow swum too far out into the lake and drowned.

Perhaps under other circumstances, they would have assumed that was precisely what had happened and simply mourned the girl. But there was at least one mysterious saboteur plaguing the dig, and the thought that he might be responsible weighed heavily on them all.

Tonight, Anastasia had posted guards around the camp, and at the entrance to the temple, which had been freshly cleared just before sundown. In the morning, she’d planned to take a small detachment from the camp and travel to the nearby village to see if the locals could tell them anything about who might want to sabotage their dig and find out what they knew about a little girl gone missing.

But morning hadn’t arrived yet. Gunshots could only mean one thing: The saboteur had returned.

She slid her pistol from the holster she’d hung on a hook jutting from the tent pole and stepped out into the chilly night air, the gun’s weight a comfort in her hand. The crescent moon cast an otherworldly glow upon the land, and the surface of the lake glinted with a million points of light. The mountain loomed to her right, cranes and pulleys silhouetted mantislike against the night sky. For a moment, she heard nothing but the wind.

Then another shot came, the crack of a rifle. Anastasia bolted in the direction of the shooter, boots kicking up dirt. She didn’t want to end up with a bullet in the face, but if the bastard who’d been causing them so much trouble was in her camp, she wasn’t going to hide from him.

Voices carried on the wind ahead of her. Someone was shouting.

“That way!” she heard. “Son of a bitch went that way!”

Danovich. Chances were he was the shooter as well. Frank was a dead shot with a rifle. Other people had begun to emerge from their tents at the base of the mountain, but she ignored them, starting up the slope, pistol clutched in her right hand. The dig sprawled across the face of the mountain just above her, excavations gaping shadowlike craters on the moon. None of the machinery ran. Not a single engine rumbled. There wasn’t even the sound of buckets being filled, shovels turning soil, or pulleys turning. That was to be expected in the middle of the night, but with the knowledge that someone or something prowled the abandoned dig site, looking to do them harm, the quiet made her shiver.

Her grip on the gun tightened.

More shouts sounded. She heard boots pounding dirt and saw several figures crest an outcropping of rock above her. They were familiar shadows, and one of them could only have been Han Kyichu. The moonlight made a halo of his white hair, though the rest of him was in darkness.

“Han!” Anastasia shouted, more to make sure that Danovich didn’t shoot her than anything else.

“Dr. Bransfield!” Kyichu called down to her. “He’s there with you! We just saw him!”

Anastasia stopped and lowered herself into a half crouch. She gripped the pistol in both hands and spun around, scanning the slope around her. Shadows loomed beneath jagged outcroppings and behind rows of low, stunted bushes. Nothing moved. From up on the ridge she heard the cocking of a rifle and knew Danovich must have run up to join the others. A spark of panic ignited in her.

Her chest rose and fell, and she could feel the throb of her pulse in her temple. Anastasia listened to the wind and her own breath, and she hated this silent, invisible figure more than she’d ever hated anyone in her life. She hated him for making her afraid, and she hated him for the way her finger tightened even further on the trigger, for making her willing to shoot him.

“Stacie, there!” Danovich shouted from above.

The rifle cracked. A divot of earth erupted twenty feet to her right, behind a scree of low, tangled brush. A shadow lunged away. The moonlight seemed to slip around him, as though he existed just beyond its reach, but the silhouette was real enough. His running footfalls were heavy on dirt and stone—as though his weight was far greater than the thin, wiry figure ought to have carried. Again, Danovich took a shot, and again, the bullet struck the rocky slope.

Fast, Anastasia thought. The bastard’s fast.

But he wasn’t heading for camp. Why would he? Too many people, too much attention. Sabotage was about sneaking around. He’d been trying to ruin the dig, not kill the archaeological team.

Anastasia took off after him. The terrain was rough, and she nearly stumbled but gave herself over to the downhill momentum of the slope. The shore of the lake was below. The water rippled in the moonlight, giving her an even better silhouette of the slender intruder. He ran so quickly that it was breathtaking to see, but it also meant there was no way in hell she was going to catch up to him.

No way.

She stopped, leveled the pistol in her right hand, sighted on his retreating back as he crossed the last few yards toward the water, and pulled the trigger. The gun bucked in her hand. The saboteur grunted as the bullet punched through his upper right shoulder, spinning him around. For just an instant she caught a glimpse of his face—of teeth like diamond shards and eyes that flickered with flames—then his momentum carried him into the lake. He hit the water in a tangle of limbs and went under.

“Oh, well done, Stasia,” she whispered to herself, staring at the water as it closed over him. “Silly sod.”

The gun did not waver as she raced down to the water’s edge. Behind her, she could hear Danovich cheering for her and other voices calling out in alarm or triumph. People ran up toward her from camp and down from the mountain ridge, but Anastasia paid them no attention. Her entire focus was on the water. A dark spot formed on the water, then dissipated, and she figured it was blood. But the bullet had only struck him in the shoulder. So where was he? Why wasn’t he coming up?

“Dr. Bransfield?” a voice said behind her. “Stacie?”

A hand touched her shoulder, and she shook it off. Weren’t these people paying attention? Didn’t they understand that this wasn’t some local trying to drive them off or a rival hoping to scare them so he could move in and claim their work for himself?

Of course they didn’t. They hadn’t lived through the things she’d lived through. To read about the supernatural in the newspaper was a far different thing from experiencing it firsthand. Half of them probably still thought Hellboy was an urban legend, even though he’d been on magazine covers and the evening news.

Frank Danovich came up beside her, rifle clutched in his hands.

“Nice shooting, Doc,” the engineer said.

Anastasia still felt the ache of the gun’s recoil, and it made her want to throw up. Danovich’s lightheartedness did nothing to soothe her, nor did the knowledge that the man she’d shot might not be human. She hated guns and hated even more how often in her life they had been necessary.

She did not look up at Danovich, instead continuing to watch the surface of the lake. The concentric ripples of the saboteur’s plunge had smoothed.

“What are you staring at?” the engineer asked.

“Bubbles.”

Danovich cleared his throat. “No offense, Stacie, but what the hell are you talking about?”

At last she tore her gaze away. She glanced around and saw clusters of diggers and techs and specialists whispering among themselves. Ellie Morris stood by Professor Kyichu, one hand on the back of his neck, sorrow and sympathy on her face. Ellie was a medical doctor, so perhaps she was just expressing an interest in the man’s health, but Anastasia wondered if there was more than a collegial relationship between them. For Han Kyichu’s sake, she hoped so.

Professor Kyichu stared at the gun in her hand. Unsettled, Anastasia clicked on the safety and slipped it into the rear waistband of her jeans as she walked toward him. Danovich dogged her steps.

“Stacie,” he said in a bad stage whisper.

She frowned and looked at him. The wind whipped her hair across her face, and she put up a hand to push it aside. The late-September night was frigid, and she shivered.

“What is it?” Danovich asked. “What were you looking at in the water?”

Anastasia didn’t want to speak of it with so many people around, but she understood the fear in Professor Kyichu’s eyes. If this man had been both saboteur and kidnapper, if he had Kora trapped in a cave or hut somewhere—and Anastasia had just shot him—then the girl was as good as dead.

Danovich stayed beside her as she went up to Ellie and Professor Kyichu. The four of them huddled together, and though other members of the team were milling around, the chatter was enough to distract most of them from a few quiet words.

“I don’t know if Kora was abducted or not,” she whispered, gaze locked with Kyichu’s. “But she’s a smart girl, Han, so—like you—I can’t believe she just drowned. We also don’t know if the man I just shot was her kidnapper.”

“And now we’ll never know,” Ellie said, despair in her voice.

“We will,” Anastasia replied sharply. “I hit him. He’s bleeding. But he’s alive. I saw air bubbles on the surface and tracked him as far as I could. He swam out about fifty yards and turned east.”

Professor Kyichu stared at her. Their friendship was strained by his fear for his daughter. She could not hold that against him, and yet the grim doubt in his eyes and his voice hurt her.

“Nobody can hold their breath for that long,” Kyichu said.

Anastasia held his gaze. “Nobody human.”

Professor Kyichu nodded. They’d all heard Xin and the others who’d seen the saboteur describe him.

“You got a good look?” Ellie asked.

“Good enough. Did he do any damage?”

Danovich slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Not this time. I spotted him as he was slinking up toward the temple entrance excavation. He took off at the first shot. Can’t believe I missed him. It’s not like me.”
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