








The two of them were stepping around the crusted remnants of a large, square, frescoed column when Hellboy felt Abe’s touch on his arm. He followed Abe’s other hand, pointing off to their left, a spot on the nearest wall they might have overlooked because it blended so well with the rest of the destruction. Optical illusion—when you first looked at it, you didn’t see it for what it really was. No, that took a few moments. At first, all you saw was a wide circular area more than halfway up the fifteen-foot wall that had been turned into a blackened cinder.


Stone, plaster, wood—whatever was there had been blowtorched into some crumbling alloy that faded into the pigments of the mural painted there centuries ago.


Look deeper, though, and then you would see it: the desiccated suggestion of a man blown off his feet and hurled high against the wall, fused into the wall, a charcoal man outstretched in his final agonies and joined to the architecture in bas-relief. Stand in the right place and you could picture how it probably happened: The guy’s running when he catches his assailant’s attention; no chance of dodging the fireball, but it’s partially deflected and absorbed by the square pillar standing between them…the only reason there’s as much left of the guy as there is, why he wasn’t rendered even further down to ash.


Something like that, stuck to the wall—you don’t do it just because you have to.


You do it because a part of you likes it…
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Berlin,


April 30, 1924


He believed in God once. And could again, provided he found the right one, a god to replace the one that had been pounded out of him by the artillery barrages of the Battle of the Somme. The one that had bled from him into the mud of the trenches bordering No Man’s Land, that had peeled away with the skin of his feet. After all, gods die easier than the need for them.


Here on the north side of Berlin’s Friedrichstadt quarter, people still seemed to run from the war years after the guns had fallen silent. They just didn’t know it, and most never would. Let them live long enough and perhaps a few might, if they were lucky enough to keep their wits into old age, looking back over all they had done and all they hadn’t. Yes, it makes sense from here, they might say. So that’s what we were doing—trying desperately to prove we were still alive even though our souls were dead.


In these years in the shadow of the Great War—the War to End All Wars—Ernst had heard Berlin called the wickedest place on earth, and he believed this was true. To look at them in the streets, in the clubs and cabarets, the theaters and brothels and dance halls, you would never know these were a beaten people. Berlin had become a crucible of the kinds of lust and abandon that must have gotten Sodom scorched from the face of the earth.


Good. Things could grow here. New things always grew from ashes and decay.


Ernst Schweiger was still a young man, born just two years before the twentieth century, but he looked older. And now he felt older when he moved. Shrapnel, bullets, bayonets…these could not pierce the body without altering time, injecting years or leeching them away. He’d been born old, too, or so his sister had told him when he’d come home from the trenches and could barely hobble from his bed to the chair by his window, to look out over the hills and steeples of Heidelberg. He never wanted it but she cried for him anyway—cried for the solemn little boy she remembered helping raise, and for the wounds and rot that had brought body and soul so much closer together.


Gerda’s tears—how could he have felt such scorn for a reaction so heartfelt, so human?


But however old he was, however old he felt…how could he possibly explain to anyone the degree to which a man like Matthias Herzog made him feel like a child?


Go, Herzog could say. Bring. And there were people who would kill each other for the privilege.


Ernst hadn’t had to kill. Just say yes.


Could anyone say it wasn’t an honor to be so trusted?


 


At the Kamm-Revue, where the air was thick with sweat and smoke and lager, Ernst worked his way through a crowd that clamored its approval toward the stage where twenty women danced, half-dressed in cheap-looking Egyptian garb.


He watched the audience at their tables: officers and gentlemen and those who could never aspire to either, men who had known fighting, men who hadn’t, and men who had been ruined by it, and the painted women who still found something in them that they could desire. The loud, ravenous thugs were the least of Ernst’s fears; you knew where they stood and how hard they might fall. It was the self-contained ones that scared him, sitting quiet and sober and still, moving only to bring their cigarettes to their thin dry lips. They wore their scars like men who had transcended the need for dignity. Any one of them, behind his watchful eyes, might be capable of leaving a lustmord splayed in an alley or flayed on a roof, then sleeping well. Your gaze could meet theirs from ten, twenty paces away and you could see everything that war had taught them, beyond courage and cowardice, victory and defeat. You could see what war had taught them to enjoy.


At the stage door, he exchanged a few words with a stubble-headed man who guarded it with his arms crossed over his barrel chest. The money came next—he may have been expected tonight, but nothing was ever free—and the man let him through.


Backstage, Ernst wormed through the performers, some coming, others going, and into a tight network of hallways branching into offices and dressing rooms. Up a flight of splintering stairs, there was more of the same. Water stains had faded the walls to a moldy green, and clots of plaster gathered around the baseboards. When you passed someone in the halls up here, they avoided looking you in the eye.


Room 28. He knocked, heard a voice telling him to enter.


“Fraulein Kiefer?” he asked.


She nodded as if no longer interested in what she was called. Angelika was her Christian name—he knew only that about her, and that the placard out front billed her as a chanteuse—although she looked neither Christian nor angelic. She too could not have been very old, but had been aged by war, if not directly, then by soldiers and deprivation. He could see only one eye, the other shadowed behind a mass of dark curls. Against a backdrop of deep blue curtains pulled across the window, she sat slumped into a wooden chair, ankles wide, her dressing gown parted over a brassiere and the slack little bulge of her belly. A garter cut into the plump skin of her thigh, as pale and soft as cheese.


“You’re the one they said would be coming about Erich?”


Ernst said he was.


“You have the money?”


He gave her the envelope of Rentenmarks. Sealed, it felt slim, not all that much inside, but at least Germany’s currency was worth something again. When she slit the envelope open with her thumbnail and counted, Angelika seemed content. She slid it under a pile of yellowed newspapers stacked on her mirrored dressing table, near an ashtray where smoke curled from a cigarette stained with her lipstick. Beneath the smoke, the room smelled sour, like a heap of unwashed sheets.


“And the child…?” Ernst said. “Where is he?”


She jerked her thumb toward a corner.


The room may have been cramped, but it was cluttered, too—he hadn’t noticed the baby until now, nesting in rubbish and shoes and the ruins of old costumes. In silence, too. Erich was awake, but he’d yet to make a sound.


And now Angelika was looking at the infant with regret. “I should never have named him. It’s easier to let loose of them when they have no names.”


“You’ve done this before?” He looked at the slack skin of her belly, the full breasts sagging inside her gown. He’d told himself many times on the way here that he would resist temptation, but still…he wanted very much to touch them.


“No. But I’ve had friends.” She shook her head. “I was stupid to name him.” She watched Ernst stand in the same spot and stare at the baby as if it were an unexploded shell that had landed in front of him. “Well? Are you going to take it or not?”


Bright eyed, Erich watched him too. He may have been underfed, but this was no newborn. His eyes had strengthened. He could see across the room. Maybe he was accustomed to a parade of unfamiliar faces.


“When was he born?”


Angelika counted on her fingers. “A little more than five months ago.”


“And his father?”


She laughed, a sound as bitter as herbs. “I was hoping you might tell me.”


Ernst stooped before the quiet bundle, let the baby squeeze his fingers while he smiled down at him, made silly faces, tried to make him laugh but couldn’t. He was still giving it his failed best when Angelika’s foot scraped toward him across the floor, the tip of her high-heeled shoe tapping on the scuffed wood.


“When I told you I had never done this before, I didn’t mean I never would again,” she said, smiling at him from beneath her curls. One hand was stroking the inside of her thigh, just above the top of her garter. “We could make another, you and I. You could maybe guarantee the sale that way, and then share a little in the money.”


Two fingers still clutched in the baby’s fist, Ernst stared at her legs, now stretched and parted to either side of him. For a long moment he felt lured in, mesmerized by the caressing movements of her hand and the smug, satisfied way she had of touching the tip of her tongue to the corner of her mouth. Except none of it, he noticed then, seemed to touch her eyes. They may as well have been the eyes of something posed in a wax museum. His gaze returned to her hand, and to the way the skin of her thigh now seemed so loose, as though if she kept rubbing it, it might tear open over the muscle and fat.


He scooped the infant into his arms and stood, and turned for the door.


She was on her feet and at his side then, with both hands clutching at his arm, enveloping him in a miasma of tobacco and perfume.


“He’ll have a good home, won’t he?” she asked. “They’ll place him with an officer with a home in the countryside, where the air is better, right? He’ll be able to climb trees and hills there, won’t he?”


Ernst didn’t know the specifics of what they’d told her. Just that she was selling her child to a broker who specialized in placing babies with war-wounded officers who had lost their ability to father children. Beyond that, they’d probably told her whatever she’d wanted to hear.


He leaned in and kissed her once on the forehead, above the furrow that had appeared between her eyes.


“He’ll swim in lakes, too,” Ernst said, “and have all the dogs to play with that a boy could want.”


She nodded. Maybe she even believed it.


He pulled his arm from her grasp and left the room, and wondered if she might have come running into the hallway if she’d heard her baby cry even once.


That Erich didn’t make a sound—just smiled up at him—made him think it really was better this way.


 


Even though he’d had a driver for this last leg of the journey, he’d still done too much walking tonight. He felt he might slough off the skin of his feet all over again by the time he and his bundle made it to the warehouse.


He’d been here only once, two days ago, and then not very far inside. It was a functional stop, so they could be sure he knew where to come when it mattered. Before that moment, even knowledge of this place had been denied him. Initiates of Der Horn-Orden met in a handful of lodges around the city, and he’d been led to believe that that was sufficient for their studies.


Did it not make sense, though, that they would require a more private place for experiments and ceremonies?


And private it was. The warehouse was a hollow giant in an eastern sector that still wore the grime belched by smokestacks of factories that had fallen silent by the end of the war. In the light of the moon and street lamps, he could see nothing that hadn’t one way or another fed a war machine that had broken apart in the end. Ernst wondered what it had held, this warehouse of brick and timbers. He wondered if anything from here had found its way to him in the trenches, to save his life or make it worse: cartridges he’d loaded into his rifle, or shells that had whistled overhead and fallen too short, showering him with earth and slivers. Maybe the tires on a truck that had carried him to the front, or the ambulances that had driven him away. Or the roll of barbed wire in which he’d become entangled after a failed charge and for the rest of the day pretended to be dead, wearing the rotting entrails stolen from an even unluckier man within reach, in hopes that the British soldiers passing through would be less likely to bayonet him where he hung.


Strange, to look upon so silent a building and know it must have been complicit in so much death. Stranger still, to bring to it so tender a life, rescued from squalor it would never remember, to share in the higher glories of the only life it would know.


Initiates who came to Der Horn-Orden as grown men and women were fine, and welcome, Herzog had said. But it was best of all to get them young, before they could accumulate worldly corruption that would first have to be undone. It was a lesson that Herzog claimed he’d taken from the Jesuits.


At a far corner of the warehouse, Ernst knocked on a wooden door stout enough for a stockade. A small grill slid back at eye level, but the opening showed only blackness. He hesitated, having no idea if what he couldn’t see recognized him or not, so he held up the baby who’d been sleeping in his arms. His burden. His ticket.


The grill clacked shut again and he heard locks disengaging on the other side of the door, like the mechanism of a vast clockwork; the grind of a beam heaved from its brackets, one end thudding to the floor with a cavernous echo. The door whispered inward on hinges so carefully oiled they were nearly silent, then he stepped through into a dimness where nothing was louder than his heart…one of those moments made precious by how rare they were, when it seemed his whole life had led to this point.


From his side, a hand on his shoulder and someone’s breath, enough garlic and schnapps to burn the nose, and it brought him down to earth again.


The man welcomed him, called him brother.


Another came from the other side, bulky shapes in the gloom—the only light came from a few scattered lanterns whose reach was feeble here—and the men had nothing else to say as they ushered him through the warehouse, footsteps swallowed by the dark. To this place even the moon was more blind than not, the skylights obscured with soot.


Again, a hand on his shoulder, holding firm this time.


“Stop,” he was told. “Wait here a minute.”


They moved in front of him and with his eyes growing accustomed to the gloom, Ernst was surprised he hadn’t noticed it…a low housing set in the floor with two wide doors angled toward them, like the entrance to a storm cellar. When his escorts flung them open, he was bathed in the yellow-orange light that shone from below. A broad wooden staircase, planks as old and heavy as a ship’s deck, led down…


…and behind him, above him, the doors thudded shut, and once again he heard the sound of locks.


If they were waiting for him below, they gave little sign of it—dozens, maybe even more than a hundred, who looked no different from the revelers at the cabaret. Here to learn, or here to worship, and, he suspected, some were here only because they found it the fashionable thing to do; had tasted everything else that Berlin had to offer and pronounced themselves bored with it already, so now they found themselves here. Some of them held wooden flutes, and others drums—for what, he couldn’t say. His arrival, with babe in arms, seemed a minor curiosity, nothing more.


The place was lit by a thousand flickering gas lamps and candles, and he’d never been anywhere that looked so warm yet felt so chilled. Not even the amassed body heat seemed to make a difference. With its rough wooden walls and packed earthen floor, the cellar had all the charm of the trenches.


The baby had awakened again and was starting to squirm, and though Ernst had rather liked the soft, warm weight tucked against his chest, he was glad to turn it over to Herzog when the man shouldered through and appeared at his side.


“He’s a puny thing,” Herzog said in appraisal, holding the infant aloft, at arm’s length, “but I think his heart is stout enough.” Then he drew the baby close, doing it all with one arm. One was all he had to work with.


For now.


And already, as they strolled from one end of the long, narrow cellar to the other, Ernst was forgetting whether he’d found Matthias Herzog or the man had found him…tonight, and in the beginning, too. He did that to you, seemed to dissolve your past simply by making your acquaintance, until you went to bed one night and stared at the shadows on the ceiling and realized that he’d always been there, always been in your life, and even if you could remember a time when you hadn’t yet heard his name, you realized he was the piece of the puzzle you’d always known was out there, waiting to find you or be found. He was the one who could tell you he’d talked with things on the other side of death and you believed him, from no more than the look in his eyes. He was a big man who never tried to hide his height, with a face as sculpted by wind and rain as any mountainside rock, a face that you could recognize at once, yet never quite describe. A man who, more than any cleric in a flimsy pulpit, could make you see beyond the worst of your pain to understand that there truly could be a reason for it.


And as he spoke, so he lived. The evidence was inside his left sleeve. He’d lost the arm in France, or so he said, and whether true or not, what mattered was that Ernst had seen a photograph of him shirtless, his shoulder reduced to a raw knob of jutting bone beneath stretched and sutured flesh.


No longer, though. It was growing back, a slow but steady restoration of bone and skin and muscle that Herzog attributed to an act of will, no more and no less. He’d seen it, Ernst had, just once…small and pink and hairless, a child’s limb still, but the fingers could flex. He could raise the arm, could make a fist.


“Don’t look so nervous,” Herzog told him. “You survived a losing war. The next one is yours to win.”


And as they approached the far end of the cellar, the air began to warm with every step, and Ernst could see the gleaming head that rose above the heads of everyone who still stood between them and the far wall. Wordlessly they stepped aside, some bowing their heads in deference, until finally this human curtain had parted and he could see what waited.


It was bronze, he thought, rubbed to a shiny dark yellow at the top, where perched upon a set of massive shoulders, the crowned and fearsome head of a bull stared out over them all, huge mouth open wide in an eternal roar. It sat upon a throne, regal and arrogant, yet held both arms stiffly before its thick chest, human hands empty and upturned. Strangely, its color changed from the top down, the polished head and chest fading to a deeper tone that in turn became a glowing red. Its legs and the seat and enclosed base of the throne shimmered with heat, while smoke fumed from vents cut into the sides.


As Herzog stepped away from him, someone thrust a small frame drum into one of Ernst’s hands, a beater into the other.


Whatever Herzog had to say next was mercifully brief, and in no language Ernst could understand. Then the man turned his back on them all as the place erupted into a cacophony of rhythmless drumming, tuneless piping. It came from everywhere at once, and was nothing any sane person would call music—volume was all that seemed to matter. One-handed, Herzog slung Erich onto the outstretched bronze hands, a natural cradle from which the baby could not roll free. Even if Ernst could no longer hear the infant he’d carried so far on aching feet, he could see the tiny arms flailing in fear, and then the baby began to rise, an impossible sight, both bronze arms lifting upward in jerky movements, as though ratcheting one gear tooth at a time, until the hands were at the gaping mouth…


And the hands were empty once more.


While the band played on, Ernst was ashamed to find himself playing along too, helplessly battering at the drum they’d given him, not daring to falter, because what if his contribution to this din was all that kept him from hearing the screams that had to be coming from inside the statue.


Even so, it still wasn’t loud enough to mask the sound of a low, subterranean groan of satisfaction.






Chapter 1




Forty-nine hours after the inferno, he could still smell what made it unique.


Fires and their aftermath had their own signature smells. Anyone who fought them for a living could tell you as much. A forest fire? It smelled natural…just wood and sap, and lots of it, like a big campfire. An urban blaze was totally different—toxic with all the synthetics they put into the buildings, the furniture, the clothes on their own charred backs.


The thing was, he knew smells that few firefighters had ever encountered, and even if they had, most couldn’t have recognized them for what they truly were.


Hellfire? He knew the smell, all right. Brimstone and bitumen and something like the roasting of marrow-rotted bones that might blacken but never fully burn. Sometimes he felt the smell was never far from his nostrils, something he just knew, a birthright he carried in his blood.


This smell, though? Here, in this wreckage and ruin? It was a first for him.


Although that didn’t mean he had no idea what it was.


Divine fire, holy fire, fire from Heaven, to clear and cleanse…it left a lingering scent in the ash, mixed in with the stink of immolation and meltdown, a subtle but jarringly incongruous fragrance, like blossoms in a midsummer field, only more astringent. Sniff it in too great a concentration, and he imagined that it would sear the nostrils. He suspected that it bore some relation to the phenomenon known as the Odor of Sanctity, the sweet fragrances that were sometimes reported accompanying the appearances of saints and manifestations of the divine.


That such a smell could linger in a place of so much devastation seemed more than a little like mockery.


He’d never smelled it before but was surprised to find that he knew it so readily, as surely as he knew its opposite. Another birthright, maybe, innate knowledge of an enemy he’d been conceived to fight but never had, never would, because he’d chosen differently. Hell’s enemies were not his own. Hell’s enemies were his allies—the enemy of my enemy is my friend.


Or so he’d always believed.


Divine fire, holy fire, fire from Heaven, to clear and cleanse…


The last place he’d expected to come across it was the Vatican.



BUREAU FOR PARANORMAL RESEARCH AND DEFENSE
Field Report EU-000394-59


Date: October 16, 1996


Compiled by: Dr. Kate Corrigan


Classification: Open Access


Interview Subject: Father Rogier Artaud (assistant curator, Vatican Secret Archives; specialist in Palestinian antiquities)


The incident under investigation occurred at approximately 10:30 pm on Monday, October 14, as Fr. Artaud was working in the private research area on the fourth floor of the Archives.


[Before I continue, I should clarify a possible misperception for the benefit of anyone in the BPRD who may refer to this file in the future. It was, I admit, news to me: The Vatican Secret Archives aren’t nearly as covert as the name implies. They were founded in 1612 by Pope Paul V as a repository for papal records, correspondence, official files, etc…. comprising, at present, a whopping 25 miles of shelf space. The “secret” designation lies in the archaic definition of the word: private, rather than deliberately withheld. They’re open to any scholars who obtain permission for admittance. As of this writing, all papal archives up to the late 1920s are available for study. An approximate seven-decade restriction prevents access to the modern era…roughly comparable to the lifetime of a living pope, or, in the case of the longer-lived pontiffs, his adult life and career. That said, there are also numerous historical documents in the Archives that have secular origins, or otherwise fall outside of official Church business. Fr. Artaud cites a love letter penned by King Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn in which he pledges his heart to her…ironic, considering the eventual fate of her head.]


At approximately 10:10 pm, Fr. Artaud removed Document s/00183/1966 from its drawer in a temperature- and humidity-controlled vault used for storing and protecting particularly fragile artifacts. [Re: Document s/00183/1966, see Field Report Supplement EU-000394-59supA.] Permission for its removal had been requested by Fr. Artaud nine days earlier, and granted the afternoon of October 11. The circumstances leading up to its necessity are still not fully understood, but at this point, what we know is this:


In the earliest days of October, Fr. Artaud wished to compare high-resolution scans of Document s/00183/1966 (which exist to facilitate document analysis without need of handling the original) with various points raised in an article about to be published in a journal of the Ecole Biblique, a Jerusalem archaeological school operated by French Dominicans, which has exercised considerable influence over the Dead Sea Scrolls since their 1947 discovery. The article in Fr. Artaud’s possession concerned paleography: the study of handwriting in ancient manuscripts—in this particular case, manuscripts from first-century Palestine. However, for reasons as yet unknown, the two physical copies of the document’s scans had evidently been misplaced and the computerized version corrupted and thus inaccessible. In retrospect, this is extremely suspicious, but initially it appeared to be a mere unfortunate coincidence of sloppiness and bad luck.


Note: That so few copies of these scans existed is a reflection of the highly sensitive nature of Document s/00183/1966, rather than the inadequacies of the Archives’ data backup policy. Although, if I may be indulged another personal observation, while I wouldn’t be so presumptuous as to pass judgment on the integrity of their physical recordkeeping, which I’m sure is ordinarily above reproach…they trusted a single electronic copy to Windows 95???


At a minute or two before 10:30 pm, as Fr. Artaud was rescanning the document in preparation for his study, he became aware of two anomalies: flickering and dimming in the electricity, and an abrupt drop in the air temperature in his work area. This was no minor chill passing through, and well beyond the capabilities of a malfunction in the A/C system, which was not in operation at the time anyway. Fr. Artaud estimates the temperature drop to have been at least 50° F in a minute’s time. As it was cold enough for him to see his own breath, this was far below the outside temperature as well. According to local meteorology reports, routine measurements near the Vatican at 10:30 pm on the night of October 12 put the temperature at 64° F/17° C. Fr. Artaud also noticed that the cold was unmistakably descending from above.


I’m tempted to say this is the weird part, but then, it’s all weird. According to Fr. Artaud’s testimony, over the weekend, while he was riding his bicycle in a large market area near the Vatican called the Borgo, he was stopped by a young man who warned him, with the kind of deadly seriousness that only a street lunatic can muster, to “run when the ceiling turns to ice.” Naturally Artaud dismissed the encounter and went on his way.


And, just as naturally, it came back to him during this abnormal temperature drop. But at this point, his concern was primarily for the integrity of Document s/00183/1966. Like all fragile documents, it’s best protected from shifts in temperature and humidity. Because the low temperatures appeared to be originating overhead and the power supply appeared unstable, and because Artaud was now a bit unnerved by the warning, he placed the five separate sheets of Document s/00183/1966 in their storage drawer and sought lower ground. He didn’t linger to talk with any of the handful of other Archivists working at this late hour, among whom the drop in temperature was the obvious topic of conversation.


This undoubtedly saved both Fr. Artaud’s life and the document. As he reached a staff-only stairwell, he heard the shattering of glass and looked back long enough to witness two figures entering through a tall outside window. He also reports hearing the breaking of at least one other window, out of view, leading to the conclusion that the intruders numbered at least four to six.


What he saw he describes as humanoid, if not strictly human. At first he thought they were some sort of commando team. But then, “They changed from shadow to light in only a moment or two. I don’t mean they moved from one to the next, like stepping out of a dark room. I mean this is what they were made of. In one moment, like a cloak of dark rags. In the next, so white they seemed to glow, like the filament of a light bulb.”


Fr. Artaud didn’t pause for more than a brief glance. It was at this point that the arrivals began spewing fire. Exactly how they went about this is unknown, as there are no other witnesses, but the attached photos of the damage inflicted upon that section of the Archives is testament to their efficiency.


One observation: The process by which these entities created fire from their own bodies is, by all available evidence, different from that shown by the BPRD’s resident pyrokinetic, Liz Sherman. Although Ms. Sherman’s abilities are still not fully understood, she appears to be the fire’s conduit, rather than its creator.


On the other hand, the beings at the Vatican Archives appear, to some extent, to be subject to the laws of physics and thermodynamics. They evidently did not generate their flames out of nothing, but instead, immediately prior to their attack, drew the required energy from the air temperature in the vicinity and from the power grid.


Because I’m preaching to the converted here, I shouldn’t have to remind you of the oft-reported phenomenon that certain spiritual manifestations are sometimes accompanied by temperature drops and electrical disturbances. The most widely accepted rationale for this occurrence is that the spirit entity requires energy to make itself visible, and uses the process of convection to obtain that energy from the nearest sources: warm air, electricity, etc.


A similar phenomenon appears to have happened at the Vatican Archives, only the siphoned energy was weaponized. The expended energy had to have been far greater than what was drawn from the local environment, leading one of our physics consultants to speculate—at the risk of making an obvious paranormal event sound overly mechanical—that the attackers also functioned as their own transformers.


Completion pending conclusion of on-site investigation…










Chapter 2




Hellboy got as much of the background from Kate Corrigan as seemed relevant—he would skim the reports later, maybe—then decided to push on and inspect the wreckage for himself.


Stone columns and archways, fluted ceiling joists, old oak cabinets and tables…most of it had probably looked much the same for centuries, and the only way he could tell it had once been beautiful was by context, the hallways and the rooms he and Abe had passed through to get here. There was nothing beautiful about it now; it was like the inside of a kiln that had been used too many times without cleaning. They’d be scraping this place out for weeks. Even the lighting was harsh now, most of the normal fixtures destroyed and, for the time being, replaced with cable-fed portables with the same harsh glare as a mechanic’s garage.


“How hot would you say it got in here?” he asked.


“You can cremate a body in half an hour at 1300 degrees or so,” Abe said. “So in excess of that. Because these look more like flash fires. They don’t seem to have burned for long. They cooked everything in their path, but…” With a gray-green hand mostly concealed within the sleeve of his topcoat, he pointed to the ceiling, the floor. “They didn’t spread beyond this section of the Archives. Those kinds of temperatures, for any duration…this could’ve been worse.”


As they walked along a row of oak cabinets charred down to kindling, Hellboy felt, heard things grind underfoot. They could be walking on bones, or what remained of them, and never know.


“Spontaneous human combustion,” he said. “That’s what it reminds me of. I’ve seen it twice. Not while it was happening, but after. There’s some freaky selectivity in that kind of fire. One guy burned so hot it melted candles in their stands across the room, but the easy chair he was sitting in…give it a good cleaning and you might’ve been able to use it again.”


“What it reminds me of is gang warfare,” Abe said. “An assassination, except they were using fire instead of bullets. And weren’t a bit concerned who got caught up in it.”


Hellboy nodded. Some of that, yeah, he thought…but part spree killing, too. Like the guy who walks into the place where he used to work and starts unloading, and it no longer matters who he does and doesn’t have grudges against. If it catches his eye, it’s a target.


You could follow the paths of some of the flames, trenches dug and melted into the patterned tiles of the floor, as though concentrated bursts had generated on the spot, then coursed after their targets. Most of the paths were straight, like third-degree burns that slashed across rooms, down hallways, along ceilings. But a couple of them had altered course…one curving in a broad arc, the other hooking a sharp left after twenty or so feet and reducing a display case to a pile of slag.


No concern for who got caught in the crossfire, Abe had said. Hellboy didn’t doubt he was bothered greatly by the human loss—seven casualties was the estimate so far, and the number would’ve been a lot higher had this attack occurred during the day instead of late at night—but Abe would be mourning more than life. This place had been called a decanting of history, and Abe Sapien would be mourning that, too. He wasn’t strictly human, Abe wasn’t—or not entirely—but he read more than just about any five other living souls that Hellboy knew. If Abe had been in some other kind of skin, this might have been the sort of place he would’ve ended up, and happily so, tending to the past so that it would continue to live and speak.


They were just things, that’s all, someone might have said. Just books, just papers, just manuscripts and ornaments and trinkets. Nothing when compared to the value of a human life. They’d never drawn breath, all these inanimate things. They didn’t scream as they burned. But things often survived the people who owned them, then outlived everyone who’d remembered their owners, until the day came when things were all that were left to speak for lives long gone.


The two of them were stepping around the crusted remnants of a large, square, frescoed column when Hellboy felt Abe’s touch on his arm. He followed Abe’s other hand, pointing off to their left, a spot on the nearest wall they might have overlooked because it blended so well with the rest of the destruction.


Optical illusion—when you first looked at it, you didn’t see it for what it really was. No, that took a few moments. At first, all you saw was a wide circular area more than halfway up the fifteen-foot wall that had been turned into a blackened cinder. Stone, plaster, wood—whatever was there had been blowtorched into some crumbling alloy that faded into the pigments of the mural painted there centuries ago.


Look deeper, though, and then you would see it: the desiccated suggestion of a man blown off his feet and hurled high against the wall—fused into the wall, a charcoal man outstretched in his final agonies and joined to the architecture in bas-relief. Stand in the right place and you could picture how it probably happened: The guy’s running when he catches his assailant’s attention; no chance of dodging the fireball, but it’s partially deflected and absorbed by the square pillar standing between them…the only reason there’s as much left of the guy as there is, why he wasn’t rendered even further down to ash.


Something like that, stuck to the wall, you don’t do it just because you have to.


You don’t do it out of a sense of duty.


You do it because a part of you likes it, the sport of it.


“Hellboy…?” said Abe. “What can do this?”


“There’s Liz, for starters. But she’s on the other side of the ocean right now, and it’s not her style anyway, so we can rule her out,” he said. “Other than that, plus what my nose tells me? My guess is seraphim.”


Abe had one of those faces that could be hard to read a lot of the time. Not his fault. He didn’t have the full set of features that helped with all the nonverbal cues. Like eyebrows. Or a brow ridge, for that matter. Still, he sometimes had this way of looking at you, and you just knew how much he hated what he was hearing.


“Seraphim,” Abe said flatly. “And here I thought that, of all places, this one was on the side of the angels.”


“If there’s any truth to the old stories, seraphim are a breed apart. I’ve heard them called Heaven’s stormtroopers. Never saw one, but I’ve always gotten the idea they do what they’re told without a lot of questions. Not that it’s going to make you feel any better, but the last I’m aware of them unleashing this kind of firepower was in Sodom and Gomorrah.”


And the question hung in the air unasked, because neither of them had to: What could possibly have come along, after upwards of 3500 years, to pose enough of a threat that would warrant this level of response?


“Dresden.” Kate’s voice, behind them. He hadn’t seen her rejoin them. “You forgot Dresden, Germany. Near the end of World War Two.”


“That’s just a rumor. Not even a convincing one,” Hellboy said. “One Allied phosphorous bomb for every two people? You don’t need seraphim with that kind of payload raining down.”


“You’re looking at it wrong. If it’s true, Dresden wasn’t cause-and-effect. It was opportunity seized,” Kate said. “Where better to blend in and cover their tracks?”


On this one, at least, they could agree to disagree. Kate Corrigan definitely knew her business…and if it was weird, well, then it was her business. A fortyish woman with a tousled bob of sandy hair, she’d been consulting for the bureau for the past dozen years, when she wasn’t teaching history classes at N.Y.U. Or hunched over a keyboard. The woman wrote books almost as fast as Abe could read them—sixteen at last count, her own ever-growing shelf in the folklore and occult section.


She’d beaten him and Abe here by a full day. Had been on some unspecified sabbatical at the Paulvé Institute in Avignon, France, when the summons came in that the Vatican, of all places, was asking for a discreet outside opinion.


“It’s taken awhile, but I’m finally getting somewhere with these guys,” she said. “You know, I’d hoped that maybe, just maybe, this place would’ve been different…but no, you show up and it’s the same as any other bureaucracy. They beg for your help, they tell you how glad they are you’re here…and then it practically takes a case of whiskey and a pound of laxatives to get the relevant truth out of them.”


“A lovely image,” Abe said.


And Kate was beaming. She didn’t do that often. She frowned, she scowled, she had a whole closetful of thoughtful looks, but she hardly ever beamed. Especially in places like this, where death was still so fresh.


“What’s going on here, Kate?” he asked.


“The confirmation of a legend,” she said. “They just gave up what that hit squad must have been after: the Masada Scroll.”



BUREAU FOR PARANORMAL RESEARCH AND DEFENSE
Field Report Supplement EU-000394-59supA


Date: October 16, 1996


Compiled by: Dr. Kate Corrigan


Classification: Restricted Access—Need To Know Subject: Vatican Secret Archives Document s/00183/1966


Although the Masada Scroll has for the past thirty years been a quiet but persistent rumor, impossible to substantiate, its existence has finally been verified by a physical artifact. At this early stage the BPRD cannot take a position one way or another on its authenticity, only cite the claims made about it.


Background: According to the only known contemporaneous first-century source (The Jewish War, by Josephus Flavius), Herod the Great, King of Judea, built the fortress known as Masada in the fourth decade B.C.E. Installed as a puppet ruler by the Romans, Herod was reviled by the Jewish populace, and thus intended Masada to be a personal refuge in the event of an uprising.


For strategic purposes, the location was well chosen. Herod utilized the natural features of a remote mesa and cliff structure located at the western end of the Judean Desert. The eastern side plunges hundreds of meters straight into the Dead Sea. At the western side, the plateau is still roughly a hundred meters above the desert floor. The pathways up were few, openly exposed, precarious to navigate, and thus could be easily defended by a relatively small group.


Nevertheless, in the year 66 C.E., during the Jewish Revolt, a group of rebels defeated the Roman garrison at Masada and took control of the site. After another four years of conflict, following the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple, Masada became a final stronghold for hundreds of militant Zealots who left Jerusalem with their families. For two years they used Masada as a base from which to launch incursions against the Romans.


All that came to an end in 73 C.E., when Roman governor Flavius Silva besieged Masada with the Tenth Legion and additional units. After establishing camps and closing off the immediate area with a wall, they began a mind-boggling feat of engineering: using thousands of tons of stone and packed earth to build an enormous ramp from the desert floor up to Masada’s western side. After it was completed in the spring of 74 C.E., they wheeled a battering ram up the ramp and broke through the fortress wall.


However, the Roman victory was Pyrrhic at best. They were met not with further resistance, but by the corpses of 900 to 1000 men, women, and children. Rather than be taken alive, Masada’s defenders opted for death at the hands of their family members and compatriots, until the last man alive committed suicide. They also burned everything but the food supplies, to make certain the Romans knew that they hadn’t been driven to their deaths by starvation. Josephus Flavius’ account of Masada’s last hours was allegedly based on testimony taken by him from the only known survivors: two women who hid to escape the carnage.


While Masada’s location was verified in the modern era as far back as 1842, it wasn’t until the mid-1960s that international teams of archaeologists undertook a serious excavation of the site. It was during one of these digs that the purported Masada Scroll was unearthed by a joint British-Israeli team, although it has never been a part of any official inventory of artifacts from the site, much less offered up for public study, like the Shroud of Turin. It has, for all intents and purposes, been a phantom find, the archaeological equivalent of an urban legend…spoken of by various sources, but its existence uncorroborated by any scholar connected with the Masada excavations.


[Note: Fr. Rogier Artaud’s informal checks into the background of the scroll, as detailed in the Vatican Archives documentation (see attachment Field Report Supplement EU-000394-59supB), have without exception led to dead ends, all traces of the personages involved seeming to end by no later than 1968. Because Artaud’s resources are limited, I recommend that the BPRD conduct a more thorough follow-up, although it’s difficult to avoid drawing conclusions from Artaud’s lack of results, however informal his efforts.]


The Masada Scroll: According to the aforementioned copy of Vatican Archives documentation, the scroll was found in the floor under the remains of a structure that has come to be known as the Administrative Building, from its Herodian origins. It had been secured inside two clay jars, one nested inside the other and cushioned by an inner layer of soil, with the opening of the larger jar sealed over with pitch. These jars had in turn been buried .8 meter down in a natural hollow of rock, the remainder of the space filled in with additional earth that had been tamped into sufficient compactness to blend it with the natural floor. Thus protected, it survived the conflagration that burned directly above it, and the 1890 years that followed. Both of the jars and the outer seal remained intact until after their discovery.


The scroll itself consists of five inconsistently sized sheets of parchment, which had been rolled and bound with a leather thong. The state of preservation of all materials was regarded as remarkable—although the same could be said of many finds at Masada—due to two primary factors: the site’s remoteness and inaccessibility, and the dry climate.


The text’s authorship is, in the salutation, attributed to Yeshua (Jesus) the Nazarene. Its intended audience, also established in the salutation, is a group in Ephesus, on the western coast of what is now Turkey. A full translation of the text will follow, pending approval by Fr. Vittorio Ranzi, Artaud’s immediate superior, but according to Fr. Artaud, it is not an earlier document brought to Masada, but was written at the site, with clear references to the Roman siege. It appears to have been begun relatively early in the siege, with hopes expressed that the Romans would fail in their endeavor. A current of pessimism enters later and the letter remains unfinished, as its author appears resigned to the fact that it will never be delivered or read by its intended audience…although the author, or someone else, obviously had optimism that it might be discovered later.


The majority of the text, according to Fr. Artaud, portrays the bittersweet reflections of a Jesus knowing he is at the end of a long and painful life…not specifically denying his divinity, but coming to the understanding that he is just “one of many sons of God.” He also hopes to refute what he clearly considers distorted and divisive interpretations of his original message by Paul (né Saul of Tarsus), and reconcile the schisms that were, even in his lifetime, starting to violently oppose one another.


That Jesus could have survived crucifixion and lived into old age is considered possible by medical science, with various theoretical scenarios citing biblical as well as forensic details. And, while most often condemned as heresy, the premise that Jesus lived into old age appears in different forms, including one legend that he and Mary Magdalene and other followers fled Palestine and eventually settled in the British Isles, with his descendants alive today in Western Europe. However, the “Masada theory” is thus far the only one that comes with potential physical proof.


The Vatican takes no official position on the scroll’s authenticity—or even a consistent unofficial position, for that matter—preferring to instead quietly relegate it to permanent exile in archival storage like any other historical artifact. However, they have, in strict secrecy, subjected it to analysis by various scientific tests that have emerged since its discovery (after, it bears noting, the as-yet unknown and undocumented means by which the document came under Vatican control).


Paleography, spore analysis, and radio carbon dating of the leather binding have all indicated that the document does indeed date to the first century, and thus is unlikely to have been buried at Masada at some later date. However, its authorship—certainly a deeper and more vital authenticity—cannot be proved, only disproved…and thus, with the scroll certified as a first century relic, its custodians have arrived at a stalemate.










Chapter 3




Hellboy and Abe kept to the trees while they waited. Behind the scenes, some sort of mid- to high-level meeting was going on, archivists and a few Church officials haggling over what to do next.


Hellboy hoped they weren’t too high level. He’d met plenty of priests over the years and felt only fondness for most of them…but then, they’d nearly always been the grunts, never the glorified, the guys who dutifully put on their collars and took care of their parishes without much of anybody to take care of them. Start giving them pageantry, power, and positions to protect, though, and the distinctions between holy men and politicians started to become a lot less clear.


As dawn came, Vatican City started to awaken around them, lights winking on in buildings near and far…although nothing was truly far away here. Enclosed by a wall like a medieval city, all but the opening to St. Peter’s Square, this was the world’s smallest sovereign state—the beating heart of Rome, yet a world unto itself. Most of its buildings were clustered along the eastern side, and much of the interior was like a park, full of trees and gardens and green lawns. Here Hellboy and Abe lingered, facing the long, castle-like western wall of the museum complex that housed the Archives, the Apostolic Library, and art beyond price and artifacts beyond numbers. As the sky lightened, he could see the blackened scorch marks on the stone above several windows in the middle. To the south loomed the enormous gray dome of St. Peter’s. No getting away from that one. It rose over all and saw everything.


A discreet fifteen paces away stood the member of the Swiss Guard that had been assigned to them. Invited into Vatican City or not, you didn’t just stroll around the grounds like a tourist. An escort was mandatory, so whenever they weren’t in the company of priests, a corporal by the name of Bertrand took over, stoic enough about this all-night duty but still seeming embarrassed about the formality. The Swiss Guard was a token unit, the last remainder of the papal armies of centuries past. Even in this day and age, they carried halberds.


Hellboy nudged Abe and kept his voice low. “Is this guy freaking you out a little?”


“Me? No,” Abe said. “Maybe it’s the uniform.”


Strangest uniform Hellboy had ever seen. No camouflage here. You could see these guys coming a mile away. Their uniforms had big, bold, vertical stripes of saffron and maroon, with puffy sleeves and legs, and were topped off with a dark beret. The effect was like a cross between a soldier and a harlequin.


“He makes me nervous,” Hellboy said. “He’s like the guy that follows you around in the store because he’s afraid you’re gonna break something.”


Abe just looked at him. “When was the last time you were shopping, anyway?”


Footsteps along a nearby path—as a man in a black cassock drew closer, Hellboy saw that it was Father Artaud, the Palestinian antiquities specialist who’d saved the scroll. He was Belgian, Kate had said earlier, and looked to be in his late thirties, early forties, and all that bike-pedaling must have paid off. A less athletic man may not have cleared the attack area in time.


“Come with me,” the priest said. “Hurry.”


They followed as he led them back into the museum complex…down palatial hallways, through further doors, up a flight of stairs. Then, along a deserted second floor corridor he stopped before what appeared to be just one more muraled panel in the wall, until he stooped and his fingers found pressure points in the lower corners. The panel ground open to reveal the rough stone blocks of an inner corridor.


“Not you guys too,” Hellboy said.


Artaud motioned them inside. “The Vatican is honeycombed with them. These places were built in a more dangerous time. Who knew when these passages might be needed? And today…?” He almost smiled. “To waste them would be a sin.”


Down again, as the panel ground closed after them, and Artaud led the way with a penlight.


By the time they stopped, they must have been well below ground level, in a plain stone-block chamber the size of a small chapel, lit with nothing more modern than a dozen candles. A hole bored into the floor of one corner might once have served as a crude toilet, mercifully unused in a very long time. Too inconvenient for storage, too dry for a dungeon, too unadorned for a ritual space, the place would once have been good only for hiding away from an invading army. Or, today, making sure that something spoken in secret remained that way.


At their arrival, all heads turned, and Artaud closed a thick wooden door that fit as tightly as a cork in a bottle.


“Why, Kate Corrigan,” said Hellboy. “Tell me you’re not down here corrupting an entire roomful of priests.”


“If anything’s getting corrupted, it’s my lungs,” she said quietly, and flicked her gaze toward a pair who stood along one wall conversing over cigarettes, taking rapid pulls off them as if in an agitated race to see who could finish first. If there was any means of circulation, Hellboy couldn’t spot it, and the air was turning hazy.


Artaud included, there were six men in black down here—four in cassocks and two in suits. None of them appeared to have enjoyed a restful night, with bleary eyes and stubbled faces all around. A rotund fellow sat repeatedly nodding off in his chair; his heavy jowls would squash outward with every sharp droop of his head, then he’d bob upright again and blink. A thin man with a balding skull and the prize for the room’s darkest shadow of whiskers was pouring himself coffee, black as oil, from a silver thermos. Artaud introduced him as Vittorio Ranzi, his superior in the Archives.


“I’m not much for ceremony, so it doesn’t bother me,” Hellboy said, “but if this is the best conference room you can come up with, it leads me to believe that whatever comes out of here won’t have an official stamp of approval.”


“Official can mean many things,” Ranzi told him. “Whatever comes of this will have the support of many hundreds more than you see here. For now, it is best if that support is quiet. Away from eyes and ears that would be better off blind and deaf to it.”


“Spoken like a true conspirator,” Hellboy said. “Let me tell you something, just so we’re clear on it: I hate doing other peoples’ dirty work. And I hate it when people twist the truth to try and get me to do their dirty work.”


Kate put her hand on his arm. “Hey. You’re getting a little ahead of yourself. Hear them out.”


The plump man in the chair, introduced as Archbishop Bellini, had jolted awake for good and struggled upright. “This place, this Church—if you know anything about her, then you know that no matter how tranquil she seems on the outside, underneath she always has some unrest. Always some struggle going on beneath her surface.” He shook his head. “Dirty work? No, no, no. Where the Church is concerned, we here speak of evolution.”


“I don’t believe I’ve ever heard that word spoken in positive terms by the clergy,” Abe said.


“And the reasons for that, the attitudes…” Bellini said. “Would you be the one to see them continue on, unchallenged? You especially, of all beings.”


No secrets here. They knew what Abe Sapien was, all right, or near enough. He may have taken care, on a trip like this, to conceal himself in a high-collared topcoat, under a hat, and behind glasses, but there was only so much normality he could project. Come to a place like this, where so many spent so much time dwelling on higher things—on the Creator of the world and their place in it, convinced they knew the answers to everything that mattered—and you had to wonder what they really thought of their visitors. Of someone as unique as Abe. Or, Hellboy thought, someone like me.
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