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  Beacon #1 - "Sunrise In The Trenches"


  [cover shows a battered soldier in muddy WWI United States Armyuniform lying partially in a shellhole. The image is insepiatone, except for a golden sunbeam shining through ahole in the clouds to bathe the soldier in light.]


  



  [April, 1918 - Somewhere in France]


  I remember feeling two things when I woke up. Mud and pain. Both of these were in plentiful supply on the rain-soaked, shell-blasted plains of France. Assuming we were still in France. We could have been across the old border already, there were no landmarks left unshelled by which we could really tell.


  We could also have been in Hell.


  No one could have really told the difference, except that in Hell you knew that your torment was for a reason.


  In Hell, you were punished for the evil you had done. In the stinking mud of France, we were punished for the good we had wanted to do. Whip the Kaiser and bring peace back to the Continent, then back home for the parades.


  The only parades I'd seen so far were of men marching off to die.


  I opened my eyes again. The sky was grey, the ground was brown, all real color had long since fled this damned land. And what hadn't been covered in mud we'd painted olive and brown and grey, so it wouldn't stand out and be shelled into oblivion.


  Shells.


  I was in a shell hole, a pretty deep one. I remembered being on a truck, a big-wheeled clanking affair that gamely tried to traverse the muck that had once been farmland. We'd...hit one of these shell holes. I remembered flying, briefly and wryly wondering if maybe I should have signed up for the air arm if I was going to be spending the war in the air.


  Then....


  Then nothing until I woke up in the hole, my body stunned and battered and in pain. It took me several minutes to even open my eyes the first time. My ears still rang, but I could finally hear murmuring around me.


  I couldn't move.


  I could see medics, walking away with a man slung in a tarpaulin.


  They had left me for dead!


  Panic seized me, and I was quite unmanned...I'm told it took five men to restrain my flailing arms, which I suddenly discovered I could still move.


  A pity I couldn't move anything below that.


  * * * *


  [October, 1921 - University of Chicago]


  "...and I expect you to read Einstein's 1905 paper on the photoelectric effect and be prepared to discuss both it and the arguments mounted against it for tomorrow's discussion."


  I closed my portable writing desk and stowed it behind the back of my wheelchair. The lecture had ended, and now I was forced to leave the freedom I found in the worlds of the mind and return to the prison of my body.


  "Mr. Parker, do you need any...?" the professor asked.


  "No thank you, Professor Rubenstein, I can manage."


  If I'd wanted a nurse to follow me around, I certainly could have had one, given my father's money. In fact, I had to practically beg my father for the chance to be indepedent. Getting around campus was certainly not easy, of course. Only a few buildings had mechanical elevators installed, and they had not yet invented a wheelchair that could climb stairs. Fortunately for me, the need to bring demonstration apparatus into a physics lecture hall meant ramps, although entering and leaving via the loading dock was somewhat embarrassing. Better, though, that small wound to my pride than the larger one that would have arisen had I needed someone to carry me like a baby into the lecture hall.


  After some small struggling, thanks to a Tesla-style coil left in the middle of an aisle, I made it outside into the chilly autumn air. A few weeks of freedom left before the necessities of Chicago's snowy winters forced me to rely on an assistant to get around the grey campus.


  "Harry, I knew I'd find you out here," came a voice from behind me.


  "Hello, Jason," I sighed. Jason was one of those new patriots, very impressed at how the United States had helped win the war, and feeling a little guilty that he hadn't gone to Fight The Good Fight. I'd told him again and again that only a madman would have WANTED to be where I'd been, but I don't think it had ever made a difference.


  "Given any more thought to that thing I asked about?" Jason chirped, carefully avoiding any appearance of trying to push my wheelchair. I'd made my position on THAT quite clear when we first met.


  "No, Jason. I don't need to give it any more thought. I'm sure you'll find someone else to be your speaker. Someone who got their red badge of courage in a manner more romantic than a flipped tractor. I'll attend, I simply do not want to be held up as the focus of the event."


  "Harry, Harry...there's plenty of veterans in Chicago, yes. It's a big city. I wouldn't be surprised if there were even some colored veterans here. But you're the only University of Chicago man who was actually close enough to see the shelling. We want the student body to really get a feel for the importance of this day. Why, in Washington they'll be consecrating a memorial to the victims of the Great War next month, and I hear the Tommies and the Frogs are doing the same. Three years ago, we finally ended war for all time, can't you just play some small part in the ceremony here?"


  I wish I'd shared his idealism, his optimism. But we hadn't ended war. The adventurism of the United States in the former nation of Russia in 1919 through 1920 was proof enough of that.


  "Jason, I'll be there. I just don't want to be the center of attention. I'm tired of being the center of attention."


  "Oh, all right, have it your way Harry. I'll be seeing you!"


  Idealism. The thought preoccupied me as I rolled across campus. Idealism drove me to enlist in the expeditionary force that ended up in the mud of France. And I suppose I still had a spark of that idealism, the belief that I could make the world a better place. I just planned to do so through science, rather than through fighting. I left the fighting to the flamboyant heroes of the pulps I read to "rest my brain" between physical science treatises.


  Although... my thoughts did occasionally turn to the idea of a modern Sherlock Holmes, who beat back the darkness with his mind, rather than with his fists. A man trapped in a wheelchair could still hope to emulate the great detective....


  * * * *


  [July, 1924 - Chicago, Illinois]


  As I waited for the elevator, I leafed through the press clippings I'd started collecting a few weeks ago. "Midnight Killer Strikes Again!" read the latest, still fresh enough to smell the ink. There was rampant speculation about exactly how many had died at the hands of this new menace, mainly because there was no certainty about who had been the first victim. The first few killings had seemed to be simple robberies gone sour or gangland killings when the victims were not completely on the proper side of the law. But patterns started to emerge.


  Every victim was a person of some local importance. Aldermen, industrialists, the mayor's aide, a bank president, a major bootlegger, and so forth. And as far as anyone could tell, all had died at or very near the stroke of midnight...hence the colorful nickname of this killer. But where the early murders had been fairly simple, they had grown in complexity over time, as if "Midnight" had grown bored with mere slaughter.


  And now last night's slaying. A locked-room murder. Not just a locked room, but a locked and barred thirtieth-story apartment with armed guards outside in the hall. Mr. Hearst, a local party boss (no relationship of the publisher), had feared the worst...and gotten it.


  The elevator arrived somewhat jerkily. The usual attendant had been replaced by a police officer while he was questioned, apparently. I counted my small blessings...had Midnight preyed upon the poor, I would have had no elevator available to take me to the crime scene.


  "I'm Professor Parker, from the University?" I ventured.


  The officer looked at me suspiciously. Not because I was in a wheelchair, he'd been told to expect that, no doubt. Rather, he was probably taken aback by my youth. Most people have this image of professors as being balding, grey-bearded old men, and forget that we have to start somewhere. Heavens, we're not born grey and grizzled. Although I was the youngest tenured professor of physical science ever at the University of Chicago, so I'd gotten used to such disbelieving looks.


  He helped me into the elevator, for which I was grateful...the three inch step up into the inexpertly stopped car would have been rather difficult to navigate on my own. He caused the problem, he could damn well help me overcome it.


  It was a fairly quiet ride to the thirtieth floor, as the policeman faced fixedly ahead and tried ever so hard not to gawk at me out of the corner of his eye. Once at the top, he showed a little more care in stopping the car, and I was able to leave without assistance. I rolled down the hall to the door flanked by more policemen.


  "Ah, Professor," a trenchcoated man greeted me as he stepped out of the apartment. "No trouble getting here?"


  "None, thank you Detective Rich," I nodded. "And thank you for letting me see the crime scene so soon after." It had taken me a few weeks to get permission to investigate the previous murder scenes, and there had been nothing left to find. Detective Rich had finally decided having a willing scientist on the case might be a good idea, though.


  "Another goddamn locked room murder...pardon my language, Professor."


  I waved a hand dismissively. "I hear worse from my students during exams, although they don't realize the acoustics of a lecture hall work both directions, so they think I can't hear. What do you know about this one?"


  Rich pulled out a notebook. "His security guards say he was worried about the Midnight Killer, so he hired people to come in and make sure there were no hidden ways into his rooms. No leftover service doors, no ducts large enough for a person to fit through. He had locks added to all the windows, even though you'd need to be a spider to get up the walls. The windows weren't broken...in fact, nothing was disturbed. As far as we can tell, Mr. Hearst had fallen asleep in his chair next to the air cooling vent...he had air cooling added once he started locking the windows. But we checked, the workmen who installed that didn't leave any secret way in. Anyway, he was strangled by a cord of some kind as he slept. As far as we can tell, unless the security guards killed him and lied about it, this is really a locked room murder."


  "And that's where I come in," I nodded. "A number of individuals have demonstrated strange abilities not explained by current science, possibly resulting from the new physics being discovered in Germany. I'd like to examine the room tonight. Alone, if possible."


  "Why do it at night?"


  "Because whatever method the killer used may have depended on lack of daylight. The fact that he strikes only at midnight may be mere affectation or madness, but it could also be tied into the method by which he gains entry. I'll have my equipment sent up, so I can be ready to start after dinner. And before you ask, the more people in the room, the more interference that will obscure any signal I might detect, so please instruct the officers to remain outside during my investigations."


  "Well, you're the scientist," Rich scratched his head. "Go ahead and use the phone here to make arrangements, we've already checked it for physical evidence."


  I nodded and went to work.


  * * * *


  [August, 1924 - Chicago, Illinois]


  The heat was damnably oppressive. While Mr. Hearst had been considerate enough to lay on air cooling, the victim whose house I examined tonight had not done so. A transplant from New Orleans, he'd often boasted to friends that Chicagoans couldn't handle a little heat. Of course, he usually made sure to be away on business in the winter...because Louisianans can't handle a little cold.


  On the other hand, Mr. Tolliver's minimal use of electrical equipment in his home meant less interference, and I'd started to get a glimmering of the method used by the Midnight Killer. He was entering via the windows... without opening them! Somehow, he had managed to convert his own body into a form that could pass through any transparent substance. All of the "locked room" murders had taken place in locations with generous windows. I'd already told Detective Rich this suspicion, and he promised to get it to the papers so that potential victims could at least hide in windowless rooms until the killer was caught. An unpleasant prospect, but less unpleasant than being murdered.


  I put down my ultraviolet lamp and noted the results of my test. The windowpane fluoresced under ultraviolet light, in an irregular pattern that could easily have been made by a humanoid figure passing through the glass. Normal glass is opaque to ultraviolet light, of course, so it wasn't as if the Midnight Killer was transforming himself into such waves. But his passing had left residual excitations that could be coaxed out with the aid of a powerful UV lamp.


  Excitedly, I started theorizing aloud.


  "Perhaps that's the key? Ultraviolet light, abundant in sunlight but not in most artificial light, might interfere with the killer's means of entry, by exciting the glass as he passed through it. So he chooses a time when ambient ultraviolet is likely to be at a minimum...."


  "Incorrect. It is because the goddess rules the night, not the day."


  I whirled around as quickly as I could, to see a slender man dressed in black and holding what appeared to be an obsidian blade. No...he wasn't dressed in black...he WAS blackness! He was a walking shadow!


  And then he was upon me....


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  In #2, "I Shall Shed My Light Over Dark Evil," Harry Parker faces the murderous Midnight at the stroke of 12!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  This series will try to cover some of the things that happened in the ASH Universe during the First Heroic Age and a while before it. Harry Parker will eventually become the hero known as Beacon (hence the title of this series), and become involved in the "pulp" era of ASH. Why Beacon? Well, he has some ties to the current ASH continuity, as the origins of Doublecross arise from Beacon's work. Plus, as a scientific hero, I could write him in several different ways, from detective to adventurer to superhero. This four issue miniseries will follow that development.


  Now for a few notes on things in the story.


  One of the less publicized aspects of WWI was that U.S. forces stayed behind in Russia to try and prevent the Bolsheviks from coming to power. There was some particularly vicious fighting, especially in Vladivostok, as local commanders decided they had to stand against communism.


  Regular glass is opaque to most ultraviolet light. You may ask, "What about UV lamps?" But they use quartz crystal so that the UV can get through.


  



  Beacon #2 - "And I Shall Shed My Light Over Dark Evil"


  [cover shows Harry Parker, in his wheelchair, looking up as ashadow falls menacingly over him in a darkened room. But theonly source of light comes from a device in Harry's hand....]


  



  [August, 1924 - Chicago]



  The oppressive heat of the summer night vanished in the chill I felt as the shadowy figure pounced on me, ebon blade at the ready. The killer who had so thinned the ranks of Chicago's social register in the past few months, who had confounded the police with his ability to gain access to seemingly any location, had decided I knew too much.


  I'd like to say I remembered enough of my Army training to have held him off, but basic training for the Great War was little more than how to march in formation and point a rifle the right direction. No, my panicked reaction was to throw up my arms to shield my face, and I screamed in pain as the shadowy dagger turned out to be no phantasm...I fell to the floor under the force of my slender assailant's attack, blood leaking from the jagged cut on my forearm.


  Faintly, as if it was happening miles away, I could hear the police fumbling with the lock to the door. A detached part of myself realized that the killer had made sure to lock the door before confronting me.


  The animal part of me, cornered, reached out for the nearest thing I could grab and use as a bludgeon. It turned out to be the arc lamp I had been using to investigate the Midnight Killer's method of entry. It snapped to life as I grabbed the handle and swung it around in a wide arc.


  Midnight easily stepped back to avoid the lamp itself, but he could not outrun light that traveled thousands of miles per second. He hissed in pain as the invisible light shone on his silhouette-like form.


  I recovered my wits and my courage in that moment, and brought the lamp around to bear in a steady beam.


  "CURSE YOU!" he screamed in pain as he lightened and quickly became a man again, rather than the shadow of one. He still wore black, but the blade was steel and his face and hands flesh.


  The door exploded inwards as the police abandoned the subtle approach.


  Midnight looked at them, then at me, hate filling his eyes. Also abandoning subtlety, he dove out the window, shattering the glass into a thousand glittering shards as I tried to hold the lamp on him. But he quickly ducked below my line of sight and was gone by the time the officers could reach the windows...a shadow once more.


  But I had shone my light on the shadows once, and I could do it again. I simply needed some time to prepare....


  * * * *


  [September, 1924 - Chicago]


  Normally, I disliked the fact that my junior status relegated me to lab space in a windowless basement room, but it had worked to my advantage in this case. Midnight had struck again, but most of the likely targets had learned to stay away from windows at night and thus saved themselves.


  For my part, I had spent my nights in the lab, catching sleep during the day and working all night. Due to my special circumstances, I was excused from my teaching duties for the term...besides, I had convinced the Dean that my work in foiling Midnight would bring prestige to the University and likely result in at least one significant advance in the field. I had been toying with certain theories on the production of light already, and now I had ample motivation to see those theories through.


  I checked the wiring again, making sure that my "Magnalux" would have power when I needed it. It was a night of a new moon, and skies were clear so that the lights of the city would not be reflected back to lighten the sky. It was as dark a night as one could ever see in Chicago, and I was at the home of the deputy mayor, making for two juicy targets in the same building. Actually, the deputy mayor had been spirited away for the night, leaving just the trap...and the bait. Me.


  Midnight had made three tries on my life in the past month, but my precautions had always kept him at bay. I knew he would not be able to resist such an opportunity, even if he suspected it was a trap.


  I wheeled out to the center of the room and started acting like I was reading a book at the table there. My equipment was either concealed or out of reach, so I appeared to be momentarily defenseless. The windows were shuttered, but a careful crack had been left in one, just wide enough for a shadow man to enter through.


  As if on cue....


  "You do not deserve the holy blade," Midnight hissed, and I turned to see a silhouette between me and my equipment. "A bullet will deal with you before you can reach any of your 'scientific' weapons. Nor will your tricks work on me in any case...the goddess has given me another boon, rendering me immune to that lamp of yours."


  "Before you kill me, then, why are you doing this?"


  "No answers. You will die in the dark, of the dark, and by the dark." He cocked back the hammer on his revolver, and it glinted in the electric lighting of the room as he withdrew his shadows from it.


  Then I threw a switch under the table and the Magnalux activated.


  The room's lighting went out as all power in the house was drawn into one device.


  "You cannot hide from me in shad..."


  Midnight's last words were cut off as a brilliant white beam lanced out from the hidden Magnalux projector and struck him dead on. Primarily a beam of coherent ultraviolet light, there was enough 'bleed' into visible frequencies to make it look like a lance of lightning had penetrated his body.


  There was a smell of cooked meat and a thump as Midnight's body hit the floor and was still. I lit a candle that sat on the table and waited for the police to enter the room....


  In the end, we knew little more about the Midnight Killer's motives than when he was alive. His corpse was identified as that of a known criminal, who had claimed to have gotten religion while in prison on a robbery charge. Thing was, he'd gotten that OLD time religion, a pagan practice of some sort, worshipping a goddess of night and darkness known as Nyx. Somehow this had given him inhuman powers, which he'd used to kill targets he believed Nyx wanted slain.


  A madman? Definitely. But that didn't mean Nyx did not exist in some form. Nor did it mean we'd seen the last man to kill in her name. After all, he'd learned to worship her from someone he'd met in jail. Someone who had given him a crescent moon tattoo on his shoulder....


  * * * *


  [January, 1928 - Madison, Wisconsin]


  The stench of the meat packing plant was nearly overpowering, despite the fact that the last time it had seen active use was a year ago, before the owners moved to modernized facilities across town. Still, if the police could handle it, so could I.


  "I feel ill," Dr. Jameson mumbled. "If I'd wanted to smell this sort of thing I'd have gone into chemistry rather than physics."


  "Buck up, Ronald," I reached back and patted his hand reassuringly. "You've seen worse since you agreed to be my 'Dr. Watson.'"


  "It's not the sights that bother me, Harry...it's the aroma."


  A policeman wearing a kerchief over his face in an attempt to block out the pungency of the setting spotted us and trotted over.


  "Right where you said they'd be, Beacon...er, Professor Parker."


  I tried to hide a smirk. The newspapers had labeled me "Beacon" for my use of light-based science in my investigations. "Well, there couldn't be too many places the Blackout Bandits could be hiding. Electricity has made life so much better for our generation, but it *has* left us vulnerable. This old plant has a direct tap into the electrical system, and it had the space required for a large generator that could be used to overload the city's power and cause blackouts. Given those criteria, it was simple enough to locate the few places available and then monitor them during a blackout. This plant was putting out hot smoke that stood out like a...beacon...on my infra-red scanner."


  The officer tried not to look too puzzled, then smiled behind the kerchief and nodded. "Right. If we hadn't been kept so busy ourselves during the blackouts, we probably would have figured it out on our own."


  "That's what the Blackout Bandits were counting on," Ronald added. "Keeping you busy."


  Semi-conscious men had been chained up and were being led past us out to the paddy wagon. A few corpses littered the floor, adding to the stench. But the police had been able to rush the plant and beat most of the Bandits into submission with their truncheons rather than resorting to bullets.


  Something about one of the men, a rough sort with his sleeve torn off in the melee, tickled at the back of my brain. "Wait...bring that man back over here," I asked.


  After a few moments of clarifying which man I meant, he was led over to me. He was dazed...no doubt suffering a concussion from the free use of truncheons on his skull...and didn't seem to be capable of communicating. I motioned for him to be turned so I could see his exposed arm more clearly.


  "There!" I pointed out.


  "The tattoo?" Ronald asked. "The letter C?"


  "No...a crescent moon. Remember my first case, Ronald? The Midnight Killer? He'd had a tattoo just like that. It marked him as the follower of an old pagan goddess of the night, Nyx. Officer, please examine the other men for this tattoo...the Blackout Bandits may be part of a much larger plot...."


  * * * *


  [January, 1928 - Blue Mounds, Wisconsin]


  "You really have got to get around to inventing something that will let you walk again, Harry," Ronald huffed as he pulled the sledge across the snowy forest floor.


  "Oh, this arrangement suits me well enough," I grinned. "Mush, Kiska! Heh."


  Only a few of the Blackout Bandits had been Nyxists, and they'd been rather reluctant to talk. However, Ronald had noticed that they all carried onyx charms that appeared to be hand carved. It took a few days of asking around, but we were able to find out that there were some caves in the area that were supposed to be good sources of onyx.


  True, nothing said the Nyxists had to be using the caves as a base. In fact, I rather hoped they didn't...a nice base in the city where we could bring a few dozen police with us would be much nicer. But if they regularly visited the caves, we might be able to find some useful clues. I had also brought a special low-light camera we could hide near the entrance to take pictures of anyone entering or leaving a cave, in case the identity of any Nyxists could be ferreted out.


  "That's strange," Ronald said as he stopped pulling the sledge.


  "What?"


  "Well, I'm not a botanist, but it strikes me that in a forest this thick, no trees are going to grow at such an odd angle," he gestured towards a small clump of firs. Once it had been pointed out to me, it was clearly out of place here. I nodded to him and he jogged over to the stand.


  "They're cut trees, Harry!" Ronald called out. "They're covering up a hole in the ground, into what might be a cave!"


  "Good news! If someone's trying to hide it, it's probably the Nyxists."


  Ronald started to walk back. "Do you want to try to get into it now, or come back later with better tools? I know *I* was expecting a more horizontal entrance."


  "Well...look out!" I cried as a figure emerged from the false stand of trees. Ronald turned just in time to be caught across the jaw by a powerful fist.


  I barely was able to hear a slight rustling behind me before a bag was thrown over my head. Then I felt a sharp blow to my skull and everything went red and faded back to black....


  "Harry, you okay?"


  A muddy hand reached down to pull me out of the shell hole. It was Reggie, one of the other enlisted men on the truck with me. I struggled to my feet with some help.


  "Yeah, I think so, Reg." I shook my head to clear it. "Must have hit my head, though...I had one gollywhomper of a dream while I was passed out in that hole. Dreamed I'd been paralyzed, then gone home and become a scientist and a detective."


  "Ha! You read too many police magazines, Harry. Come on, we need everyone's help to get the truck back upright so we can replace the wheel."


  With everyone helping, we were able to struggle and get the truck more or less upright in the mud. One of the men I didn't recognize was approaching with a new wheel.


  "Got it from a shelled out farm over there," he waved back over his shoulder. "It's probably not the right size, but it should do."


  Everyone looked at the wheel, then at me.


  "Yes, it will do nicely," Reg smiled darkly.


  Then everyone seized me.


  "What's this?!" I bellowed.


  "It's the Wheel of the Moon, Harry," Reg whispered into my ear as rough hands strapped me down to the huge wagon wheel. Everything was going grey, then black. "Once the moon reaches its zenith tonight, you will be sacrificed to the goddess...and the so-called Beacon will no longer be a trouble to her plans."


  Reality snapped back into focus with a jarring sickness and a pain in the skull. There was no light in what sounded like a deep cavern. I felt rather than saw the presence of the Nyxist standing over me.


  I was not in France.


  I was quite possibly in Hell, though....


  =============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  In "The Fading Light," Harry finds that there's a greater darkness than the Cult of Nyx....


  =============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  In real life, the Cave of the Mounds in Blue Mound was discovered by quarry workers in 1939. But with their affinity for dark places, the Nyxists found it first.


  



  Beacon #3 - "The Fading Light"


  [cover shows Harry tied up in a cave, with a robed cultist in thedim light raising a black blade over his head.]


  



  [January, 1928 - Blue Mound, Wisconsin]



  All about was darkness and stillness, broken only by the gloating of a man who wanted me dead...dead and a sacrifice to his pagan mistress.


  "The light of your reason may have given our Lady some setbacks, cripple, but it will not serve you in our darkness now! Your clever devices have been smashed, and you cannot escape the Wheel, half-man!" the cultist crowed. I could smell the reek of his breath hot on my face and feel the occasional wet slap of spittle.


  Nearby, Jameson moaned, catching the cultist's attention. But the madman didn't turn to look, he kept his face level to mine so that I would not miss a single one of his hate-filled syllables.


  "Your manservant will follow you in sacrifice, of course. But it is your blood that will be first to slake the goddess's thirst! And none of your clever tricks will save you from your long-overdue and justly deserved fate, 'Beacon.'"


  No tricks I'd shown him, no. But after I spent a night tied up in Boss Karpov's warehouse on the case where Jameson joined me, I had determined I wouldn't be quite so helpless again. The shell-holed fields of France had rendered me as helpless as I was going to ever be.


  As the cultist continued to rant about the particular details of my upcoming gruesome demise, I determined that he was no more able to see in the darkness than I was. That, or he was so focused on my face that he ignored my hands, which were working loose of their bonds as quickly as their fumbling numbness allowed. I had been too late to learn from Houdini himself, but there was no shortage of imitators willing to teach a few tricks to a famous detective. And while the man's stage name of "Slipknot Slim" left much to be desired, his abilities as an escape artist and a teacher did not.


  "...and then, as your blood slooooowly pools around the base of the wheel, I will..."


  My fist slammed the cultist's jaw shut and continued upwards to snap his head back hard. I could barely feel the pain shooting up my arm, thanks to the numbness that came with being tied up for hours. The cultist hit the floor of the cave hard, and I heard stone snap as he stumbled against some delicate limestone formation.


  "Wha...where?" Jameson mumbled, drifting fully into consciousness.


  "The Nyxists got us," I gasped as I bent over to free my useless legs. Useless, but I couldn't just detach them and leave them behind like a gecko shedding its tail. I managed to overbalance and landed atop the cultist's body just after freeing my legs.


  "Keep talking," I said. "So I can find you in this dark before any other Nyxists get back."


  It was a nervous and uncomfortable several minutes as I made my way over to him and undid the cruel knots that bound Jameson, followed by much stumbling in the dark to find egress...but somehow we escaped with our lives.


  * * * *


  [January, 1928 - Chicago, Illinois]


  "Shouldn't we just tell the police and let them handle this like we usually do?" Jameson asked as he finished a few welds on the ungainly structure of springs and cables I'd designed.


  "They can't deal with dark magic, and I'd wager tenure that this group of cultists has access to powers as strange as the Midnight Killer's. We would be sending the police to their deaths, it would be a slaughter."


  "And it won't be a slaughter if we go in there alone?" he countered. "We don't know how many of them are even in the caves."


  "All of them, I hope," I snarled. "And I will call in the police...but only to cordon off the area. I don't want any of these benighted murderers escaping. You can stay behind if you want...this is personal."


  Jameson held up the odd contraption he was working on. "And let you run...well, hobble...in there trusting to this Rube Goldberg nightmare for mobility? No, if I can't bring you to your senses and convince you to stay out of the action, I'm going in with you."


  I waved at the device. "Oh, it looks bad, but so long as all those welds hold, it should keep me upright. The springs lock my legs straight unless I trigger the hand control cables to bend them. And once we attach the wheels, I can just fold up and latch it all closed, rolling until it's too rough to continue. It'll be jerky and unstable, but it should work as well as crutches. And I'll use the butt of this," I held up the other device we'd been feverishly working on, "to help keep me stable."


  Jameson shook his head and sighed. "That portable Magnalux really worries me, Harry. At least I understand the physics behind the leg braces, even if I think they'll be impossible to control. But I can't figure out how you managed to get a battery powerful enough to fire the Magnalux into that package."


  "To be honest...I don't really understand it either. The rest of the Light Lance, that's what I'm calling it, is just a portable version of the old Magnalux. But I was at a loss to power it until I met Doctor Baugh."


  "The mad scientist?" Jameson's mouth went agape.


  I chuckled. "He doesn't have an assistant named Igor or work in a gothic castle, you know. Just because he holds to Tesla's more fringe views doesn't make him a 'mad scientist.'"


  "But I thought Baugh's results turned out to be irreproducible?" Jameson furrowed his brow.


  "So did I...until I reproduced them. So, either I'm mad as well, or the others have been overlooking something. Either way, it works."


  To demonstrate, I hefted the Light Lance and pointed it at a lead brick acting as ballast at the corner of a table. I pressed the trigger and there was a bright flash. When my vision cleared, I saw that the lead had melted and flowed at one corner, dripping onto the floor.


  "See?"


  "Barely," Jameson rubbed spots out of his eyes. "I know it'll be dark in there, but you may want to bring these," he lifted a pair of tinted welding goggles from the work table.


  * * * *


  [January, 1928 - Blue Mound, Wisconsin]


  I silently cursed the creaking of the springs as I jounced through the caverns with Jameson at my side, occasionally keeping me upright. They'd been well-oiled when we left the lab, but the light flurries were enough to get some rust started already. Definitely something to consider for the next version. Assuming this version didn't get me killed.


  "Going alright?" Jameson solicited.


  "Let's just say I'm glad for a light dinner. I should sell this design to Coney Island for a new thrill ride," I groused. The problem with springs, you see, is that they're springy. Some sort of critical damping was called for in the redesign as well. Too little shock absorption and I'd still be bouncing all over the place, too much and the braces would overcorrect. Simple physics.


  I shut off our light and stopped. "Listen."


  "Chanting," Jameson noted. "And they're not using any light at all, curse it."


  I nodded, even though I knew he couldn't see it. On the off chance they'd use low lighting to conduct the ceremony, I'd used a trick I learned from an astronomer colleague. Red light does not rob you of your low-light vision the way white light does. It had been ominous moving through the caverns in bloody red light, but I didn't see spots now that it was out.


  The Light Lance, however, had to be tuned to the higher frequencies, because ultraviolet light had proved the only sure way to penetrate the paranormal darkness used by the Midnight Killer. I did not think that an entire cult of these Nyxists would be any less protected.


  The darkness was filled by a scream, suddenly cut short.


  "Damn it all! We're too late!" I shouted as I bounded forward, turning on the light so Jameson could follow at best speed.


  We burst into a large cavern and I recognized the wheel I had been tied to, despite having never seen it before. One does not lose such intimiate familiarity easily. A young man was tied to it, blood streaming from a cut on his leg and staining a dagger held in the hands of a cultist.


  "You!" the cultist hissed, revealing himself to be the one who had loomed over me in darkness the night before. "Mighty Nyx," he turned back to the wheel, "accept our sacrifice in the spirit it is offered, and forgive us the lack of ceremony!"


  He plunged the dagger into the captive's heart, grating horribly on ribs as he forced it in.


  "NO!" I shouted, triggering the Light Lance.


  The cavern was flooded with light as if by a lightning bolt, stunning the other cultists...the many, many other cultists, and tearing a neat hole in their leader.


  "You are...too...late...CRIPPLE..." he hissed as he sank to the rough floor of the cavern.


  The room darkened. I checked the beacon on my miner's helmet, but it was still shining strongly.


  No, darkness was entering the room. Palpable darkness. A creature OF darkness.


  Cultists sank to their knees in fervor, which was a fatal mistake. Had they rushed me, they might have done me and Jameson in. They at least might have escaped the creature they summoned.


  For it had no loyalty to them at all. Perhaps it was the shortened ceremony. Perhaps it never would have done anything other than what it did now. I do not know.


  But even I felt a shred of pity as the cultists started to shriek in pain, their bodies devoured by the shambling mountain of darkness.


  "By God, Parker!" Jameson gasped. "What is it?"


  "The enemy," I said evenly as he held down the trigger of the Light Lance as if I were grasping for a life preserver in a sea of darkness. The world went white.


  When the battery went flat a few seconds later, all that remained of the cult was a few feebly twitching, half-dead victims. Jameson and I were untouched. The monster that could have devoured the world in darkness if left unchecked was no more.


  If the springs hadn't held me stiffly erect, I probably would have collapsed.


  * * * *


  [December, 1933 - New York City]


  "And that was my first 'hero' outing," I finished. "I made the modifications to the rig, armored it a bit, gave it a patriotic splash of red, white and blue, and here I stand today," I told my assembled peers.


  "Well, you're sitting, and in a rather comfortable chair, I might add," Doctor Baugh chuckled. "But I do get the point. I resent being called a mad scientist, however," he cast a smirk at Jameson.


  "You have to admit, your reputation was less than sterling in the scientific community, Ivan," Jameson shot back, grinning. "And Harry here is still one of the few people who've gotten your cockamamie devices to work. Other than yourself, of course."


  The big man guffawed. "Ah, the curse of genius. Shared by so many here at the Academy, fortunately, so I do not feel alone here. Too few of the common man understand us."


  Jameson shrugged. "The common man really doesn't need us, though, does he?"


  "Buckshot" Sam Cooper idly spun one of his special shotgun pistols around. "Damn shame, too. It was a good ride while it ran. Cultists, monsters, mad scientists...present company excluded, a'course...secret jungle empires, all that stuff. We seen stuff the guy on the street'd wet himself in front of, took it all on, sent it packing."


  I nodded slowly. "I have to admit, the thrill of not actually dying all those times was a strong attraction. I wish I'd been able to see a few more fantastic things that WEREN'T trying to kill me, of course. But, all in all, I don't think I'd trade my life for a normal one, even counting the injuries that cost me the use of my legs. And I'm afraid that with Prohibition over, even the gangsters won't be much of a factor. Things are about to get boring on the home front."


  "That's why I'm going to China," Ace Atkinson cocked his goggles back. "The Nips are trying to take it over, and that don't sit right with me. Maybe we can help push back those yellow devils...and if we die trying, maybe the people back here in the States'll be shocked awake and see we need to do more."


  "At least Europe's not turning into a hellhole like China," Jameson smirked. "If anything, the common man's getting things together pretty well over there. The Germans and Italians have got it right. They might even manage to convince the commies over in Russia that they're wrong."


  I tried to hide a frown. Jameson was a big believer in the benefits of a strong central state, and of late he had fallen in with fascists. But he did make good points about how fascism was pulling parts of Europe out of the economic disasters that the last decade had heaped on the continent.


  Baugh did not hide his frown. "Professor Jameson, I have no particular love of the Communists, they killed my father and drove my mother out of the country of her birth, forcing her to remarry to support herself and her young child. But I like Hitler even less. He reminds me too much of the men who have earned the slur of 'mad scientist.' The fire in his eyes is not burning for the common man, it burns for himself."


  Jameson shrugged. "Visionaries often go a bit too far. But it's still a democracy, the common man can replace Hitler if he goes too far. It's the system that gives Germany its strength, not the man in the Chancellory. He guides, he doesn't rule. Emperors rule, and we see how Japan's trying to overrun all of Asia."


  There were murmurs and nods of assent from the various adventurers present, but they had started to take a darker tone. I decided to derail conversation with my announcement.


  "Ahem, if I could have your attention, esteemed members of the Academy?" I stood to emphasize my point, the springs and gears whirring smoothly. "Thank you. As we've been bemoaning, the opportunities for adventure are rapidly diminishing, and there's certainly other ways we can help people. To that end, I'm hanging up my helmet tonight," I doffed the bulky thing, a modified miner's helmet, and placed it on the mantle. "I'm not the only man left a cripple by the last war, and if things go badly in China, there will soon be another war to make more like me."


  "If war truly made more like you, I'd welcome it," Doctor Baugh rumbled.


  "Ah, thank you. But one problem that has stymied me over the past few years is why my walking rig only seems to work for me...your own problem, Doctor Baugh, in a way. Oh, the original rig works for others, but it can barely be said to work at all. The improvements I made over the years don't seem to help others. I'd like to devote more of my time to figuring out why, so that no man is prevented from walking so long as he has legs. And perhaps I will even figure out how to help those without legs at all."


  There was a ripple of applause, and I felt like a much larger weight than just my helmet had been lifted from my shoulders. It did feel a bit like giving up the good fight, but there really wasn't much fighting left to do. I could let myself have some peace now, as the entire world seemed to be settling down for a generation without war.


  Except for the poor Chinese, of course.


  * * * *


  [September, 1939 - Chicago, Illinois]


  I put the paper down and mused that Chancellors invade their neighbors too, not just Emperors. Despite desperate words from Chamberlain and others, I had no doubt that this was it. The end of peace in Europe. War had returned to the continent sooner than I'd expected, and far sooner than I'd hoped.


  Would I return to Europe to try and save it again? I glanced at my Light Lance, unused in combat for years, but still resting nearby.


  Oh, I wouldn't be drafted. Not in the conventional sense. I was too old, even leaving aside my legs. But even though most of the world had forgotten the deeds of "Beacon" and other colorful individuals a few years ago, I knew certain keen-eyed individuals in the governments of various nations had kept track of us.


  Of me.


  I would be called upon to serve in some capacity, if only as a weaponsmith.


  There was a knock at the door, interrupting my reverie. "Yes?"


  The door opened, showing a face I hadn't seen in years. "It's me, Harry."


  "Jameson! But why, today of all days?"


  He glanced down at the newspaper in my hands. "Chance, actually. I was on campus with other business, and I decided to stop by."


  "Well, your boy Hitler has gone down the Imperial Road, as it were."


  He fumed slightly. "I don't really want to discuss politics. Besides, it's not like Germany's alone in this...Russia took the other half of Poland. The half that will no doubt be far worse off in a few years. At least Hitler's saving half the Poles from the Reds."


  "What about the Polish Jews?" I countered.


  "They're in trouble on both sides, Harry. I'm no fool...I know Hitler himself isn't an anti-semite. Hell, look at him...I bet he's part Jew. But you and I both know that for the past few centuries, a quick and easy way to get people stirred up is to blame problems on the Jews. Look at the Crusades, eh? Once Germany has consolidated Europe under one banner, I'm sure things will improve for the Jews again. It's just rabble-rousing."


  "What about all the people who get hurt along the way?"


  Jameson shrugged. "War is a fact of life in Europe now, Harry. People get hurt in war. They just aren't all soldiers, and never have been."


  I turned away. "I wish I could say it had been good seeing you again, but I see you're still blinded to fascism's flaws. Good day."


  "I can't leave yet. I'd hoped to get your support, but I can see you're still a fool. I'll have to settle...."


  In his reflection on a piece of polished metal on my workbench, I saw Jameson pull something from his pocket.


  I dove for my Light Lance and fired on reflex.


  The world dissolved in lightning and thunder....


  =============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  "Shadow Out Of Berlin" sees Beacon facing the greatest darkness the world has ever seen...and it's not just Hitler! Will he survive the end of the war? Never mind that...will Beacon survive the end of this final issue?


  =============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  Apologies if anyone was offended by some of the language used in the later scenes. I actually toned it down quite a bit from the sort of casual racism seen in political talk of the era. But I didn't want to completely neuter it, because that would be a disservice to readers and to my work. Too many writers in this genre try to give historical characters a modern sensibility so that the heroes don't come across as racists or sexists or any other kind of unsympathetic -ists. And, being a product of modern times, I can't completely erase that modern view from my own characters, but I do try to let them show at least a bit of the sort of behavior you'd have seen in heroes of the period.


  



  Beacon #4 - "Shadow Out Of Berlin"


  
    [cover shows Beacon in his wheelchair, being shot by a figure fromoff-screen as he fires his Light Lance wildly. This is the firstcover in full color, with garish Golden Age-style colors.]



    



    [September, 1939 - Chicago, Illinois]



    My world went red as pain smashed through my right thigh. Years ago, the doctors had told me I was lucky I could still feel in my useless legs, it would help me avoid gangrene. Right at that moment, however, I didn't feel very lucky as the bullet fired by my former friend Ronald Jameson tore through my femur.


    I barely noticed the Light Lance strike the concrete floor of my workroom as my hands spasmed and let go. My ears still rung from the roar of Jameson's pistol firing so near onto my ears, in such a closed room.


    There was another faint clatter a moment later, sounding like it came from a hundred miles away. A part of my mind not screaming in pain recognized it as one of the toolbenches being knocked over.


    Jameson had been no more fortunate than I had in our exchange of fire.


    I fought past the pain, struggling to open my eyes and see what had happened. It wasn't the worst pain I had ever experienced...it may not even have been among the five worst. But it was quite sufficient, thank you, and it felt like hours before I could focus on the room in front of me.


    Jameson lay among scattered tools, his suitcoat burning feebly around the charred hole in his chest.


    I don't think he really wanted to kill me, his aim would not have been off if he had. By the time we'd ended our association, he had turned himself into a passable marksman, and ten feet isn't much distance at all to one who knows which end of a gun is the unpleasant one. But he'd forgotten my reflexes, honed over years of making myself a target for the forces of darkness. I didn't have to *want* to kill him to put a bolt of deadly light into his heart. As badly as he might have turned out, I still did not desire his death...but he stepped into the jaws of a beartrap when he pointed that gun at me.


    "H-harry..." Ronald rasped, desperately trying to draw air into lungs half-shriveled by the heat that had blasted his chest.


    Clamping one hand down on my injured leg to try and stanch the flow of blood, I awkwardly wheeled over to where he had fallen. "Yes, Ronald?"


    "I...g-guess this...didn't turn out...too well f-for me, eh, H-h-harry?"


    "In the name of God, what did you hope to accomplish?"


    He smiled weakly, his eyes defocusing. Blood no longer pumped through his body, and he didn't have long to live. Only the fact that the Light Lance was relatively painless allowed him to remain aware as long as he had.


    "G-give Hhhhitler the Light Lansss," he slurred. "M-make clean war, lesss woul' haff t'die. Bett...er worlll..." he rasped, breathing his last.


    The door burst open as police drawn by the sound of the gunshot arrived to see what was going on. The redness closed in around my vision at that point, but my last thought before fading into darkness was to curse Hitler and his Nazis. The Kaiser had only taken away men's lives. Hitler took their souls....


    * * * *


    [November, 1939 - Washington, D.C.]


    "Doctor Parker, we appreciate your enthusiasm, but of what use is just a single prototype 'death ray' and suit of armor if we can't mass-produce them for the Army?"


    I tried not to scream in frustration at the men facing me in the War Department office. It had been hard enough to get a meeting in the first place, with so many willing to believe that Hitler was solely a European problem...or no problem at all! And now that I'd found listeners who took the Nazis seriously, they refused to take *me* seriously.


    "Yes, yes...I am aware of that issue. I have been trying to make my more advanced inventions replicable for the past several years. But I'm not suggesting I try to continue that work under the War Department. I'm asking to personally use my creations to serve the country. You've read the dossiers on me, gentlemen, you know I was one of the 'superheroes' of a while back. Can't you think of any way in which such a man would be useful now? If not overseas, then at home, rooting out fifth columnists."


    "Yes, we can," the lead officer nodded. "But not right now. And, to be brutally honest, not with you. You're still recovering from your injuries..."


    "It's only my *leg*," I snorted with annoyance.


    "And you're no longer a young man, Professor," another officer interjected. "Ten years ago you might have been able to shrug off a bullet wound, but I doubt you can now."


    The head officer nodded. "I concur. Neither the situation nor your disposition are right at this time. We will keep you in mind, however, should these things change. Good day."


    "But..."


    "Good DAY."


    I sighed and turned to leave the room. My new armor, constructed of duralumin and synthetic rubber, made only slight noises as my latest leg brace design performed flawlessly underneath. I had been required to leave the Light Lance with a guard before entering the building, of course. Probably a good thing...I was ready to shoot that insufferable Colonel.


    I collected my Lance and stalked down the road towards my hotel a few blocks away. I'm sure I garnered my share of curious stares, cloaked in red, white and blue armor, but I was too busy fuming over military hardheadedness to notice or care.


    Stripping off the armor without assistance was easier than putting it on alone, but I still missed having a loyal aide to help with such things. But I couldn't stop thinking about Ronald, and I saw his face in the eyes of the few who had offered to take his place. Maybe once my dreams were no longer haunted by Ronald's final words I would be able to place another man in harm's way as my ally.


    But not yet. Not just yet.


    I had just heaved myself into my wheelchair when there was a rapping at my door. It didn't sound like the polite tapping of hotel staff...more like the assured knock of a man who expected to be entering soon on Important Business.


    Far be it from me to disappoint. "Come in, it's not locked." Nor was it. But there *was* a small Magnalux pointed at the door that could be triggered by a radio box on my armrest. I had been attacked in closed rooms too often, after all.


    The door swung open, and a nondescript man in a well-tailored but inexpensive suit stepped through.


    "Professor Parker? I'm John Doe of the Secret Service," he held out an impressive ID card that "confirmed" his dubious name and position. "I'm sorry about the brushoff you got today, but we felt it was necessary, for the benefit of anyone who might have been watching."


    "Hm?" I cocked an eyebrow.


    "The War Department building isn't really secure, too many eyes and ears around, at least until we officially go on a war footing and boot out anyone suspicious. Most notably, it's not proof against magical spying."


    "Magic?" I couldn't keep the surprise out of my voice. Granted, I knew that magic was real...the Midnight Killer had been my first taste of it, and since then I'd had a stomachful. But the government's position was that magic was just trickery and fraud.


    John Doe chuckled. "Yes, I know, you hardly expect a G-Man to believe in magic. Except that I'm a mage of some small talent myself, including skill in blocking scrying magics," he held up a small pentagonal talisman. "Until we can block large areas all at once, it's best to keep this capability hidden, hence the show we put you through earlier today. Once we have the new offices of the War Department built, the whole place will be proof against scrying, but until then..." he shrugged.


    I snorted. "Well, then, since now we're safe from scrying eyes, do you suppose you could tell me what today's play-acting was covering up?"


    "My group wants to hire you on," he smiled. "There's only a few of us, people who know magic is out there and know how to deal with it, but we suspect that there's only a few cases that really require our special touch. Are you in?"


    My hand moved away from the radio control box on my armrest and I offered it to Agent Doe. "I'm in."


    * * * *


    [September, 1940 - Macedonia]


    I pulled my hooded cloak more tightly around me against the winds howling through the hills of northern Greece. Not for warmth...the armor kept me quite warm when under power. For concealment, rather. Even repainted in dull olive drab, my armor stood out for its shape, and the cloak helped me look no more remarkable than any local farmer or herder out for a walk.


    Hopefully, I was merely out for a walk, and not heading into deadly peril. To date, the Nazis had been laughably unsuccessful in their quest for mystic artifacts and godly patronage. For all the talk about Wotan and his fellow gods being on the side of "true Germans," Agent Doe assured me that the Teutonic gods had no wish to support the National Socialists. And the Nazis knew it as well as we did.


    So they'd gone hunting patronage elsewhere. Specifically, Greece. And that's where I came in, on my first serious mission overseas.


    After all, of our little "weird happenings" group, I was the only one who had faced minions of the goddess the Nazis were rumored to be courting.


    Nyx.


    I was effectively alone, though. Doe himself had to stay in Washington to oversee work on the new War Department building. It would take months, if not years, to prepare the ground before the first brick was laid, if the building was to become one giant anti-scrying shield. Johnny Angel was tracking down a sorcerous menace in Chicago. No one knew exactly where the Wanderer was at the moment, but that was pretty normal. Doe had offered to send one of his "normal" agents with me, but I declined. I just needed help getting to Macedonia and back at the hotel, but I could handle the actual investigation myself.


    After all, I was better off alone.


    Then I spotted the trucks parked in the valley. The insignias had been painted over in attempt to hide their identity, but there was no mistaking it. The Knights of Thule were here, right where Doe's information said the old temple of Nyx was located.


    No guards were visible at the entrance to the cavern-temple. Not surprising, really. They would be just inside, where they could see without being seen. But that only worked if an enemy was coming up the valley, where trucks could reasonably drive.


    So I crept down from above. A few tricks I'd picked up from one of Doe's associates made my braces nearly as agile as a healthy man's legs, and I'd spent much of the past year training to get the absolute most out of my artificial mobility.


    Setting the filters on my goggles, I dropped down inside the opening of the cave. Two armed men turned in shock to face me, but I managed to knock them out with a swing of my Light Lance before they could raise the alarm.


    They wore oversized coats, no doubt to help conceal their rifles while out on the road. I doffed my own cloak and struggled into the coat of the larger of the two men, wincing as the cuff ripped on a protruding bit of my armor. It would have to do for a disguise.


    I had no illusions about my ability to drop two completely alert guards. The fact that the men had been on guard long enough to relax worried me. That meant the Knights had been here long enough to get something done.


    And there it was, at the end of the tunnel. The red lamps, the altar, the chanting. It was disturbingly familiar to me, so similar to what I had once seen in a cave on the other side of the world.


    A dozen of them, one of me, and evil magic being performed. I chose the direct approach.


    The cavern flared into whiteness as I put a bolt of purifying light into the back of the head of the man who seemed to be conducting the ceremony. The snap-crack of the Light Lance was followed quickly by the sound of the man's head exploding from steam pressure as the fluid in his brain was superheated by coherent light.


    I had to respect the training the other men had been given. They immediately went for their weapons, but none tried to fire blind in the cramped quarters. Smart of them to not risk ricochet.


    Or maybe they just knew someone else had first call on my head.


    A shadowy figure rose from the corpse of the man I had killed, emerging like smoke that even my optics could not penetrate.


    "Herr Leuchtterm," the figure sneered. "I am afraid you were too late to stop the ceremony...you merely ended the sacrifice's life a little more spectacularly than we had planned. I am the Ritternacht, and I am the avatar of Nyx who will end your miserable existence once and for all!"


    I fired the Light Lance again, but Ritternacht simply flowed out of the way, unfazed by the light filling the cavern. Backing up, I fired again and again, striking several of the slower Nazis by accident, but never striking my true target. Then I pressed the trigger and nothing happened.


    "You should have brought a larger battery, cripple," Ritternacht chuckled, closing the gap between us like the shadow of a sunset in these mountains.


    A hand seemingly as insubstantial as smoke slammed across my face in an icy slap, nearly breaking my neck as my head snapped around in recoil.


    "The night always devours the day," Ritternacht crowed as he picked me up and slammed my stunned body up against the cavern wall. "Fenris will eat the Sun, and the world will burn until there is nothing left but the eternal Reich, the seed from which a perfect new world will be born!" He tore the battery pack from the small of my back, and I felt my legs go limp.


    "Listen to yourself," I gasped. "You don't even see the contradictions! Nyx isn't interested in a new day of any sort, Nazi or otherwise. She just wants night to fall, and your precious Reich will fall with it!"


    Ritternacht merely laughed, coldly. "Hitler is a fool, Parker! See how he aligns himself with the Sun, with that ridiculous swastika! Night is the true power, the source of the true Reich!"


    So. The swastikas had not been painted over just for camoflage. This group knew that it was courting a power to which that ancient Sun-symbol was an anaethma. A few of the Knights of Thule looked uncomfortable at the open words of treason against the Fuhrer, but none moved to interfere.


    And why should they? I was helpless, my devices without power, my words without force. I was no "special" like Doe or the Wanderer, and without my tools I was less a threat than any normal man. The Ritternacht, on the other hand, was the key to power. Unfettered and allowed to grow, this avatar could easily give the Knights the ability to seize the reins of the German government, then possibly even conquer the world.


    Another icy fist plunged into my chest, wrapping around my heart and squeezing. I gasped and shuddered, terror gripping me and sending me into a thrashing convulsion.


    My *entire* body.


    A clarity as icy as Ritternacht's grip washed over my mind. Post tenebras, lux...after the dark, light. I now knew why I had never been able to reproduce so many of my works for others' use. Why John Doe always seemed to act like I was more than simply a scientist. Perhaps he felt I needed to find out for myself.


    Thanks for nothing, Doe. Ten seconds more and I'd have gone to my grave not knowing what I had just realized.


    Fighting the agony of Ritternacht's grip, I raised the Light Lance until it was pointing directly at him.


    "Do you plan to club me to death with that, Herr Leuchtterm? It has no power left, I can feel the light has gone out of it!"


    "F-fiat lux!" I gasped, pressing the trigger stud.


    Light, not merely a beam but a ravening river of power, flowed from the Lance and struck Ritternacht square in the chest, bending to wrap around him like a snake constricting a rat. A Ratzi. The power came not from the flat battery pack in the Lance...it came from inside my own soul.


    I was a mage...a mage of science and wires and tubes, but a mage nonetheless. And a power of light, to fight the darkness.


    With a defiant howl, the Ritternacht was no more, night split asunder by the day, a shadow dissolved in the Sun. Their souls tied to the ritual that had summoned the avatar, the surviving Knights of Thule cried out like the damned that they were as Nyx demanded her price in blood from the only ones who she could reach.


    And then, among the husks of men, I entered an all-too-familiar darkness of my own.


    * * * *


    [January, 1946 - Washington, D.C.]


    President Truman bent down to place the medal on my chest. "I know it's not much, Professor Parker, especially since most of what you did to earn this will never be known to the public, but your country thanks you," he said.


    I wish I could have stood to accept the honor, but I had damaged a delicate suspension of disbelief in fighting the Ritternacht. John Doe explained that now that I knew for sure that the braces worked via magic, the scientist in me could no longer trust them. I had paid the price of knowledge.


    Truman moved on to the next man in the room. All of us had saved the country, or even the world, in many ways over the past years. But the public wasn't ready to know about gods of night or demons from the future or alien races bent on helping Hitler enslave humanity. So we worked in secret, Division 13 of the Office of Strategic Services, while others fought the visible war.


    Now the war was over, the O.S.S. was being disbanded, and I was done with the whole business. I felt tired and old beyond my years, as if I'd burned up much of my life in the Ritternacht's grip. Doe had offered on several occasions to teach me true magic, but I turned him down every time, even though learning sorcery might restore the use of my legs. I was too old to think of things in such a radically different way. I was a scientist, trained to think like a scientist. I might someday be comfortable with the things I could do, but...no. Let someone else save the world next time. Training to be a mage would be an admission that I wanted to get back into the battle. And as much as a part of me did want that, it was the foolish part that would get me killed sooner rather than later.


    Truman finished his presentations, shook everyone's hands, and left for his next piece of business. I nodded to my assistant, it was time to leave. Jason was simply a glorified valet, not a partner like Ronald had been. But I didn't want a partner in adventure anymore, I needed a man who could take care of my simpler needs.


    As Jason pushed my chair towards the door, a man I had seen before on occasion interposed himself. He had the same air about him as John Doe had many years ago...a man who has an offer you won't refuse.


    "Yes?" I sighed. "Whatever you're selling, I'm not buying. I'm retired from all of this now."


    "You're familiar with the Edison Project, are you not?" the man asked, ignoring my opening refusal.


    I nodded. "The people who tried to make Tesla's deathray work, while the Manhattan Project was working on the Atom Bomb." A nice bit of irony in that project's name...Edison had hated Tesla, did all he could to ruin the man. "I remember making up some detailed plans of my Light Lance for that group, although I don't recall them having any luck...after all, it was really magic."


    "I'm Major Orville Henderson, attached to the Edison Project. And we think we've discovered a common link in many of the so-called 'magic' devices created in this century. We'd like your help on the Project."


    I sighed. "I don't do magic tricks any more."


    "You don't need to. And I know you've suffered a lot in service to the country. But while the war may be over...it's not really over. Russia either already has the Bomb or is damned close. And they captured several surviving Knights of Thule, plus Stalin's pet genetic specialist seems to have some ideas about 'paranormals' like you or Agent Doe. Your country needs you, Professor Parker...."


    I rubbed my eyes tiredly. "Leave your card with my assistant. I'll have an answer for you in the morning."


    Jason was silent until we'd reached the car and he was driving me back to my home in Virginia.


    "So...will you accept?" he asked.


    I looked tiredly into the setting Sun, wreathed in wispy clouds that lit up like ribbons of flame.


    "Night is coming," was all I had to say.


    ===========================================================================


    THE END


    ===========================================================================


    Author's Notes:


    And so end the rather jump-around-y adventures of Beacon. Perhaps I'll write other stories set during his 1930s career or his work for the O.S.S. Maybe I'll do a story set in the 1950s, with Beacon as a supporting character. But this series was always intended to be about his origins and his struggle against the forces of night, as embodied by the goddess Nyx and her followers.


    The idea that the Pentagon has some mystic significance is almost as old as the Pentagon itself, so I figured I'd go with it. }-> Built in 1942-3, the Pentagon in the ASH world is the largest permanent anti-scrying talisman, protecting not only itself but much of the Washington D.C. area from remote sensing.


    The Thule Society was a semi-secret occult organization that predated the Nazi party and operated within it. As far as I know, the Knights of Thule did not exist, but they're a natural outgrowth in a world where magic is real (just as Section 13 of the O.S.S. was in the ASH universe). Not that the Nazis were short on knights of this, that and the other thing.


    A couple of vocabulary notes. "Fiat lux" means "let there be light." Leuchtterm is one of the possible German translations of "Beacon," as leucht means light. Ritternacht means Knight of the Night.
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