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        “Before me was a pale horse. Its rider was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They were given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the wild beasts of the earth.”

        Revelation 6:8
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      Jerusalem, Israel.

      Blood has washed the stones of Jerusalem for millennia. Human sacrifice stained red the ancient altars of Baal, and the crushed bones of the vanquished lie under the sacred places. For generations, the screams of the dying echoed across the Kidron Valley as the city was besieged and broken. The blood of the defeated watered the earth, sowing seeds of hate to be harvested in the next generation. Jerusalem has always been a place of blood — and always will be.

      Ayal Ben-David stepped out from the maze of Jewish Quarter streets onto the series of ramps leading down to the Western Wall. The golden Dome of the Rock reflected the rays of the rising sun, its brilliant turquoise and gold tiles with Arabic script dusky from this distance, framed by ancient cypress trees. Ayal walked across the wide expanse of the open square as the grey marble flagstones reflected pink hues from the early morning sky. He raised his hand to greet another soldier standing guard at the eastern entrance to the square, acknowledging him but not stopping. Ayal stood taller as he approached the Western Wall. He straightened his uniform and checked that his rifle hung down correctly. It was important that everything was perfect.

      He never tired of this morning routine. The Western Wall was the only remnant of the ancient Temple and Jews had been kept from it for so long. It was the closest they could get to the Temple Mount where God gathered dust to fashion Adam, where Abraham bound his son Isaac as a sacrifice, and where, in the Holy of Holies, God dwelt with His chosen people. But it was also here that the Prophet Mohammad ascended to heaven on his Night Journey. This place was the most contested religious site in the world. Guarding it was Ayal’s sacred duty, and he was proud to do it every day.

      He was close enough now to see the enormous blocks of limestone that made up the ancient wall. Each was almost as tall as a man, the foundations embedded deep in the earth. Scraps of paper emerged from the cracks between, pushed inside by the faithful, inscribed with desperate prayers. These tefillah would reach God faster from this most holy place, where reality bled into the divine.

      Tufts of shikaron or henbane spiked from the grooves between the blocks and a swallow swooped to perch and pick an insect from one of the thorny bushes. Ayal smiled. Nature always found its way into the cracks of life. Like the Jews, surviving despite generations of persecution. He stood in front of the wall and prayed, his fingertips resting gently against the ancient stone, sensing anew the power of the holy place.

      As he neared the end of his first prayer, Ayal heard shouting above him. The words were muffled, but the noise echoed through the almost empty square. He swung his rifle into position and looked up for potential danger as other soldiers around the square prepared for action.

      Muslims had thrown rocks down before, intent on disrupting the prayers of the Jewish faithful, but sometimes the threat was more serious.

      Ayal moved back from the wall and scanned for the source of the noise.

      A skinny man in a thin white robe stood on top of the Western Wall, his hands raised to the dawn sky as he called out to God. His head was shaved and his skeletal figure made a grotesque outline against the deepening azure sky. Ayal couldn’t make out his words, but clearly the man was a fanatic and guards from the Temple Mount would get to him soon enough. He turned his head to signal to the others to stand down; there was no real threat.

      The prayers fell silent.

      Ayal looked up as the man jumped from the top of the wall, sixty feet above him, his white robe billowing behind in a parody of flight.

      With a sickening crunch, the man’s body smashed on the flagstones at the base of the wall. Blood ran from his crushed head, staining the robe into a grisly shroud.

      Ayal ran over, but there was nothing to be done. He knelt and checked the man’s pulse out of protocol, then called for another soldier to bring screens to put around the body. He would need the Rabbi to come and cleanse the area before the worshippers arrived.

      The man was young, maybe in his thirties. Half of his face was mangled by the fall, but the undamaged side had sharply defined cheekbones, his skin tight against his skull, like he had been starving. His expression was peaceful, as if there had been no pain in death. Only relief.

      The man was naked underneath what he now recognized as a hospital gown and Ayal adjusted the garment to give the victim some dignity in death. The man’s hand still clutched something — a scrap of paper.

      Perhaps it would give some clue as to why he jumped.

      Blood pooled around the corpse and would soak the scrap before long, so Ayal picked it up. It showed a roughly drawn horse’s head with wide eyes and flared nostrils in thick lines of charcoal smudged into the page. A layer of chalk over the top gave it a consistent white appearance.

      Words in black ink lay beneath the image: Before me was a pale horse. Its rider was named Death, and Hades followed close behind.

      Ayal recognized the text as part of a Christian prophecy from the book of Revelation and, for a moment, he pondered its significance.

      As he stood to direct the other soldiers, a trickle of blood ran down into the cracks of stone beneath his feet, joining that which had soaked the earth of the holy city for millennia.
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      Oxford, England.

      Rain darkened the sky, shadowing the earth in cloud. Morgan Sierra ran through the gates of the University Parks by Keble College, her stride lengthening as she headed toward the river Cherwell. In the distance, the rumble of thunder grew closer and lightning forked further away to the north.

      This was Morgan’s favorite weather in which to run. As most people hurried inside, she had changed into her gear and sprinted toward the storm, enlivened by the rain, a creature more of water than air.

      It was rare to have such summer tropical storms in England. This was a country of gently rolling hills and soft rain that pattered onto the leaves of spreading oak trees. Morgan savored the rare pleasure, her breathing even and pace strong as she raced through the muddy park.

      The path emerged by St Catherine’s College and Morgan crossed the river and continued toward Magdalen Bridge. Scots pine and ash trees shaded the path, a canopy of mottled jade, their leaves open to the rain. She splashed through puddles, her smile growing wider as she sprinted, pushing herself hard along the towpath until she finally reached the crossing point at Magdalen.

      Panting with exertion, Morgan stopped to catch her breath, her face turned to the rain, unable to outrun the decision any longer.

      Director Marietti’s offer to come and work as an agent of ARKANE.

      The Arcane Religious Knowledge And Numinous Experience — or ARKANE — Institute investigated supernatural and religious mysteries around the world, and Morgan had only glimpsed the possibilities on the mission to find the Pentecost stones. Every day in her university job felt like a chore now and the problems of individual patients in her clinical psychology practice no longer held her interest. She longed to be out on a mission again and her research in Oxford seemed insignificant in the face of the threats tackled by ARKANE.

      And then, of course, there was Jake Timber, her partner for such a short time. He had betrayed her — but he had also returned to help save her family.

      Morgan ran on once more through the Botanical Gardens to the junction of the Cherwell and the Isis, the part of the Thames that belonged to Oxford. Running helped her think, especially when even her office reminded her of ARKANE.

      After the firefight with the men from Thanatos, Marietti had sent a clean-up team to remove the bodies and repair her furniture. But her Jungian mandala was forever stained with dark blood, her bookshelves forever pockmarked by bullet holes — and Morgan was glad of that. She liked the reminder of how she’d felt in those moments.

      Perhaps the deaths should have affected her more. After all, she’d put the final bullet in the assassin’s head. But the thrill of battle took her into a more primal part of herself — the part that reveled in the storm, the part that wanted to be an agent of ARKANE.

      Morgan thought of her father, taken too soon, but always present in her memories. He had loved the rain and storms, too. Living in Israel, rain had been so precious. The back-breaking work of Jewish immigrants had made the desert bloom, the kibbutzim a family of life-bringers. Her father would have been so proud of her place at Oxford, but then he had also approved of her service in the Israel Defense Forces. Morgan smiled. He would have approved of a warrior academic.

      She emerged onto the Isis river bank at the end of Christchurch meadow as the storm broke overhead. Lightning cracked the sky and thunder rolled. Cattle in the meadow huddled together under the trees with heads down, while swans floated in loving pairs on the river, splattered by the veil of rain. Ripples overlapped one another, spreading out to slap against the sides of canal boats tethered on the banks, their bright shutters closed against the deluge.

      Morgan sprinted up the wide pathway toward Christ Church College, the power in the storm transferred to her through the crackling air.

      She reached the college gates and slowed once more, shifting to an easier pace as she circled back through town. Morgan saw Oxford through fresh eyes now, and working here for the last few weeks had felt more like an end than a new beginning.

      Becoming an ARKANE agent would give her access to incredible resources and expand her research possibilities, as well as further her expertise in the field. Visions of ARKANE’s underground vault hidden under London’s Trafalgar Square filled her dreams. There were mysteries locked away down there — artifacts of power, ancient manuscripts, and so much more she longed to explore.

      She only had to pick up the phone and call Director Marietti.

      But part of her still stung from their betrayal and the secrets they had kept from her. The fight she had with Jake… Yet he haunted her dreams as well and their violence transformed into something far more intimate in the dark of night.

      Morgan hadn’t heard from him since she had walked away from the ARKANE vault. Perhaps he never thought of her at all.

      The storm retreated, the thunder rolled further into the distance, and the rain eased to a gentler refrain. The city shone in the morning sun, washed clean of its grime for another day.

      Morgan jogged back to Walton Street, her pace slowing even more. She had spent so many years dreaming of working in Oxford. Now she was a respected academic at this great university, with her own private clinical practice. She was close to her family. She had everything she supposedly wanted. So why did she feel so conflicted?
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      Jerusalem, Israel.

      The Ezra Institute was in chaos.

      Dinah Mizrahi, deputy director of the mental health facility, hurried down the tiled corridor as she tried to get a handle on the situation. Somehow, a patient had escaped, and a team was still out searching for him along with the police.

      An alarm had gone off before dawn and the bell still rang at intervals, jolting everyone anew. But the atmosphere in the facility seemed far more fraught than just a reaction to the alarm. A desolate wailing rang out from the women’s ward as if something precious had been lost.

      Only Israel could have a place like Ezra, a specialized institution for those suffering from Jerusalem Syndrome. The condition manifested as a set of mental phenomena associated with the religious aspects of the Holy City, affecting Christians and some Jews. Patients thought they were Mary, the mother of Christ, or John the Baptist, Elijah, or other religious figures connected with Jerusalem. They often claimed to be messengers of God. Many recovered when they left the city, but some were so entrenched in their psychoses, they were brought to Ezra to recover. The women’s ward had four Marys and three Mary Magdalenes. Today, they were united in an intense outpouring of grief.

      Dinah walked into the ward to find all the Marys on their knees, weeping and tearing at their gowns.

      The ward sister rushed over, clearly struggling to cope with the mass emotion in the usually well-behaved ward. “I’m so glad you’re here, Dinah. I don’t know what to do. It started suddenly, just after dawn. They won’t speak, they just wail. They’re inconsolable.”

      Dinah nodded. “Give them a light sedative. They look exhausted, and the other patients will be fretting over the noise. Have there been any other incidents?”

      The ward sister shrugged. “The Marys have taken all my attention. We’re short staffed at the best of times. I haven’t even had time to check on the others.”

      “It’s alright, I’ll do it. I’ll start with Abraham.”

      Dinah left the women’s ward and hurried down the long corridor, painted bright white with no decoration. All the art had been removed, as the patients interpreted any kind of visual stimulation as a message from God.

      She entered the high-risk wing, where patients lived in individual rooms for their own protection and that of other patients. The possible re-enactment of certain biblical events meant the more seriously affected had to be separated.

      The patient calling himself Abraham had been here almost two months now. He had never given them another name and had no ID on admission. He was incredibly well versed in scripture, and Dinah couldn’t fault his knowledge. With her combined expertise in psychiatry and theology, she considered Abraham to be the patient most deeply embedded in his own psychoses. He truly believed he was Abraham, prophet of God, servant of the Most High. The only patient who came close was Daniel, who had escaped from the facility this morning. He believed himself to be John of Patmos, the author of Revelation.

      As Dinah approached Abraham’s door, she heard him praying in a stream of unconnected words, almost as if he spoke in tongues. At least he wasn’t screaming the place down, but there was something about it that made her heart beat faster.

      Dinah looked through the glass window into the small room — and immediately pressed the alarm call button.
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      Dinah swiped her card and burst into the room.

      Abraham knelt naked in a pool of blood by the bed, his eyes glazed and staring as he rocked back and forth. The stench of blood and feces and sweat hung in the air.

      At the end of each string of prayers, Abraham slashed himself with a razor blade, unflinching as he cut deeper with every slice. He hadn’t hit a major artery yet, but there was already so much blood on the tiled floor.

      Dinah crouched down next to Abraham, making sure she was out of the reach of the razor. Protocol said she shouldn’t even be in there. She should wait for security. But she knew this man. They had spent days together in therapy and she could help him. If he didn’t get help soon, he would bleed to death.

      “Abraham, you’re safe now.”

      His prayers grew louder.

      Dinah willed the security guards to arrive. If they could just sedate him, they could save his life.

      She reached out a hand, palm up, pleading with him. “Please, Abraham. I can help you. Just put down the razor.”

      Abraham fell silent and cocked his head to one side, as if listening to voices from the other side of the veil. A strange smile spread over his face.

      He plunged the razor blade deep into his belly, grunting as he ripped it across and down. He crumpled to the floor.

      “No!” Dinah reached for him, unafraid of the blade now. It had served its dark purpose. She crawled through the blood and gathered Abraham in her arms. A stream of blood and entrails erupted from his belly and the noxious smell made her gag, but she held him close.

      His eyes flickered open.

      “Why, Abraham? Why do this?”

      He smiled once more. “God told me to do it.”

      His breath rasped and then quieted, his last sound a sigh of relief. Dinah felt a part of him slip away as the alarms rang on and the guards finally arrived with a crash cart.

      But they were too late.

      Dinah sat there in the pool of blood, holding Abraham’s corpse, her white coat and hands covered in gore. She looked up at the wall above his bed. Scrawled there in blood and feces was a line drawing, a horse rearing up on its back legs as if to crush the body below. The rider was a black wraith, as if Death itself had come to claim this victim.

      An orderly spoke from the door, a new guy funded by the last grant from Zoebios, a health company with interests in the region. “Dr Mizrahi? We need to take the body.”

      “Of course, sorry… I just thought… I thought I could get to him in time.” Dinah tried to rise and slipped in the bloody mess.

      The orderly helped her stand and supported her to the door. “Sometimes there’s no stopping them. This one looked like he was on the edge.”

      Dinah turned to the orderly. Something in his tone made the hairs on the back of her neck rise. “Sorry, I don’t remember your name.”

      “It’s Jacobsen. I only started last week. It seemed like a relatively quiet place then, but now this and, of course, Daniel.”

      Dinah frowned. “What about Daniel? I haven’t been able to get to his room yet. Is he still missing?”

      The orderly shook his head. “Word just came in that he’s dead, too. Jumped from the top of the Western Wall.”

      Dinah looked up at the looming figure of Death. He had claimed two of her patients today and she would not see him take another.

      Something was terribly wrong at Ezra, but the management team was more interested in corporate funding than patient care, and her colleagues would dismiss her vague concerns as fancy.

      But there was someone Dinah trusted. It was time to call in a favor from a friend she hadn’t seen in far too long.
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      Oxford, England.

      Morgan sat in the window seat of her tiny house in the Jericho area, muscles aching from the run. This little alcove had been one reason she bought the two-up, two-down terraced house between Ruskin College and the imposing gates of the Oxford University Press. This spot was a sun-trap for part of the day and in the English winters, she needed a glimmer of hope. It was a long way from her Tel Aviv apartment with Elian, where they had embraced the pulse of the city together, spending balmy nights dancing after long days of work researching military psychology. After Elian’s death on a mission in the Golan Heights, Morgan had sold the apartment and now had little desire to be in loud places. But she still needed the sun.

      A soft meow came from the doorway, and Morgan patted her lap in encouragement. She had fed the little stray and, over time, the cat had adopted her. Morgan named her Lakshmi — for the Hindu goddess of wealth, prosperity, wisdom, and courage — which seemed like a good omen for a new life centered around the university. The little grey tabby rarely came for a cuddle. She was as independent as her mistress. But today she seemed determined to collect her rightful portion of love, and Morgan was glad of the company as she considered her options.

      She stroked Shmi, her hand scratching behind the cat’s ears as she drank her thick black coffee, a Mediterranean addiction. The British didn’t know how to make it properly, drowning the bitterness in milk.

      Could she just embrace this university life and remain happy and at peace like the cat curled in her lap?

      Morgan shook her head, almost laughing at the absurdity. She knew herself better than that. Moments of calm were best appreciated between adventures. She needed to make a change. The only decision was what direction to take.

      Her hand resting on Shmi’s soft fur, Morgan checked the news from Israel on her phone. She might have left the country for a new life, but she kept an eye on her old home. Before she could flick to the Middle East section of the news site, a scrolling video caught her eye with an ambitious headline: “New technology can eradicate global mental health issues.”

      Morgan clicked the link, and it streamed a video from a health company, Zoebios, an amalgamation of the Greek words ‘zoe,’ meaning eternal, spiritual life, and ‘bios,’ related to physical life.

      The CEO, Milan Noble, exuded charisma even from the tiny screen, more movie star than corporate suit. He stood a head taller than the sea of journalists, with cropped hair and chiseled jaw.

      His eyes danced with passion as he spoke. “Zoebios is the largest provider of primary health care for family planning, pregnancy, and birth in Europe and the United States, and we have expanded into China, India, and sub-Saharan Africa in the last two years. Our research into early life development has raised the bar on child care models throughout the world.”

      The video showed images of Zoebios facilities with multicultural doctors, joyful mothers, and healthy, bouncing babies.

      “But my vision for an improved human race goes far beyond physical health. Mental health problems are destroying lives, with increasing numbers of people on medication just to get through the day.”

      Milan paused for dramatic effect.

      “But there is a way to tackle depression and anxiety without drugs. The trials we have run in multiple countries have been successful and we are now releasing this methodology to the wider public free of charge. You trust Zoebios with your children. Now trust us with your own mental health. You can register for information packs on our website. Thank you.”

      As journalists clamored to ask more questions, the video faded to show the Zoebios logo, an unfurling shoot of new life.

      As a psychologist, Morgan was intrigued. Depression and anxiety were now the most common mental health issues, causing untold suffering to many and costing millions in healthcare. If Zoebios truly had a non-invasive, non-drug related treatment, she was definitely interested in reading more about their research. She clicked the link to have a look at their site just as her phone rang.

      “Morgan, it’s Di.”

      Morgan smiled at the sound of her old friend’s voice. Dinah had been her room-mate and best friend in Israel, but their busy lives meant they didn’t talk as much now as they both wanted to. Yet when they spoke, it was as if time melted away. The memories they shared created a lifetime bond, and they owed each other much for the times of support and friendship.

      “Thank goodness you’re there,” Dinah continued. “I need your help.”

      “Of course. Are you okay? You sound upset. What is it?”

      “It’s Ezra. There’s something strange going on here. We’ve had two suicides today and I can’t understand why. There’s no one I trust here, Morgan, and certainly no one with your experience in psychology and religion. Any chance you can come to Jerusalem and help me figure this out?”

      Morgan smiled. Be careful what you wish for. “It just so happens that I have a space in my schedule. When do you need me?”

      Dinah sighed. “As soon as you can get here.”

      Morgan’s mind clicked into organizational mode as she calculated the time zone difference and possible flights.

      “Of course. I’m overdue a trip home, anyway, and I miss you, Di. It’s been too long. We have so much to catch up on. I’ll be with you tomorrow.”

      “You’re a blessing, Morgan. I can’t wait to see you and I know you’ll find this a fascinating case. See you in the morning.”

      Morgan hung up the phone.

      Shmi sensed her change in mood and jumped off her lap, taking the warm spot as Morgan headed to the bedroom to pack. This was a good chance to help a friend and get some perspective further away from Oxford.

      She caught sight of the photo on her mantelpiece and paused to pick it up. Grouped together were the smiling faces of herself, her twin sister Faye, and her two-year-old niece Gemma. She and Faye both had cobalt-blue eyes with a curious slash of violet, Morgan’s in the right eye and Faye’s in the left. But the physical resemblance ended there and their personalities couldn’t have been more different — just like their parents. Born on the cusp of Aquarius and Pisces, Morgan’s independence had pushed her into the world first. Their parents’ bitter separation meant she and Faye grew up separately, but Morgan felt that finally they were getting to know each other, and she would do anything for Gemma. The events of Pentecost had threatened all of their lives, and Morgan wouldn’t risk that again.

      This next step would be hers alone.
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      Sedlec Chapel. Kutná Hora, Czech Republic.

      Franco Messina had been to Sedlec before, but never in the middle of the night when the bones of the crypt came alive in the shadows. What was sickly yellow in the day, resonant of pus and decay, was transformed into golden marvel in the candlelight. Incense lingered in the air, its delicate smoke blurring the edges of the scene.

      A magnificent chandelier hung over the gathered crowd, composed of eight candelabra, each made from a spinal column with vertebrae lining the arms. Femurs hung down, the balls of the knee joints rounded and smooth. Plates of pelvis bone cradled candles, and each branch was topped with a skull.

      The ossuary contained around fifty thousand skeletons arranged in bony sculptures and macabre shapes. Most came from the time of the Black Death, but there were rumors that other bodies lay hidden here. After all, who would notice fresh bones amongst the skeletal shadows of the chapel?

      The sculptures around the chapel were nailed into place, and that made Franco uneasy. Bones don’t bleed, but the nails were an offense, forcing these dead into their display of ashen grace. Ropes of long bones and skulls lay draped around the vault, their empty eye sockets peering down at the living below.

      Franco sighed. We are all reduced to this, eventually. Just another femur. Just another skull. He shook his head to clear the depressing thoughts. These reminders of death made him even more determined to make the most of his life — and tonight, he would take another step in the right direction.

      It had been nine long months of proving himself worthy, and finally Franco had been invited to the Thanatos ceremony, the culmination of his trials.

      His old friend Ivan had recruited Franco into the organization, after seeing him fight in a bar brawl. Perhaps he had taken it a little too far that night — but the gypsy youth shouldn’t have been over on their side of town. Clearly, his actions had been appreciated because Ivan asked him to do some security work shortly after and encouraged him to improve his fighting skills.

      After a few weeks, Ivan introduced him to others in the Thanatos network. Together they formed a vigilante group, taking out unwanted parts of the community in surgical strikes, cutting out the worst parts of society so that the best could thrive.

      Franco was a proud nationalist. He didn’t want the gypsies or the rag-heads, the crazies, beggars, or fags around. Who did? He didn’t even mind targeting women, especially the prostitutes who polluted family values, tempting men away from their duty. He was proud of the work, it paid well, and the rewards would only increase with time.

      Franco touched his left arm where the pale horse tattoo would be added soon enough. Ivan said he would be eligible for full membership after the ceremony and, if you wore the tattoo, there were always those around who would get you out of trouble. It was currency, valued all over the world in an ever-increasing network.

      Ivan had explained that Thanatos was the ancient Greek personification of Death, and the pale horse tattoo represented the prophecy that Death would take a quarter of the world in the end times. Franco didn’t quite understand the details, but it didn’t matter. The tattoo was a passport to the other side of the law and a whole new level of wealth and power. Exactly what he wanted. It wouldn’t be long now.

      There was an air of expectancy in the crypt of bone. Around thirty people stood in rows around a raised dais with a long stone altar. The crowd was mostly men, but Franco noticed a few women dotted around.

      One woman stood nearby, her lithe form in a fitted suit of midnight blue. Her shining copper hair was pinned on top of her head and a tattoo of hieroglyphics wound down beneath her clothes from the base of her neck. She wore a black mask, as all of them did, but she must have felt his gaze.

      She turned and met Franco’s stare. Her eyes were like a frozen river, with nothing alive beneath the ice, and he looked away quickly as the chill of her regard passed on. He was a predator, but there was always a hierarchy, and Franco sensed her dominance.

      The atmosphere in the room shifted.

      The crowd parted to allow a tall man to pass. He wore a long, dark robe with a mask of black silk molded tightly to his face. He climbed the raised dais to stand in front of the altar.

      Only the top echelons of the organization knew the true identity of the man who embodied Thanatos. He was the dark Master they all served, and tonight Franco would pledge his allegiance.

      Thanatos raised his hands and waited for complete silence.

      “The hands of time turn once more but, my friends, tonight we are closer than ever. Soon, the pale horse of Death will be released, and the Revelation will be fulfilled.” He paused. “But the beginning of the end will only come through obedience — and sacrifice.”

      He turned and beckoned the crowd to draw closer. Even through his mask, Thanatos exuded charisma, his voice like a dark thread drawing them all to one purpose.

      “Tonight, you will renew your commitment. You will obey, like those before you obeyed, even when asked for that which they loved the most.”

      Thanatos strode to one end of the dais and those near the front leaned toward him, some reaching out to touch his robe as he spoke.

      “God promised the prophet Abraham a son, even though he and his wife were old. He was told that endless generations would stem from his seed — and he believed God would keep this promise. Even as his bones grew weak and he stumbled to tend his sheep, he believed God would be faithful and never let him down.”

      Thanatos walked to the other side of the dais and looked deep into the crowd, touching the hands of those closest, his voice echoing around the chapel.

      “After many years, God finally blessed Abraham with a son, Isaac, dearly beloved and precious to his father. Isaac enjoyed a happy childhood, until one day God told Abraham to take his son to the top of Mount Moriah and there to sacrifice him. To tie the child down and slit his throat so he would bleed out like an animal, and then to burn his flesh as an offering.”

      There was a collective inhalation, a breath held as one.

      “What kind of God demands the sacrifice of children?” Thanatos’s voice soared in the chamber. “What kind of father would consider such a demand? But Abraham understood obedience. He took his son Isaac to the mountain and tied him down. The boy shook with fear and tears ran down his cheeks as he begged for his life. Abraham wept and pleaded with God, but no reply came… Abraham raised the knife.”

      Thanatos paused and looked around the crowd. Seconds passed as he held their attention on a blade’s edge.

      He turned and beckoned into the darkness behind the altar.

      A stocky man dressed in the same mask and black robes came forward, carrying in his arms a child bound by ropes around his hands and feet.

      He placed the child on the altar.

      The crowd shifted a little, and Franco’s view was clear. He could see every detail. The little boy was maybe five years old. Tears and snot coated his tiny face, soaking a gag wrapped about his mouth. His eyes were open but vacant, as if he was drugged.

      A gasp broke the silence — and Franco realized it came from his own throat.

      Thanatos stepped up to the altar and placed one hand on the boy’s head, stroking his matted hair gently.

      “As Abraham readied himself, God sent a ram into a nearby thicket and its cries prevented the killing stroke. Abraham cried out his thanks, wept at God’s mercy and sacrificed the ram… But that was the past.”

      Thanatos tightened his fingers in the boy’s hair, tugging his head back to reveal the child’s pale throat.

      “A generation ago, my father worshipped here in this crypt. He heard the voice of God calling him to obedience. The world is blighted by too many of the wrong kind. The prophecy says that one in four must die — but it all begins with one sacrifice.”

      Thanatos drew a knife from a leather sheath at his waist. The polished ivory handle was made of interconnected metacarpals, the finger bones curving down to a thin, wicked blade.

      “My father brought his first-born son to this crypt. My brother, the child he loved above all else. He laid him on the altar just as this boy lies here now and he offered his child to God. He pleaded with God to provide another sacrifice, just as He had done for Abraham. But sometimes God asks us for what we love the most. Only obedience and sacrifice bring a greater blessing.”

      Thanatos raised the knife. It glinted in the candlelight, reflecting the faces of those closest to the altar as they leaned in even closer.

      “As my father raised his blade, he called one last time for God to relieve him of his burden.”

      His voice cracked a little, breaking with emotion as if he truly relived that desperate moment.

      “But God did not speak — and my father was obedient to the end.”

      The knife arced down and Thanatos sliced the child’s throat. Blood spilled over the altar and those nearest reached out to daub their fingers in it.

      Franco started forward. He didn’t mind the deaths of those who sullied his nation, but this child was an innocent. He could still save the boy.

      Ivan held him back and others of his vigilante team helped steady him. Franco could sense the threat in their grips. If he did not take part now, he would be the one lying with his throat cut. Perhaps alongside his wife and daughter.

      Franco looked around at the gathered crowd. Surely there were others who would join him in stopping this atrocity. But he only saw the fire of fanaticism in their eyes, and the woman with the copper hair nearby licked her lips in anticipation.

      Thanatos held out the bloody knife. “God was faithful and gave my father another son. I was born to fulfill the prophecy of the end times. A quarter of the world will die and that time ticks ever closer. Tonight, you will join me in obedience as we wash these bones anew in blood.”

      As Thanatos stepped back, a man from the eager crowd climbed the steps to the stage. He took the knife and, without hesitation, he plunged the blade into the tiny body.

      Others crowded to the altar, eager to show their obedience through the grisly rite. The sounds of excited breathing, and the dull thud of steel into flesh echoed in the chapel as, one after another, they joined the conspiracy. Their masks hid identities, and they became one in the dark act, mesmerized by the words of their leader, chained to obedience by their reward in the material world. Thanatos bound his followers to him with blood and money, the most ancient chains of all, and the hardest to break.

      Franco forced himself to watch as, one by one, the masked devotees stepped forward, took the knife, and stabbed the child. Some thrust hard and others seemed reluctant, but all obeyed.

      The woman with the copper hair took her turn with a practiced grip on the knife. She stepped into the pooling gore in front of the altar and thrust the blade in with no hesitation.

      Ivan and the other men pushed Franco to the front, and he slowly mounted the steps to the altar. The boy was clearly dead, his clothes stained with blood, his face pale, his spirit gone. But Franco found his hands shaking as he considered what he must do.

      Thanatos held out the knife and, in his gaze, Franco saw a never-ending well of darkness. Piles of corpses stretching far into the distance.

      There was no going back.

      Franco took the knife and stepped up to the altar. He lifted the blade and asked forgiveness from the God he had thought long forgotten.

      The blade came down one more time.
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      Vlašský Dvůr Castle. Kutná Hora, Czech Republic.

      This private corner of Vlašský Dvůr castle was the closest Milan Noble had to a family home. It was close to Sedlec and provided a welcome retreat after he played his role as the personification of Thanatos. The blood-soaked ritual was exhausting, but it kept his followers tied to the prophecy and focused on the endgame.

      After all, one child was nothing compared to the slaughter that would soon begin. After years of building a company that truly had the global reach required to achieve the prophecy, Milan only needed a few more pieces to set the plan in motion.

      He shrugged off his black robes and left them pooled on the dusty floor, patches of blood staining the tiles. He tore off the black mask and switched on a lamp that cast terracotta shadows across the wood-paneled walls. The glow illuminated a portrait of his father, Arkady Novotsky. Milan had anglicized their name to Noble, a necessary break from his father’s complicated past — but he would never forget his heritage.

      Arkady had purchased this castle after a particularly successful archaeological dig. His side business of smuggling antiquities finally paid off enough to buy the grand old place. He spun stories about it being handed down from some illustrious ancestor, but layers of fiction had often obscured Arkady’s truth. While his father had kept the castle private, Milan opened much of it to the public after his father’s death. Most of the grounds were now managed for tours, but he kept this tiny corner as his personal space. No one came here, not even a cleaner.

      Milan was rarely here himself since the international headquarters of Zoebios were in Paris and New York, and he worked tirelessly toward the greater goal. As a health technology company, Zoebios was the perfect foil for the dark purposes of Thanatos. The two would entwine soon enough, but for now Milan could enjoy this brief window of solitude in his busy schedule.

      He walked to the end of the long, dark corridor, shedding more of his outer layers. He was naked by the time he reached the door of the cellar, where a simple white kimono hung on a wooden peg. Milan shook it out and wrapped it around his muscular torso. It wasn’t enough to keep out the cold, but he relished the chill on his skin after the bloody heat of sacrifice.

      In bare feet, he stepped onto the stairs leading down and shut the door firmly behind him, locking it from the inside.

      Milan gave a heavy sigh and rested his head against the grain of the wood. The darkness of the stairwell was broken only by a chink of light from under the door and, as he slowed his breath, Milan felt calm descend. It had been too long since he’d visited this sanctuary and the spring that wound tightly within him needed release.

      This place been his refuge as a child during his father’s rampaging furies. Milan had hidden here when Arkady beat his mother to death, her screams muted by the thick wood as he shook in fear on the top step. His father battled many demons and lost to them often, but Arkady had also been blessed with visions from God. In his lucid moments, he showed the young Milan how to hide when the storms of violence approached, how to lock himself away down here and wait for the clock to turn a full twelve hours before emerging.

      Milan took one more deep breath. This was where he learned obedience and patience — and soon, he would be rewarded.

      He flicked on the lights and walked down into the cellar.

      The lighting was low and muted, a forest-green tinge from dim bulbs reflected from the bonsai trees, each stunted plant in its own ceramic pot. They were all mounted on an ancient door laid on darkly oiled stumps, eight perfectly formed miniature trees in a garden that no one else would ever see.

      The art of bonsai was in stunting the tree and guiding its growth into elaborate shapes without leaving a trace of the restrictive process. An elaborate ecosystem of lights and water sustained them down here in an artificial world, a reminder that patience could create beauty through discipline and control.

      Milan found a form of meditation in tending his bonsai. He managed such a vast company in the public arena and a growing network of Thanatos operatives in the shadows, and he sometimes found himself overwhelmed by everything he still needed to accomplish. But when he came down here, he controlled every single variable. It was his proving ground.

      Could he kill a quarter of his trees as he intended to kill a quarter of the world’s population? It was an interesting thought experiment, but Milan was not here to kill. Only to atone.

      He walked around the table and assessed the trees, probing the health of each plant with gentle fingertips. He brushed some tiny flowers from one tree onto the carpet of rich earth and then raked the miniature garden until the soil covered them again.

      Milan finally settled on a Chinese bird plum grown in the moyogi style, an informal upright with an elaborate twisted trunk. It was his favorite, but tonight he needed to atone for the death of the boy and it was only fitting that he choose the tree that gave him the most pleasure.

      Like the picture in the attic of Dorian Gray, these trees were the outward reflection of Milan’s inner self, a physical manifestation of the evil he committed. He warred with himself over the deeds he performed, but the pursuit of prophecy was a righteous quest, one he would achieve where his father had failed. His soul might be wrenched by the bloody tasks, but it was for the greater good. History would judge him as a savior when the survivors thrived in a less populous world cleansed of the unworthy.

      Milan turned to a plain wooden bench where his instruments lay in neat rows. Screws and vices, metal wire, pliers, and sharp blades. Punishment was owed for the sin of murder, and these were his scapegoat trees.

      Bonsai were hardy plants, bred to survive the violent shaping by blade and vice, and Milan had developed the atonement ritual to take that punishment further after witnessing something that still echoed in his memory.

      His father had taken him on a trip to Afghanistan, a rare chance to be part of an archaeological dig in a part of the world rarely visited by Westerners. They’d stopped on the outskirts of a remote village, where an old woman wept as she hammered thick nails into the trunk of a tree.

      As she sank to her knees in front of it and laid her head on its tortured wood, Arkady explained the ritual of the scapegoat tree. The villagers hammered their sins into it and then symbolically cast the tree out. It removed their sin and suffered in silence while the villagers carried on with their lives.

      It was similar to the ancient Israelite practice where a goat took the sins of the people and was cast out into the desert, dying far from the tribe that committed the crime. The nailing of sin to a tree was also reminiscent of the sacrifice Jesus made for humanity.

      Given the weight of his own sin, Milan found the scapegoat trees a useful way to atone. The bonsai were precious, and hurting them was a punishment. After all, he couldn’t cut or beat himself. That was a sign of weakness. He needed to be a powerful leader, to show no remorse in the face of what Thanatos must do to fulfill the prophecy. But down here in the cellar, he faced his sin and acknowledged his flawed humanity.

      Milan traced the curves of the tiny Chinese bird plum, seeking just the right spot for the wound.

      He selected a short fat nail from an old tobacco tin he had found as a teenager in the wasteland behind the castle. It had been thrown from a car and he’d fancied it was a message from people who might have rescued him — but they never came back. He kept it as a reminder of foolish dreams.

      He picked up a tiny hammer and braced the nail against the trunk of the tree. His stomach churned as he prepared to violate the wood.

      Milan drove the nail hard into the trunk — striking once, twice, until he pierced the heart of the plum.

      Dizziness overcame him and he knelt by the tree, the flagstones hard and cold on his knees.

      He placed a hand on the bonsai. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.” He traced the trunk, the smooth wood now desecrated with another nail. The fresh silver stud looked clean alongside the many others hammered here over the years. The accumulation of his sin, a testament to his guilt.

      As the nausea passed, Milan frowned at his collection.

      The bonsai were now so pock-marked with silver studs there was hardly any room for more nails. He would have to buy more trees to atone for the slaughter ahead.
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      Jerusalem, Israel.

      Morgan wound down the window and breathed the familiar air as the taxi skirted the city of Jerusalem and headed for the hill where the Ezra Institute overlooked the Kidron Valley.

      Olive groves on the hills grew in dusty green rows, like army fatigues laid down on the earth, representing the dead on both sides in a never-ending war. Morgan had been idealistic once, willing to believe there could be a lasting peace in her beloved country. After all, people are people. They love their children. They want to work and be happy. But that basic truth was obscured by a web of politics, religious fervor, and a desire for revenge that escalated in a blood feud across generations.

      She had spent so much time arguing with colleagues over the problems of their nation and those who lived inside its contested borders. Her husband Elian had been at her side back then, smoking Noblesse cigarettes and drinking his favorite Clos de Gat Har’el Syrah. She could still remember the taste of grapes and smoke when he kissed her.

      A passionate man, Elian had died as violently as he had lived. Perhaps they wouldn’t have made it through the fiery arguments in a long-term partnership, but it was impossible to know. Their love had been frozen forever on the day he was killed in a hail of bullets on the Golan Heights, dying in her arms as an ambush pinned them down. Elian was a hard man to replace.

      An image of Jake Timber, the ARKANE agent, suddenly came to Morgan’s mind. Torn shirt on a muscled back, framed by the fires of Pentecost. He turned and smiled at her, ash smudging his cheeks, his tawny eyes alight with the flames.

      Morgan sighed and pushed the images away.

      The taxi pulled into the gates of the Ezra Institute and, after paying her fare, Morgan stepped out into the yard. It looked more like a prison from the outside, with elaborate security measures. It seemed impossible that a patient could escape — unless they had help.

      Morgan was officially here as a specialist in the psychology of religion. With her years of experience, she could definitely justify her presence as a consultant.

      The door buzzed, then clicked open, and Dinah stood framed in the metal doorway. She beckoned Morgan through and enfolded her friend in a warm embrace.

      “I’ve missed you. It’s been too long.”

      “You too, Di.”

      For a moment, they just stood there, hugging. There was so much history between them, and Morgan felt like she’d come home to a beloved sister. Had she made a mistake in leaving Israel behind?

      Dinah broke away and poked at Morgan’s waist. “You’re too skinny. What have you been doing with yourself?”

      Morgan laughed. “Feed me later. Let’s see this cell.”

      “Always the workaholic.” Dinah turned serious. “But we need to be careful. The razor blade Abraham used has disappeared, and it’s not clear how he got hold of it in the maximum security wing. I’m worried, Morgan. But come, I’ll show you Abraham’s room.”

      They walked through the scrubbed halls of the institute, past the wards of beds and interview rooms.

      Morgan noted the well-stocked cupboards along the corridor, and how clean the place looked. The last time she’d visited, the facility was dark and run down. “It looks like you have more funding than when I was last here. What’s changed?”

      “When the Israeli government withdrew all funding two years ago, some religious groups approached us, but they had a restrictive agenda. Now we get the bulk of our income from Zoebios and they also provide medication and cutting-edge technology.”

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. “I’ve only recently heard about the company. What do they get in return?”

      Dinah shrugged. “Data. It’s always about data. They use information from Ezra in their global studies on health and well-being. We’ve recently taken part in their neuroscience trials focused on anxiety and depression.”

      “So you think it’s worth it?”

      Dinah nodded. “I’ve spent way too long struggling for funding and Zoebios offered generous long-term support. They also offer sabbaticals at other global sites. I’m considering a clinic in South Africa, just for a change. Not so many Isaiahs and John the Baptists down there, that’s for sure.”

      An orderly turned a corner up ahead but turned away when he saw them, ducking down a side corridor. Something about him seemed a little off to Morgan, but Dinah waved in his direction. “We’re so busy that Zoebios even fund extra staff, which is much appreciated.”

      Her smile faltered as they arrived at the secure wing. “This is… was… Abraham’s room. He was a special patient of mine and I thought he was getting better, but then this. Something tipped him over the edge. Daniel threw himself from the Western Wall at the same time…” Tears welled in her eyes.

      Morgan put her arm around her friend. “I can go in alone if you like.”

      Dinah shook her head. “No, I’m okay.” She unlocked the door, and they entered the room. It was spotless and smelled of bleach and disinfectant. Dinah pointed at the wall above the metal bed. “You can still see the faint lines of what he drew there in blood and feces. We can’t get it all off. We need to paint over it.”

      She knelt and put her hand on the floor. “He was sitting right here when he… he said that God told him to kill himself. I failed him, and I’m scared for the others.”

      “It’s okay, Di. We’ll figure this out. We always do.” Morgan stood back and studied the faint outline on the wall. It was a life-size horse, rearing up with nostrils wide and flaring in wild abandon. On its back was the skeletal figure of Death.

      Morgan’s breath caught in her throat. She had seen this image before. It was the pale horse tattoo of Thanatos, the religious group who had pursued her and Jake on the mission to find the stones of the Apostles. They had left a trail of bodies in their wake and almost captured her in those final days of violence.

      Why would Thanatos be interested in Ezra? What was she missing?

      Morgan walked over to Abraham’s desk, an old wooden table and chair that looked like those she had used at school. There was a small audio player on the desk, its green chrome cover marked with an unfurling shoot of new life.

      “Are the patients allowed audio?” Morgan asked.

      Dinah stood up from the floor and sat heavily on the bed, her face haggard and drawn. “Yes, it’s part of the Zoebios study. It’s a combination of a drug trial paired with audio stimulation.”

      Morgan searched around the desk. “Where are the headphones? I’d like to have a listen.”

      Dinah frowned. “There’s a special headset. Maybe someone took it back to the storage area, as we only have a few of them. It uses deep transcranial stimulation and seems to reduce depression and improve mood in some patients.”

      Morgan spun around at the words, suddenly on high alert. “Transcranial stimulation has been used to invoke visions of God or other spiritual beings. Remember the Persinger God helmet we studied back at college?”

      Dinah nodded. “Of course, but the Zoebios headphones are tiny. The God helmet was like a motorcycle helmet covered in electrodes.”

      Morgan turned back to look at the outline of the sketch on the wall. “I still want to have a listen.”

      “I’ll go get a pair.” Dinah rose slowly from the bed, her shoulders taut with stress.

      Morgan frowned as her friend’s footsteps echoed down the hallway. The Dinah she remembered was fast and active, but her steps were slow and tentative now. This situation was certainly taking a heavy toll.

      Morgan returned to searching the room. A quote from Aldous Huxley was stuck to the wall. “Maybe this world is another planet’s hell.” Huxley’s book The Doors of Perception sat on a shelf and, as Morgan recognized it from her own collection back in Oxford, she felt a flash of compassion for the dead man.

      A sudden click from behind made Morgan spin around as the door slammed shut.

      She rushed over, but it was locked. She was trapped in here.

      Morgan banged on the door and shouted for Dinah — her cries swallowed up by the rumbling boom of an explosion.
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      As the explosion rocked the hospital, Morgan braced herself against the door frame. Chunks of masonry fell from the ceiling, and plaster rained down.

      She ducked to the floor and rolled under the metal bed to protect herself. Patients screamed above the cacophony of the alarm. Where was Dinah? Was she safe?

      Another explosion, closer now. As the shock wave rippled through the building, the door frame buckled and cracked.

      Morgan crawled out from under the bed and grabbed the old wooden chair by the desk. She smashed it against the wall and broke the chair apart, using the leg as a wedge in the crack opened up in the blast. She levered it back and forth in the door frame until the lock mechanism broke and splintered, then forced the door open and squeezed through.

      The corridor was full of panicked patients and medical staff trying to evacuate them from the building. Smoke billowed through the corridor and there were visible flames at the far end. It wouldn’t be long until the fire caught hold and the entire building would burn.

      Morgan stopped a passing nurse. “Where do you keep the audio headsets for the patients?”

      The nurse pointed toward the flames. “Back there, but you can’t go that way now. The fire is too close.”

      Morgan sprinted down the corridor, dropping to her hands and knees as she reached the dense smoke. She covered her mouth with a discarded robe and crawled on.

      The blazing heat was intense, and she could hardly see. She coughed and wheezed, but pushed on.

      A door lay open on her left and, through the smoke, Morgan saw the shape of a body. Dinah lay on the floor, her head bloody from a recent wound. She had been attacked before the explosion.

      Morgan reached up and grabbed a sheet from a pile. She rolled Dinah’s unconscious body onto it and crawled back down the corridor, dragging her friend behind her on the makeshift stretcher.

      The smoke was heavier now and billowed near the ceiling with flashes of flame shooting through it. Gas was building up. There would soon be another explosion.

      They had to get out.

      Morgan took another breath from the air close to the floor and held it so as not to inhale the toxic fumes. Drawing on her last reserves of energy, she stood up and ran. She pulled Dinah faster down the corridor until she turned a corner and the air cleared.

      A door lay open to the courtyard beyond, where firefighters and paramedics tended to patients.

      Morgan dragged Dinah to safety and collapsed as two firefighters ran to help. A paramedic reached out to take the sheet from Morgan’s hand, but she clutched it tighter, unwilling to let Dinah out of her sight.

      “It’s okay,” the young paramedic said. “You can let go now. We’ll help your friend.”

      Morgan’s eyes streamed as she coughed and retched from the smoke. She couldn’t do any more so she begrudgingly let the sheet go.

      The paramedics lifted Dinah onto a stretcher, briefly assessed her, and wheeled her toward a waiting ambulance, which stood with lights flashing at the edge of the carpark.

      Morgan sat on the tarmac and breathed through an oxygen mask, inhaling relief into her lungs as she looked back at the Ezra Institute. Flames curled from the windows and the fire roared as it consumed the building. Old furnishings, linen supplies, and even the paint allowed the fire to catch quickly.

      She heard snatches of discussion around her. Was it a terrorist bomb? Or just an unfortunate accident?

      But Morgan knew this wasn’t a coincidence. There had to be a connection between the suicides, the pale horse of Thanatos, and the explosion. Perhaps it was a way to stop the investigation into what really happened?

      Dinah.

      Her friend could still be in danger.

      Morgan stood and looked around in desperation, her oxygen mask discarded by her side.

      Across the carpark, she spotted the orderly they’d passed on the way to Abraham’s room. He climbed into the back of the ambulance in which Dinah lay unconscious.

      Heart pounding, Morgan looked for a way to stop the vehicle before it drove off. The orderly would surely finish what he had started if that door closed.

      A police officer stood behind Morgan, taking a statement. Like all Israeli police, he had a handgun in his belt. The Jericho 941 semi-automatic would be enough to stop the ambulance — if she could use it in time.

      Morgan spun around and slammed into the police officer, catching him off guard and unclipping his gun in one movement.

      She sprinted toward the back door of the ambulance. The police officer pursued her, shouting at his colleagues to bring her down.

      Morgan aimed the weapon.

      The orderly hurried to close the door, kicking away the other paramedic, all pretense forgotten now.

      Morgan had to take the shot before the police stopped her — or Dinah would be lost.

      She took a breath, focused, fired. One shot, two shots through the gap of the door.

      The orderly dropped in the back of the ambulance. Screams and shouts rang out.

      Morgan threw the gun to the ground and dropped to her knees. She held her arms up, palms out in surrender. “I’m IDF,” she shouted as police surrounded her, guns pointing straight at her head.
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      Central Police Station. Jerusalem, Israel.

      An hour later, Inspector General Lior Avidan entered the interrogation room holding two cups of coffee. He signaled for the other officers to leave and sat down across from Morgan, whose hands were cuffed in front of her on the metal table.

      He placed one cup in front of her. “Strong black. I thought you might need it.”

      “You remembered.” Morgan smiled at him, fatigue showing on her face, but that violet slash in her right eye as vivid as ever.

      A flash of memory and Lior saw her laughing, eyes sparkling as the waters of the Red Sea swirled about their entwined bodies. They had started in the military together, but the following summer, Morgan chose Elian. Time had changed them both since then, but memories of young love were perhaps more precious as the years passed.

      “How’s Di?” Morgan asked.

      “She’s in the intensive care unit at Hadassah Hospital. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she’s well looked after.”

      Morgan visibly relaxed at the positive news of her friend. “You’ve done well for yourself, Lior.”

      His name was soft in her mouth. He hadn’t heard it spoken like that for many years now. Lior reached for her cuffed hands, but Morgan picked up the coffee cup and took a sip.

      He moved his hands away again. This was no time for sentiment. “I’m not sure even the Inspector General can get you out of this one. What are you doing here? What happened at Ezra?”

      Morgan ignored his questions. “Is the orderly dead? I need to know who he’s working for.”

      Lior stood up, the chair scraping on the floor. “He’s just an orderly. He was new, but he was helping Dinah. You were in shock. Smoke inhalation affected your judgment. It could be manslaughter if he doesn’t survive.”

      She looked up. “So he is alive, then? I need to speak with him. Please.”

      He slammed his hand down on the table. “You have no right to ask. This is not your place anymore. You left us behind, remember?”

      A look of pain flickered across her face. “There was nothing to stay for.”

      Lior turned away. “You had friends who loved you.”

      There was a beat of silence before he exhaled sharply and turned to face her once more. “Enough. I need to know about Ezra. What happened?”

      Morgan explained about Dinah’s call, the suicides, the pale horse, and the explosion.

      “I’m sure the orderly set the fire and that he attacked Di. There’s something else going on. Someone is trying to cover up the suicides. There’s a bigger plan here and we’re only seeing a small part of it.”

      Lior frowned. “And you think it could be this Thanatos organization, with a plan to resurrect some kind of religious extremism? But Ezra is just a tiny hospital. What interest would they have in such a place?”

      “It’s bigger than Ezra. You must have a team on the suicide at the Western Wall. This might help that case.”

      Lior shook his head with a sigh. “That’s a PR disaster, for sure. How he got up there past the guards is one question. Then there are claims that Muslim guards shot him from the square by the Dome of the Rock. To make things worse, someone has leaked the prophecy.”

      Morgan leaned forward, her handcuffs chinking with her agitation. “What prophecy?”

      “The victim was holding a piece of paper with a prophecy from Revelation written on it. ‘A quarter of the world will die by sword, famine, or plague.’”

      Morgan turned pale at his words.

      “What is it?” Lior asked.

      “It’s definitely Thanatos. The pale horse proves it. I’m sorry, Lior, but I need you to call someone for me. You’re not going to like it, but they’re going to get me out of here.”
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      Zoebios Head Office. Paris, France.

      The subject was a forty-two-year-old accountant professing a moderate Catholicism. He went to confession twice a year and estimated four out of ten for the importance of religious experience in his life.

      A raft of other questions camouflaged the true intent of the experiment so the subject couldn’t prepare and had no expectation of what might happen. But Dr Maria Van Garre couldn’t help a thrill of anticipation. They only needed a few more subjects to complete the research, and already the results were significant. Tomorrow she would present them to the board.

      The original audio trials had been so effective for anxiety and depression they were fast-tracked for public release. But Maria knew the binaural technology could result in a more direct influence on behavior. Of course, there were inherent dangers, as with any neurological study, but she was confident that Zoebios would only deploy her research for its intended therapeutic use. She just needed additional funding for the next step.

      The subject lay back in a comfy, over-sized chair with thick plush arms. Maria adjusted his eye mask to make sure the cotton wool padding was tight against his eyes.

      “Is that comfortable? It’s important that you can’t see anything.”

      “That’s fine. So what should I expect?”

      “It’s a completely individual experience, Mr…” Maria checked the clipboard. “Agineux. Just relax and let whatever happens happen.”

      He tightened his fingers on the arms of the chair. “It won’t hurt, though, right?”

      Maria patted his hand lightly and spoke in a soothing tone. “Not at all. The field is weaker than a fridge magnet. I’m going to place the headset on now, but don’t worry, I can hear you through the intercom if you have any problems. Just lie back and relax. You’ll hear rainfall at first to help you focus. Just breathe evenly and enjoy the rest. Some subjects even fall asleep. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Beats a few hours at work, I guess.” Agineux relaxed and let his hands fall into his lap.

      Maria placed the headset so it fitted snugly. The first prototype had been heavy and unwieldy, but this new version weighed barely as much as a bicycle helmet and she had an even lighter version ready for testing in the next phase. She fastened the strap under Agineux’s chin, ensuring the markers were in the correct place to focus the weak magnetic field onto the temporal lobe.

      She turned the lights off and walked out the door, closing it softly behind her. Agineux lay in pitch darkness, snug in his relaxing chair. Some days, Maria wanted to sink into that chair herself and allow it to soothe away her stress. She had put in countless hours on this project, but she was confident the research would be worth every second.

      Once Maria closed the door, her assistant, Simone, clicked on the introductory soundtrack.

      They experimented with different conditions for the auditory feed, while the magnetic field remained the same. Some subjects heard only relaxing rainfall and thunderstorms in the distance with birdsong and waves. Other subjects experienced a form of binaural beat technology that included suggested behavior. It was a simple task, but not something they would perform without instruction. Neither of the researchers knew which condition the computer assigned each subject to, as it was all randomized by the program.

      “Do you want to classify some of the other records while we wait for this one?” Simone asked. “I know you want the report to be ready for the board and we still have a lot to get through.”

      The audio program ran for nearly an hour and then they debriefed the subject in a recorded interview. While the program classified the data feeds around heart rate, blood pressure, and skin conduction results, the interviews needed to be analyzed for the more qualitative, experiential data.

      Maria nodded and sat down at the desk. “Sure, let’s do a couple.”

      Simone read from a printout. “Subject experienced a sudden wave of darkness and saw a distant point of light. They felt a presence standing behind, watching over them. Oh wait, they described it as ‘the’ presence, not just ‘a’ presence.”

      She skimmed the page. “It wasn’t threatening, but it wasn’t kind either. It was just there.”

      Maria tilted her head to one side as she thought. “Tag that one with tunnel because it sounds similar to near-death experiences, and also tag with ambivalent presence. Did they hear anything?”

      “Nothing noted.”

      Maria shook her head. “Sometimes I don’t think we’re asking the right questions. But it’s so hard to put such a powerful experience into mere words. What else?”

      “This next one ticked the box showing that the experience didn’t come from their own mind, so I’ll tag with external locus.”

      The metronomic needle on the current subject’s brainwave readout swished beside them in a series of peaks and troughs.

      “Looks like Agineux just had his first experience,” Maria noted.

      Simone shuffled through the papers. “This one is interesting. A woman saw flames and felt heat, although it didn’t burn her. There were faces in the fire and she counted six individual presences as if they stood right next to her.”

      “That could be disturbing,” Maria noted. “Imagine if you had that type of vision in a church or by yourself in your room at night. It’s certainly the basis for nightmares.”

      “Or even a belief in demons and hell,” Simone replied. “I know we’re not meant to use religious terminology, but seriously, flames?”

      Maria wondered what Simone had seen during her session with the headset. They had both tried it, but neither of them talked about their experiences. They didn’t want to bring bias to the experiment by acknowledging their belief, or lack of it.

      Everyone experienced different things, but that made it all the more difficult to classify. Those who professed religious belief often had visions that fit their idea of God. Some people experienced nothing at all. They were often disappointed, as if there was something deficient in them that prevented a higher level of consciousness.

      “Have you got the results from the clinics where we tested drug pairing with the binaural suggestion?” Maria asked.

      Simone turned to her computer and tapped away for a moment. She frowned. “Looks like there are some issues with a stronger response among those with significant religious belief, and a couple of fatalities that you need to look into.”

      Maria frowned. She didn’t need that data corrupting her board presentation. “Okay, I’ll get to those tomorrow when I have more time.”

      An alarm pinged, indicating the end of Agineux’s session.

      “I’ll debrief him. You’ve done more than your fair share recently.” Maria gathered a question sheet and a small soft toy rabbit from a pile near the door. When the light above the door turned green, she stepped into the room and flicked on the light.

      She put the toy rabbit within Agineux’s reach, but under her chair, so it wasn’t too obvious. Maria touched his hand so he would know the experience was over. He tried to pull the headset off and she slowed him, helping him carefully then removing the eye mask.

      He blinked at the lights, his breathing elevated. “That was weird.”

      “Just breathe gently, Mr Agineux,” Maria said. “I’d like to ask you some questions about what you experienced. This is being recorded, so please be as honest as you can with your responses.”

      “Of course. I’m keen to find out what the hell you just did to me.”

      “What happened at the beginning of the experience?”

      Agineux leaned forward. “It was dark, and I saw shapes swirling about me in a kind of mist. They were like ghosts or maybe angels, but they had flat faces, with no clear features.”

      He leaned further forward and reached under Maria’s chair at full stretch. He grabbed the toy rabbit and hugged it tightly to his chest. “I could hear them speak, but I couldn’t understand the words. Were those angel voices?”

      Maria remained impassive. “Please continue describing the experience.”

      “They circled around me and then I felt more of a dominant presence, a one-ness, but I was part of it, too.” His hands twisted the rabbit’s ears, knotting and pulling them. “I could smell something funny. Maybe smoke, maybe incense. It was… sticky.”

      “Sticky?”

      “Like it got stuck in my nose, like pollen makes you clog up.” He suddenly gave a violent tug and wrenched the rabbit’s ears off, leaving a lump of pink fur in his big hands. He pulled its head off and then each limb.

      Agineux stopped and looked down, appalled at his actions. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was doing.”

      “It’s fine.” Maria took the pieces from him and put them out of sight. “Please finish describing what you experienced.”

      She tried to control her excitement. He must have been exposed to the rabbit condition. Although they didn’t know who was assigned, it became rapidly obvious after the interview began. Suggestions were so deeply embedded that the subject didn’t even know what they had been commanded to do. But the experience made it seem as if the command came from God Himself. The subjects had so far obeyed every time.

      “It was like I was dreaming, but also awake,” Agineux continued. “I’ve heard of lucid dreaming. Was that it?” He looked at Maria for some kind of sign.

      She remained impassive. “Go on.”

      “That was it mostly, except I wanted to stay there. It was uncomfortable, but there was also something timeless about it. It makes my daily life seem almost… pointless. I want that feeling again. Can I come back and do it another time?”

      Maria handed him a leaflet. “Thank you, Mr Agineux. I appreciate your candor, but we can only have you in the experiment once. This explains the science behind the experience and there’s a number to call if you have any concerns. My assistant will show you to the rest area now.”

      She stood up and Agineux reached for her arm. “Please, Doctor. There must be a way I can do it again?” His voice had an edge of desperation.

      Maria shook her head. “Not right now, but we have your details. We’ll be in touch about any developments. Thank you again for your time.”

      As Simone helped Agineux out, Maria sat down at her desk and pondered the subject’s reaction. She had seen such intensity in other patients and it hinted at how rewarding such an experience could be — as well as how dangerous. She pushed down her concerns. This was the final result she needed for the board presentation — and Maria was confident they would see the potential in her work.
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      Capela dos Ossos. Évora, Portugal.

      The streets of Évora in southern Portugal were quiet as Natasha El-Behery stepped out of the midnight-blue Mercedes-Benz SLS AMG Coupé. She breathed in the cool air, grateful for the darkness after the heat of the summer day.

      Franco and Ivan pulled up behind her in their more functional sedan. Natasha walked over to their car, her turquoise rings flashing in the headlights as she smoothed back her copper curls.

      She looked over at the church of St Francis, then bent to the window. “Follow me down, but stay in the shadows. I’ll try to get what we’re looking for the easy way first, but be ready if I need you.”

      The men nodded.

      Natasha smiled, bestowing on them a flash of her favor. Like the winter sun, it was swift and brilliant, but quickly turned to a freeze. She walked down the path to the church, her heels clicking on the stone, her pencil-slim skirt hugging her shapely legs. The designer outfit was hardly suitable for a Franciscan church, but Natasha enjoyed beautiful clothes. It also served her purpose as an assassin. When she dressed like this, people underestimated her — and that was often the last thing they ever did.

      Despite the heat, the tailored jacket had long sleeves, which she wore in all weathers to cover the scars she kept hidden from prying eyes. Some might question her sanity, but without pain, there could be no victory.

      She touched the newest scar cut only days ago in front of Milan Noble to demonstrate her dedication to finding the book he sought. He had watched the blood well from the blade’s edge and then licked her flesh clean before they spent the night blending the exquisite heights of pleasure and pain.

      Natasha rarely found an equal, but Milan’s dark ambition exceeded even her own. If she could bring him the Devil’s Bible he so dearly sought, she would prove her worth in the days ahead. He was obsessed with the book and its curse, believing it to be the final piece in the end-times prophecy. She would use that fixation to bind him to her more completely.

      Natasha walked toward the crypt, the path lit by tiny lights under high arches. The chapel was always open, with monks in twenty-four-hour rotation praying for the souls of those taken before their time.

      A light from inside the crypt shone a deep golden red, as if the fires of hell burned within its portals. It illuminated an inscription carved in stone over the door: We bones, lying here, for yours we wait.

      It was melodramatic but appropriate, for this chapel had been built for contemplation of the transitory nature of life. Natasha was well aware of her mortality. The brevity of life made it all the more special, and she lived close to death. She always had done.

      Her father had raised her amongst the ancient sites of Egypt. Her inheritance was the legacy of the pyramids, and he’d taught her to read from the bones of the past. She was only in Europe to learn how to turn history into temporal power. For now, she would be Milan’s woman while she learned all she could from him, but she had far more ambitious plans for her future.

      Natasha stalked into the crypt, the click of her heels echoing in the silence. The low, vaulted ceiling was painted white, with gold filigree inlaid with death’s head motifs. Long bones and skulls decorated the columns and walls in swirling patterns as candles flickered, giving them an illusion of life.

      A monk knelt by the altar, his head bent in prayer. Natasha walked up behind him.

      He looked up as she approached and squinted in the dim light. He was near the grave, with wrinkles around watery blue eyes that cut deep into a face that understood pain and suffering.

      “May I help you?” he whispered.

      “I’m looking for a book,” Natasha said. “I heard it’s kept here.”

      The old monk rose slowly to his feet, his joints stiff. “We have many books in the library. Was it something specific? The history of the crypt, perhaps?”

      Natasha took a step closer, towering over his shrunken form. “The Devil’s Bible.”

      His eyes widened at her words.

      “You know the book. Where is it?”

      The monk took a step back so his legs touched the altar rope. “I know of it, but its location is hidden. The ones who knew are buried here. Their bones cry out to God to keep the location secret from those who would use its power for evil.”

      Natasha reached out with one perfectly manicured fingernail and scratched it down the monk’s cheek. “I will know its location.”

      She turned and beckoned to the shadows. Franco and Ivan stepped out, and the monk inhaled sharply, a primal sound of fear.

      “We will help you remember. Save yourself pain and tell me where it is.”

      The monk clasped his hands together and whispered a prayer. He wouldn’t give them the book without some persuasion. Perhaps he didn’t even know where it was.

      No matter.

      He would be an example. Even if she had to go through all the monks to find the book Milan wanted, Natasha would deliver on her promise.

      She looked around the crypt. Two desiccated corpses dangled from chains on one wall. One was a child, the other a man, but both were sacks of sagging flesh, hanging lifeless from the ceiling. They might have been saints once, but now they would serve her dark purpose.

      She nodded at Franco and pointed at a cadaver. “Get that down.”

      The monk prayed louder. Ivan backhanded him into silence.

      Franco pulled down the ancient corpse and dropped the body to the ground, unwinding the chains that had held it up.

      Natasha turned to the monk. “This will be your fate unless you tell me where the Devil’s Bible is.”

      He prayed louder.

      Natasha nodded at Ivan. He punched the old man hard in the stomach, winding him. The monk fell to his knees next to the corpse, clutching his gut.

      Natasha slapped the side of his face, her turquoise rings cutting into his skin. The monk fell face first onto the desiccated cadaver, his hands sinking into dead flesh.

      She stepped on the back of his neck, pushing his face down into the human decay, her stiletto heel marking his skin. “Breathe deeply. This is what you will soon become.”

      The monk writhed, trying desperately to get off the body. He wheezed and coughed, choking with dust from the cadaver.

      Natasha stepped back and Franco wound the chains around the monk’s wrists, pulling his arms behind his back, and then hoisted him until his limbs strained behind him.

      “This is an ancient form of torture,” Natasha said. “As we lift, your body weight will break your arms. It will be excruciating and eventually you’ll suffocate. But not before I peel the flesh from your old bones.”

      She removed a slender knife from her handbag, an ancient Egyptian blade with an ivory handle. It was one of her favorites. She held it out, the point toward the monk’s right eye as he tried vainly to pull away.

      “My father gave this to me. It’s a sacrificial knife from the tomb of an Egyptian queen, the great Hatshepsut, used for thousands of years to inflict pain and death — and to perform ritual sacrifice.”

      Ivan wound the handle, tugging the monk’s hands up behind him, forcing his head down toward the knife as Natasha calmly held the blade in front of his face.

      “Where is the Devil’s Bible? More of your brothers will suffer if you don’t reveal the location.”

      The monk looked up with steel in his eyes as he rasped and wheezed his reply. “Better is the day of death than the day of birth.”

      Natasha smiled. “Ecclesiastes, my favorite book. How appropriate.”

      She nodded at Ivan. He yanked the chain hard, forcing the monk’s face down onto the knife. It pierced the flesh under his eye, blood pouring from the wound as he moaned in pain.

      Natasha leaned in. “We can do this all night. I enjoy taking it slow and you’ll have plenty of time to contemplate the day of your death. Where’s the book?”

      The monk shook his head once more.

      Natasha slowly dragged the knife down his cheek, blood welling up in its path as she carved ancient symbols that had no place in this Christian sanctuary.

      “You know the scriptures,” he wheezed as blood dribbled into his mouth. “Yet you do evil to seek evil. I will not send you further into sin.”

      Natasha shook her head. “By your refusal, you send me to greater sin.” She bent and lifted the hem of his robe. “And there is one sin I particularly enjoy for men like you.”

      The monk struggled, the chains pulling his arms taut as he tried to arc away from her. She could see from his wide eyes that this was indeed his weakness.

      Ivan yanked up the chain and Natasha stepped closer, pulling the monk’s robes up and holding the knife point to his groin. She pushed the tip in and began to cut.

      The monk sagged on the chains, and the fight left his eyes. “What’s the use?” he wheezed. “I protect nothing but a lie told for generations. The Devil’s Bible isn’t here.”

      Natasha frowned. “I was told the Vatican sent it here for safekeeping amongst the bones of the dead.”

      “No doubt that confession was also obtained through torture.” The monk’s gaze was sharper now, as if pain concentrated his spirit. “But truly, the Devil’s Bible is not here. I don’t know where it is. But there are other ossuaries like this one where holy bones might contain such evil. It is certainly buried with the dead, for they cannot speak its blasphemy — but it’s not here.”

      Natasha could see he had nothing left to give. She would search out these other ossuaries, and it wouldn’t be long until she could claim her reward from Milan Noble. She shivered with anticipatory pleasure.

      She bent forward and whispered in the monk’s ear. “What has been will be again. What has been done will be done again. There is nothing new under the sun.”

      With those last words from the book of Ecclesiastes, she slit the monk’s throat, expertly side-stepping away from the pulsing gore, so her designer clothes remained unmarked. Natasha turned and walked away, her heels clicking again on the stone, leaving tiny imprints of blood on the floor of the crypt.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoebios Head Office. Paris, France.

      The imposing lobby of the Zoebios building with its towering glass facade made everyone feel insignificant in the face of the company’s might, but today, Dr Maria Van Garre could hardly contain her excitement. She would share her results with the board and it would catapult her career to new heights.

      She had to hold herself back from skipping a little as she joined the queue for the security checks. Maria smoothed her hands down over her neat pinstriped suit instead, appearing far more restrained than the feelings she held within. After the late nights and extensive preparation, today was her chance to shine.

      Maria entered the elevator and ascended to the boardroom on the thirty-fifth floor. No one spoke on the journey between floors, as per office policy. The building was segregated into separate areas, and secret projects were tacitly acknowledged but not discussed. Drug research and health companies were often targets of industrial espionage, and the code of silence meant Maria had little idea what was going on elsewhere in the company. Few knew what she worked on either, but after she presented her results, Maria was sure that her star would rise.

      A tech assistant was waiting for her as she exited the elevator, and they worked together to set up her presentation in the boardroom.

      Everything was ready.

      Maria stood at the window and looked out over Paris. It was a glorious morning, and she felt a touch of vertigo as she gazed down at the curving River Seine far below as the sharp lines of the Eiffel Tower reflected the sunlight over the shimmering city.

      She heard voices in the hallway before the door opened.

      Maria straightened and greeted the board members as they entered and sat at their appointed seats. They were friendly enough, but it was clear that she did not belong this high up. She only had one chance to impress them.

      At one minute to ten, Milan Noble entered the room. He was tall and commanding, his physical presence dominating the space. Maria had seen him from afar once before, but up close, he had a powerful appeal.

      “Good morning.” He nodded at the board members, then at Maria. “Dr Van Garre, thank you for your time today. I’m looking forward to your presentation.”

      Maria flushed slightly. “Thank you. I’m excited to share my results.” She chided herself inwardly. How could a mature woman feel like a schoolgirl in front of him? She checked her notes while he finished his greetings.

      Milan sat down. “Please begin.”

      He switched his attention fully to Maria. She had heard of the power of his gaze, but now she truly understood what people meant. It was a gift, one he clearly cultivated, and his charisma swept all before him.

      Maria began. “My lab has focused on mental health for the last four years, specifically synchronizing binaural beats with brainwaves and investigating how they can carry messages into the unconscious mind. You will know that Zoebios used this technology for the anxiety and depression treatment now on the market. But my research proves it can be used for something far more interesting.”

      She paused for effect. “Behavior modification.”

      Maria changed the slide to show a brain, and the headset used in the experiments.

      “Two different auditory stimuli are fed into opposite ears, and the difference between the frequencies is experienced as a wave across the hemispheres of the brain. Subjects can’t hear the binaural beat, but the unconscious perceives it, and we have successfully embedded commands in the wave. We amplified the response by delivering these commands from a perceived authority figure, combining research by Professor Michael Persinger with a drug regime for the best results.”

      Milan Noble looked up from scribbling notes on a pad. “I’ve read of Persinger’s research with the God helmet, but how does that relate to binaural beats?”

      Maria clicked forward to show highlights of the original God helmet research.

      “For those who may be unfamiliar, Persinger was a cognitive specialist who researched neuro-theology, a specific branch of brain science that examines religious experience in the brain. The original God helmet was a crude device that stimulated the temporal lobe with a weak magnetic field. Participants in the original experiments sometimes experienced visions or felt another presence in the room. We’ve taken that much further. Regardless of what an individual believes, we can produce an experience of God or a spiritual figure in our binaural experiments and use that to deliver the behavioral command.”

      Maria looked at Milan to check for further questions. He nodded for her to continue.

      Encouraged by his engagement, Maria clicked to the next slide. It showed a Caravaggio painting in muted reds with an Italian pastoral landscape in the background. An old man stood holding his young son down on an altar, a knife to his throat. An angel grasped the man’s hand to stay the blade as a ram nudged into the frame, awaiting sacrifice in the boy’s place.

      Next to the image was a headline from a newspaper article that announced the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, Israeli Prime Minister, at the hands of Yigal Amir, a right-wing extremist Jew who protested against the peace accords between Israel and the Palestinians.

      “The biblical story of Abraham was the basis of my hypothesis. For many people, God is the ultimate authority and they will even murder to obey His command. In 1995, Yitzhak Rabin’s murderer said that God told him to kill the prime minister. Who was he to ignore such a divine command? Stanley Milgram’s studies on obedience back this up even further.”

      Maria flicked to images of subjects strapped to electric shock devices. Voltage meters marked from Mild to Extreme Danger measured the severity of the punishment.

      “The atrocities of the Nazis in the Second World War fascinated Milgram. Ordinary people committed horrific acts. Many said they were ‘just following orders,’ and in this way, they gave up personal responsibility for their actions. Milgram conducted experiments that proved almost everyone would have behaved in the same way. We all obey authority to some extent. In Milgram’s experiment, a subject was told to administer an electric shock to another person in a separate room if they failed a memory test. The subject didn’t know the person being shocked was an actor, so they truly believed they were causing pain. A researcher in a lab coat posing as a doctor — an authority figure — told the subject to keep shocking their victim. Many continued through various levels of torture to extreme levels that would cause death. The subjects were conflicted, some even wept as they performed the task, but they had shifted responsibility to the authority figure and continued shocking to the highest level.”

      Maria took a deep breath and looked around the room. The board directors didn’t seem too engaged but Milan Noble leaned forward, his eyes bright with interest. Maria continued.

      “My hypothesis was that binaural beats could deliver a command that seemed to come from a religious or spiritual figure to provide a sense of authority, and thus people would be more likely to obey. Of course, we will use the technology to direct subjects to behave in ways that are positive and healthy. We can encourage self-care and override self-harm, promote well-being, and prevent suicide. It could treat addiction, help people give up smoking or stop taking harmful drugs. It could tackle the obesity crisis, and so much more. In short, this technology could transform healthcare, especially as it is non-invasive and has few side effects.”

      “And have the experiments been successful?” Milan asked.

      Maria smiled proudly and clicked to the next slide to show a detailed graph.

      “The results have far exceeded my expectations. These are the responses from different arms of the trial. Behavior was influenced in a significant proportion of the subjects, and many found the experience to be something they wanted to repeat. We haven’t yet tested repeated exposure to commands, but that’s an interesting direction of study. Tests have been run in Zoebios facilities, paired with an enhanced drug regime using hallucinogens. We’re still gathering data from that.”

      “But you’ve had problems in some clinics, haven’t you?” Dr Armen Harghada interrupted. He was a medical doctor and Milan’s right-hand man, known for his uncanny ability to make problems ‘disappear’ for the company.

      A bead of sweat ran down Maria’s back at his attention.

      “Yes, we had some problems in one clinic in Jerusalem where two subjects committed suicide. If individuals are already primed for religious mania, the binaural suggestions can make their behavior more extreme. But I’m confident that with adjustments to dosage in the drug regime and careful screening of individuals, we could avoid these problems in the future.”

      Milan Noble stood and reached out his hand. “Thank you for your presentation, Dr Van Garre. It’s been enlightening. The board will discuss your funding proposal and let you know.”

      Maria was surprised by the swift end of the meeting. The energy in the room had clearly changed. Had she pushed too far? Did they truly understand the incredible potential of her research?

      She shook Milan’s hand and nodded to the other board members before gathering up her laptop and papers. As she descended in the elevator, Maria felt deflated. It felt like she had left her future behind.
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      In the boardroom, Milan addressed the other directors. “Although Dr Van Garre’s research presents an interesting direction, the rollout of the existing audio program for anxiety and depression is our priority. This new research will remain confidential. Let’s take a break and be back here in twenty minutes for the next funding presentation. Thank you.”

      The board members checked their phones and chatted amongst themselves as they left the room, the proposal already forgotten amidst their busy schedules.

      Milan nodded at Harghada. “Stay a moment?”

      Harghada closed the door after the last director and joined Milan at the vast picture window overlooking Paris.

      “This is what we need for the final phase,” Milan said, his voice almost reverent. “This technology will carry the message of the prophecy, and those who hear it will obey. Even if it means their own deaths and those of people they love. They will not be able to stop themselves.” He looked at Harghada. “Deal with the scientist quickly, then amplify the obedience side of her research and roll out the next stage.”

      Harghada nodded, a look of dark anticipation in his eyes.

      Milan stared out the window, imagining smoke rising from the ancient buildings of Paris, the pyres of the many dead to come.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      St Martin-in-the-Fields Church. London, England.

      Tourist crowds streamed into Trafalgar Square, another busy day in this glorious city as Morgan walked up the steps of St Martin-in-the-Fields. She never tired of coming to London. The city was life in all its infinite variety. There was no stagnation, it was ever-changing. When people couldn’t take the pace anymore, they had to leave, because London didn’t slow down and drowned those who couldn’t stay afloat in its depths.

      She had come straight from the airport after an early flight back from Israel. Lior had called ARKANE’s Director Marietti and released Morgan soon after. She didn’t know what the director had said, but Lior was livid when he got off the phone. Nevertheless, he let her leave. Morgan would return soon enough to visit Di, but her friend was in good hands in hospital and the more important task was to figure out what the hell was going on.

      Thanatos had pursued Morgan and Jake in the hunt for the Pentecost stones and they were certainly capable of extreme violence, but how was the pale horse and its prophecy associated with these suicides? Working with ARKANE seemed like the best way forward — and truth be told, she longed for the adventure it might offer — but she was apprehensive about seeing Jake again. Especially as Morgan had made it clear she wasn’t interested in working together when she left here the last time.

      St Martin’s looked less like a church and more like a classical temple from the outside, with its Corinthian columns, raised dais, and pediment. The royal coat of arms of the United Kingdom stood triumphant over the door with the lion, the unicorn, and the motto of the monarch: Dieu et mon droit, God and my right. The motto of the Order of the Garter lay within inscribed in old Norman French: Honi soit qui mal y pense, Shame on anyone who thinks evil of it.

      A large block of stone stood at the doorway of the church etched with a quote from the book of John chapter one, Word became flesh. A newborn baby emerged from the top of the rock, attached by its umbilical cord to the stone. Morgan stroked the side of the carving, her fingers tracing the baby’s arm. It was beautiful, but it seemed strange to portray God as helpless as a newborn. Morgan was brought up by her father in the Jewish tradition, where God was all-powerful, all-knowing. Never this weak.

      The strains of a recital came from within. Morgan opened the door and entered the church. A string quartet played at the front, near the altar. She didn’t recognize the piece, but the music lifted her spirits.

      St Martin’s honored God through inclusivity and welcomed the community through their daily recitals and concerts, plus the excellent café in the crypt. The community here fought for social justice in the heart of the city, and in one corner of the church, a statue of a skeletal figure held a dead child in his arms, representing the victims of injustice and violence.

      Morgan sat down on one of the hard, unyielding wooden pews as the music surged around her. The church was light and airy, lit by chandeliers in the high, coffered ceiling with decorative details picked out in gilt. A second tier of seats rose above the nave on Corinthian columns, ornate capitals coated in gold leaf. A shimmering sunburst in metallic hues lay above the altar with the Hebrew letters YHWH surrounded by clouds. The God of this church was represented not just by the tiny baby outside but by the invisible presence of the all-powerful, un-nameable Jewish deity.

      In front of a simple altar, the musicians sat in a pool of honeyed sunlight, illuminated from a triple-paneled window. In the middle pane, an oval of clear glass sat at an oblique angle with black lines of steel skewed around it, a vortex inside an extended cross.

      “The window was designed by a female Iranian artist, Shirazeh Houshiary.”

      Morgan started at the soft voice with a hint of South African heritage and turned to see Jake seated in the pew behind. He was clean-shaven, dressed for the office, but she had seen him beaten and bloody, fighting for what he believed in even as the world burned around them. That Jake was the one that Morgan felt most comfortable with, but this version would do for now.

      Jake gazed up at the altar window, amber flecks in his dark eyes glinting like the gold in the church. “What do you think it means?” The corkscrew scar just above his left eyebrow twisted toward his brow with the question.

      There was so much unsaid between them. Jake had left her, betrayed her, but then returned and help save her family. Could they put their conflict behind them and work together against a shared enemy?

      Morgan looked back up at the window. “The warped strings of the world bending around an eternal faith?”

      Jake grinned. “Or a boiled egg on a checkered tablecloth?”

      They laughed together; the ice broken by his levity.

      Jake leaned back in the pew. “Are you really joining us, Morgan? We can pursue Thanatos with the information you’ve provided. You don’t need to become an agent of ARKANE.”

      Was that hesitation in his voice? Morgan couldn’t read him. She hoped they might work together again, but her decision wasn’t about Jake.

      “My psychology practice in Oxford and university politics seem so trivial after what happened at Pentecost. I can’t focus while I know I might be able to help on a bigger scale.”

      Morgan paused, and the sound of violin strings soared in the space between them. “And besides, we made a good team, didn’t we?”

      Jake met her gaze, but she could see no hint of his true feelings. “We did, and there are plenty more mysteries for you to investigate within ARKANE. Let’s go. We have a side entrance under the church.”

      Leaving the chapel, Morgan followed Jake down a winding staircase to the back of the crypt and down a dog-legged corridor away from the main meeting rooms. There, amongst brass rubbings of life-size saints and boxes of discarded postcards, was a tiny back entrance to ARKANE. It looked like a store cupboard, completely nondescript.

      Jake put his eye to a retinal scanner that popped out of a side compartment. The door opened.

      He gestured for Morgan to enter. “Welcome back. I hope you’ll stay longer this time.”

      He flashed a smile and Morgan felt a glimmer of warmth born of their adventures together as they walked into the secret ARKANE facility hidden deep under Trafalgar Square.

      Morgan had been inside once before when she left the Pentecost stones for safekeeping, but she hadn’t yet experienced a full tour. ARKANE worked on missions at the intersection of science and faith, on the edge of the supernatural, investigating mysteries that fell outside the realm of the rational. The ARKANE Institute was officially an academic research center above ground, but only a handful of people outside the organization knew of what lay beneath. Now Morgan had decided to join the team, it felt like her first day at school. She had something to prove — especially as ARKANE had just busted her out of an Israeli jail.

      Jake led Morgan through a labyrinth of corridors where glass-fronted doors opened into high-tech labs, as well as temperature-controlled rooms for studying ancient artifacts and manuscripts.

      He pointed into one room, where a researcher handled an ancient manuscript with tweezers and white gloves. “This is the project room for the Mayan doomsday prophecy. When the world didn’t end in 2012, as some believers expected, the fundamentalists began re-interpreting the symbols. We’re verifying the new date of that particular prophecy.”

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. “Surely ARKANE doesn’t believe the world will end because of some ancient Mayan text?”

      Jake shrugged. “Our missions are often based on what others believe and act upon, sometimes in ways that may cause tremendous loss of life. We have to prepare for what might happen, so ARKANE monitors such prophecies and — hopefully — acts in time to prevent disaster.”

      Morgan gazed through the window at the symbols on the manuscript, and part of her itched to study such incredible treasures. Oxford had given her access to much, but ARKANE gathered knowledge from all over the world, hacked from hidden archives, gleaned from foreign intelligence databases, and scanned from ancient manuscripts. The myriad data was bound into a database that made Google look like an abacus. The intellectual possibilities were intoxicating.

      They continued along the corridor to Martin Klein’s office. He was officially head archivist, but was widely considered as the brain of the institute. Morgan had spoken with Martin on the phone during the hunt for the Pentecost stones, but had never met him in person.

      Martin beckoned them both inside. He was a tall man with roughly cut blond hair and thin wire-rimmed glasses, and he bobbed nervously up and down on the balls of his feet as he spoke.

      “Jake, come in — and welcome, Dr Sierra.” Martin nodded at her but didn’t extend a hand, clearly preferring to keep at a distance. Morgan had worked with many high-functioning individuals on the autism spectrum at Oxford and understood the avoidance of physical touch. While Martin might not be at ease with social convention, his extraordinary mind more than made up for it. He could perceive hidden truths in the chaos of data he integrated for ARKANE and found patterns that shed insight on their missions.

      Martin spun round to his desk, speaking quickly, his mind already jumping ahead. No need for small talk.

      “I’ve examined the images from Ezra. The suicides. The pale horse. The prophecy that a quarter of the world must die.” He paused and tilted his head to one side, gazing into the distance as if he could see the workings of the universe in the air. “If I wanted to kill a quarter of the world, then I would need something a lot more effective. A few suicides are not a scalable plan.”

      Morgan laughed. “Good point. But perhaps this is only the beginning? How would you do it, Martin?”

      “I’d release some kind of engineered virus. But I’d also make sure the right people would survive before I started mass destruction. It’s basic eugenics. Destroy the perceived ‘Other’ and protect those you want to survive… Of course, people like me have always been in the former camp.”

      Morgan considered her father’s side of the family in Israel, her Jewish friends, and her own ancestry. She’d certainly be alongside Martin with those considered unworthy by the people who subscribed to eugenic principles. It made her even more determined to discover what Thanatos was up to.

      Martin adjusted his glasses. “Of course, eugenics isn’t all bad. We have lost its perfectly reasonable science in all the bad press. Humanity has bred animals and plants for better stock or enhanced resistance to disease for generations. Nowadays, sperm donors are selected for certain characteristics, and genetic registers prevent couples producing a baby with diseases like Tay-Sachs. Now we have the emerging field of synthetic biology and gene editing. There are many options, but at its heart, eugenics is about building better humans.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow. “But who decides what is a better human? And how does this relate to the suicides and the prophecy?”

      Jake’s phone buzzed with a message. He pulled it out. “It’s Marietti. We have to get to his office right now.”
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      Zoebios Head Office. Paris, France.

      Maria paced up and down in her office, her thoughts tumbling over one another as she considered the silence of the board since her presentation. Her team continued to work on the research, but Maria worried about whether they’d still have jobs next week. She felt responsible for their academic careers, their income, their livelihoods — and of course, her own career hung in the balance.

      She gazed out over Paris through the glass wall, wondering if she would still have this incredible view tomorrow. Her labs were on the twenty-first floor and it was the best place she’d ever worked. Maria considered the prospect of a moldy basement lab in an obscure university, her most likely next step if her funding proposal failed.

      She sensed a change in the lab atmosphere and turned to see Armen Harghada walk through the doors, unsmiling, his face set in an expressionless mask.

      Maria’s heart sank. The board did not send him to talk to successful funding candidates. She took a deep breath and braced herself for the inevitable.

      Harghada strode into her office. “Dr Van Garre. Perhaps you might close the lab for the rest of the day, so we can examine your research together in private. Is that to your satisfaction?”

      The question was clearly rhetorical.

      “Of course. Give me a minute to tell the staff.”

      Maria felt Harghada’s penetrating gaze on her back as she told the lab staff to take a well-earned afternoon off. She kept a smile on her face, pretending that it was a reward for their work, rather than the beginning of the end.

      The lab cleared out fast, and Maria returned to her office to find Harghada gazing at an Escher print, Circle Limit IV, on her wall. Angels in white and devils in black opposed each other in the image, the shadow of one highlighting the other. A reminder that light and dark are part of the same world and the barriers between them are permeable. The same was true of scientific research. It could be used for good or evil, and Maria understood the diabolical uses for her own research if it fell into the wrong hands. But there were always trade-offs in ethics and research, and the abhorrent experiments of the past informed the breakthroughs of the present. The Escher print helped her keep that in perspective.

      Harghada pointed up at the print. “I think perhaps something like this should replace the Zoebios emblem. It more accurately reflects our path in the world. It takes death to enable new life, and darkness for the light to stand out.”

      He turned to face her. “Now, Doctor, convince me not to shut this lab down.”

      Maria hurried to her desk and turned her laptop around. “Of course. I’ve prepared some videos so you can witness the response of subjects under the treatment regime. I’ll talk you through them.”

      Harghada walked to the window, ignoring the laptop. “I’ve seen all your facts and figures. It’s not enough. I need to see evidence myself. Show me how it works with you as the subject.”

      Maria frowned. Of course, she had tried the equipment herself at a mild dosage to experience the effect, but never without supervision. “I’ll need one of my team to assist.”

      Harghada shook his head. “I’ll assist. If you want to convince me to keep the lab open, this is your last chance.”

      Maria thought for a moment, her mind turning over the possibilities. It was risky, but Harghada was a medical doctor and there was an established protocol to follow. She believed in her research. What harm could come to her in her own lab?

      She nodded. “Okay. The treatment room is at the back of the lab. I promise the results will impress you.”

      Maria led Harghada through the now-empty floor to a small room at the back. Next to the room where test subjects listened to the binaural recordings was one where some received injections of hallucinogenic drugs before their sessions. There was a bed covered with blankets and a headset lying on top. Syringes and other medical equipment lay in sterilized pouches on a metal table by the side of the bed.

      Maria opened a door to a darkened room next to it filled with audio and medical monitoring equipment. “This is where we record the suggestions to go under the binaural beats. They’re fed into the headset and the commands paired with a perception of the Other in order to trigger the obedience response.”

      Harghada pushed past and examined the recording unit.

      “I’d like to make a new recording. That way, I can be sure you aren’t faking your response.”

      Maria took a deep breath. All her instincts said she should not give this man power over her. His eyes were those of a predator, a wolf whose jaws were itching to clamp down on her soft flesh. Something about this whole situation was wrong. Could she risk putting herself under his influence to save her lab? She had to trust her gut.

      “I don’t think that would be ethical or practical. Perhaps this was a bad idea.”

      She turned to walk out of the room. Harghada grabbed her wrist and twisted Maria back toward him. His grip was tight but controlled, as if he could snap her wrist if he applied just a little more pressure.

      “This is no time to be coy about your research. You told the board how powerful the suggestions would be and now you shy away from demonstrating its true power? I’m beginning to doubt your scientific rigor, Dr Van Garre.”

      Maria flushed and pulled her arm from his grip. “My results are correct.”

      Harghada nodded. “Then prove it, and I will be the strongest advocate for your work. I’ll personally guarantee your funding.”

      Maria bit her lip. She couldn’t walk away from this last chance. “Fine, but I need to show you how it all works before I go under.”

      She explained the process and Harghada motioned for her to leave the room while he recorded a new suggestion.

      Maria walked back into the treatment room and sat down on the edge of the bed. She pulled her suit jacket closer around her, trying to warm herself against the chill of fear. It was too late to stop this now, but her mind teemed with the things Harghada might force her to do in such a trance state. Her research worked, perhaps too well. Would she even remember what happened here today?

      Harghada stepped out of the booth and walked into the treatment room. He stood in the doorway, blocking Maria’s path to escape. She tried to control her breathing as her anxiety rose. Harghada took a step inside and gestured at a syringe. “In your presentation, you mentioned hallucinogens could enhance the effect further. I’d like us to try that.”

      Maria stood up and shook her head. “Definitely not. Those subjects were under close medical supervision with tiny doses. I will not put myself under the influence of drugs.”

      She tried to push past Harghada, but he grabbed Maria’s arm. She struggled, and he shoved her toward the bed, backhanding her with a powerful blow.

      She fell sprawled on the bed, clutching her stinging face as tears ran down her cheeks at the sudden pain.

      Harghada grabbed her hair and pressed Maria’s face down into the pillow. She screamed, but her cries were muffled and there was no one left in the lab to hear her anymore. He let her go on the edge of unconsciousness and Maria gasped for breath as she struggled to draw air into her lungs.

      While she was weakened, Harghada tied her hands and feet to the bed and stuffed a sterile dressing into her mouth. “That will keep you quiet. Now, where are those hallucinogens?”

      He stepped outside the door and Maria heard the sounds of metal doors opening, then glass vials clinking as Harghada rifled through the drug cabinet. She was desperate to stop him, but unable to move. She moaned against the gag, fighting against the bonds, her heart pounding as she considered what he was going to do.

      Harghada walked back into the room holding a vial. He opened a sterile packet and filled the syringe. “Just relax, Doctor. This is the culmination of your research. Perhaps you will even see God.”

      He pushed the needle into her neck and put the headset over her ears, the eye mask over her face.

      Maria’s heart almost burst from her chest as she fought against her bonds, but the effect of the drug eased her anxiety almost immediately. As the sound of ocean waves filled the headset, a sense of calm descended. She felt the presence of a being in the room with her, an angel with outstretched wings and a face of such beauty.

      Her scientist’s mind understood that this was the effect of stimulating her temporal lobe, the interaction of the drug and the binaural suggestions. But a primal part deep inside wanted to lose herself in the experience.

      The angel spoke in strange words, lost under the sound of wings beating, until Maria’s consciousness was drowned in the rush.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Harghada watched as Maria twitched and then went still and limp, relaxing as the drugs took hold.

      Part of him was desperate to see such visions for himself. He didn’t believe in any God, but what might he experience under the spell of the binaural beats? The demons of hell or just an expanse of emptiness? Harghada certainly believed in the power of Dr Van Garre’s research, and this final test would enable the next steps for Milan’s plan as Thanatos. If the suggestion took hold, they could take destruction to the masses, turning weak individuals into an army of obedient slaves who would commit the violence necessary to destroy a quarter of the world. It was an elegant plan — if the research worked.

      An alarm beeped as the audio program finished.

      Harghada untied Maria from the bed, taking the makeshift gag from her mouth and removing the headset and eye mask. She should be no trouble now, but he checked his gun in its holster, just in case. If this didn’t work, there were other ways of dealing with her.

      Maria lay as if sleeping for a moment and then suddenly sat up on the bed. Harghada stepped back to give her space. Her eyes were open, but she stared past him to something in mid-air. She whispered a trance-like mantra — the words jumbling together as she smiled, a beatific vision transforming her face into that of a much younger woman.

      Maria walked out of the treatment room and back to her office. Harghada followed a few paces behind.

      She knelt facing the large picture window, rocking backward and forward in worship. He stood behind her, his gun ready in case she came out of the trance.

      Her words ran together, faster and faster as she rocked. Suddenly, she stopped. She was silent and still for a moment before speaking clearly. “I will obey.”

      Her words shocked Harghada, even though the treatment worked just as she had promised.

      Maria lifted a heavy paperweight from her desk, a chunk of vermilion crystal. She threw it at the large glass window, but it bounced off the safety glass. She picked it up again and went to the window, banging it repeatedly in an attempt to crack it.

      “I. Will. Obey.” Every word was punctuated by smashes onto the glass.

      Harghada could see the problem in his suggestion. It would take time to get through the glass with that rock, and Maria would exhaust herself. What if she came out of the trance in the meantime?

      He slipped his gun into Maria’s other hand and retreated around the far side of the desk.

      Her fingers tightened on the grip and raised the gun in his direction. For a moment, Harghada thought he had made a terrible mistake.

      At the last moment, Maria swung round and shot twice into the window.

      It splintered and cracked.

      She shot again, emptying the gun, blowing a large hole out into the grey Paris sky.

      Harghada pulled the security alarm for the sake of appearance. It had to look as if he had tried to stop her.

      Maria stepped carefully over the broken glass to the window, dropped the gun, and walked out into the air.

      No last words. No hesitation.

      The wind whistled through the gap as the Zoebios security team burst in through the main stairwell.

      Harghada gazed out toward the River Seine, shining silver far below. The delivery mechanism worked. Now they just needed the message.
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      ARKANE Headquarters. London, England.

      Elias Marietti rested his head in his hands, fingers massaging his temples as another starburst of pain exploded. The call from the Vatican had set off a migraine that had lurked in the background for days, waiting for him to lower his guard.

      The Devil’s Bible was under threat and Cardinal Brazza had been adamant that ARKANE must locate and secure it before dark forces could wield its power. On days like this, Marietti longed to be back out in the field instead of stuck here in the public offices of ARKANE dealing with politics.

      He gazed out of the tall window, looking over Trafalgar Square. Marietti felt like one of the great lions trapped in bronze at the base of Nelson’s Column. Old fighters reined in to provide an illusion of strength to the Empire. But it seemed as if the days were getting shorter and time was speeding up as events escalated around the globe.

      Marietti turned to the painting newly installed in his office and, for a moment, he lost himself in its depths. Salvador Dalí’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross depicted the crucified Jesus suspended above a lake, gusts of wind whipping across the waters and a sky of swirling clouds above. The perspective looked down from the top of Christ’s head, giving the viewer a sense of being high in space, above earthly matters. It was a bloodless crucifixion, with no instruments of torture to be seen, and there was a transient peace in the image, as if all were right with earth and heaven. But Marietti sensed supernatural forces massing beyond the edges of darkness and, once more, ARKANE needed to stop them from devastating the earth.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Enter.” Marietti snapped himself back into officious mode.

      Jake Timber and Morgan Sierra stepped through the door, summoned by his urgent calls. He stood to greet them.

      “Welcome, Morgan — I’m so glad you’ve decided to join us.” Marietti extended his hand. He knew she didn’t trust him entirely after his orders during the hunt for the Pentecost stones, but Morgan would soon learn that their missions existed on a knife edge, and decisions were never clear-cut.

      Morgan’s handshake was firm. “Thank you. I’m looking forward to working on this case.”

      She looked up at the painting and raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed. “That’s a Dalí.”

      “Yes. On loan for only a few weeks before it’s returned to Glasgow.”

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      Marietti smiled. He could see her wondering what other treasures he had access to.

      “I know you’ll enjoy working here, Morgan. Now, to business. Cardinal Brazza called from the Vatican. The Capela dos Ossos in Évora, Portugal, has been ransacked. One of the priests was tortured and murdered.”

      “What was taken?” Jake asked.

      “Nothing,” Marietti replied. “That’s the problem. We think the assassin was after the Devil’s Bible, and if so, I’m certain Thanatos is behind it.”

      Morgan looked confused. “I thought the Devil’s Bible was held at the National Library in Sweden.”

      Marietti nodded. “That’s where you should think it is, but the edition in the Swedish library isn’t the real one. It’s a fake used to keep the real secrets of the Devil’s Bible from scholars and the inevitable crazies who flock to see it. If you know where to look, the trail points to the Capela dos Ossos as the real hiding place, but it’s not there either.”

      Marietti called up the records and displayed them on the wall screen, starting with a photograph of the bible itself — an oversized book bound with wooden boards and metal clasps.

      “The Devil’s Bible, also known as the Codex Gigas, is the biggest medieval manuscript in the world,” Marietti explained. “Its true power lies in the words within. Legend tells that a monk broke his vows and was sentenced to be walled up alive. To save himself, he promised he would complete a book containing all human knowledge in just one night. In the early hours of the morning, when it became clear he could not complete the task, he called on Lucifer for help in exchange for his soul. When the abbot came the next morning, the book was finished. But alongside the word of God were curses, spells, and images of demonic figures.”

      “Why would Thanatos want this Devil’s Bible?” Jake asked. “And what’s this got to do with the prophecy that a quarter of the world will die?”

      Marietti accessed the secret archives of the ARKANE database and pulled up an image. A beautifully rendered illustration of the pale horse of the apocalypse reared up, its rider a hooded skeleton. Trampled bodies of the dead lay under the horse’s hooves. There were faint words around the illustration, but they had been altered so they could not be read.

      “This image is from the original Devil’s Bible. When it was rediscovered in the Czech Republic many years ago, it was taken to the Vatican for safety. During the investigation, a priest spoke the words from this page aloud. Shortly after, he tore those present apart with bare hands and teeth, possessed with incredible strength and a lust for blood. He became death personified and the corpses of his fellow priests lay trampled underfoot as if by rampaging horses.”

      Jake shook his head in confusion. “You’re saying that these words are a curse? That the speaker becomes some kind of warrior crazed with bloodlust? I’ve seen some unbelievable things but—”

      “What happened to the Bible after that?” Morgan asked, cutting off Jake’s tirade.

      “The Vatican made a careful copy, omitting the last pages and removing the curses and many of the images from the book. They left simple phrases about exorcism and demons in the copy, enough to keep people interested, but nothing that could cause harm. The Vatican hid the real book deep in its archives, an uncategorized manuscript amongst thousands of others. Only a few knew of it, those who could be trusted to keep it hidden.”

      “So, what triggered the attack at Évora?” Jake asked.

      “During the dark days of the Second World War, some in the Vatican were sympathetic to the Nazi cause. Hitler had a team dedicated to seeking powerful occult objects and the Devil’s Bible was high on their list. The Vatican vaults were considered too insecure, and many of the most dangerous artifacts were smuggled out. We have some here in the vault, but the Devil’s Bible was hidden in a secret location. Official records say it lies at the Capela dos Ossos, so clearly someone accessed those records and is determined to find it.”

      Marietti paced the room, frowning with concern. “Truly, the Devil’s Bible has terrifying power. I knew a priest who was changed by those events. He spent the rest of his life on his knees praying for deliverance.” He turned to Morgan and Jake. “You must retrieve the Devil’s Bible before the agents of Thanatos find it and unleash the curse. It could be what they need to kill a quarter of the world.”

      “So where is it?” Jake asked. “We’ll go at once.”

      Marietti paused. The weight of long years of silence pressed down upon him. To speak the location now would mean that the Devil’s Bible would be out in the open again, a danger to all — but he had no choice.

      “It’s at the Capuchin monastery in Palermo, Sicily, a fitting place to consider the death that awaits us all. I’ve told the abbot you’re coming for research purposes. He doesn’t know about the book, barely anyone knows, and I don’t know where it is within the crypt. You’ll need to figure that out.”

      Morgan examined the image of the pale horse. “Why wasn’t it destroyed back then?”

      Marietti recalled the mistakes of his own past. “The fatal flaw of those who seek spiritual truth is that they cannot destroy even that which is truly evil. The Devil’s Bible contains the holy word of God as well as curses. It is a beautiful damnation.”

      Jake and Morgan left the room, and Marietti watched them go with a heavy heart. He turned back to the Dalí painting. The lake below Christ was deceptively calm, but there was a storm brewing in the distance, bringing chaos and destruction in its wake.
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      Catacombe dei Cappuccini. Palermo, Sicily.

      The taxi sped from the airport toward the Capuchin monastery as dusk fell. Swallows swooped low over the rooftops and the scent of jasmine flowers hung in the balmy air. Morgan gazed out of the window as the city sped by and wished once more that they had more time to explore. Palermo was an important port in southern Italy, founded by the Phoenicians nearly three thousand years ago, and still famous for its gastronomy and architecture as much as for the Sicilian mafia.

      The taxi pulled up outside the Capuchin catacombs. Jake paid the driver and went to talk to the lone security guard at the entrance. After accepting a roll of euros, the guard waved them through, clearly settling in for a quiet night, listening to sport on the radio.

      Morgan and Jake headed down into the crypt in an elevator, then walked through a long corridor at the lowest level, which finally opened up into a large exhibition room. Fully dressed, desiccated corpses lined the walls, some with skull faces, others with taut brown skin, mouths open in frozen screams. The bodies were stacked two levels high, hung on hooks to keep them stable in a macabre gallery of mortality. Their clothes were mostly tatters, but there were fine fabrics with trimmings of lace and fur amongst the rags.

      Morgan examined one mummy more closely. His teeth were bared in a grimace, his lips shrunken back, and his eyelashes lay upon leathery cheeks. He was posed as if at prayer, a tribute to the God he expected to meet in the hereafter.

      “Benvenuti,” a voice said from the end of the dark corridor.

      Morgan and Jake both started, snapped out of their fascinated contemplation.

      “Scusi, scusi, I didn’t mean to make you jump. I’m Abbot Scorienza. Welcome to the crypt.” The abbot walked toward them, pulling back his cowl. He was an eerie extension of his domain, his skin taut around a thin face, his bald head reflecting the dim lights. “You must be from ARKANE. You keep some odd hours for research but, certainly, it’s more peaceful down here at night. We have a lot of tourists in the daytime. The face of death has many admirers.”

      “This is amazing,” Morgan said, a friendly smile on her face. It would be helpful to keep the abbot onside. “Please tell us more about it. These people are clearly not all monks.”

      The abbot nodded. “True, true. The Capuchin monastery outgrew its original cemetery in the sixteenth century. The monks brought bodies down here and discovered that mysterious natural chemicals helped mummify them. It became a popular custom among local aristocrats to have their bodies placed down here after death, dressed up for the occasion. People would visit the bodies and even change their clothes. If the families continued to pay, the body remained in these upright galleries. If they stopped paying, the corpses went down there.”

      He pointed to a series of wooden racks, macabre bunk-beds with bodies stacked inside. One lay on an embroidered pillow, a rusty crown on his head and a hint of scarlet in his grand robes.

      The abbot led them on through more corridors, and Morgan sneezed as the dust of old corpses swirled around them.

      “How many bodies are down here?” Jake asked.

      “Around eight thousand, separated into galleries for men, women, children, virgins, priests, monks, and professors. We even have the great painter Velázquez down here.”

      “You have children here, too?” Morgan said. “That must be so sad.”

      “See for yourself,” the abbot replied as they turned a corner into a hall with alcoves on the wall and caskets on the floor.

      One open casket held a tiny skeleton dressed in a christening robe. Its skeletal head lay turned to one side, a bony thumb angled toward where the baby’s mouth would have been. A familiar sadness welled up inside Morgan as she thought of Elian and of her parents. Elian had been snatched away too soon and thoughts of the children they might have had together glimmered in her mind. Death was no stranger to Morgan. She had fought against him before and she would keep fighting; he would eventually win.

      But not today.

      Morgan turned to the abbot. “Do any of the bodies have possessions with them? Perhaps books or other precious items?”

      “There are some.” The abbot shrugged. “But not so many. Why? Is that what you’re looking for?”

      “We just have some fact checking to do,” Jake interrupted, dodging the question. “Thank you for your help. We’ll need a few hours down here if that’s okay?”

      “Si figuri, don’t mention it.” The abbot turned to leave. “Stay down here as long as you want. I find it a peaceful place. We don’t have to be afraid of the dead, for they are in glory. Buona notte. Goodnight.”

      He walked away down the corridor and faded into the gloom, his brown habit blending with the deep shadows.

      Jake gazed down at the tiny body in the casket. His eyes were sepia in this half-light, his usual spark dulled by memory.

      “Are you alright?” Morgan asked, as she reached out to touch his arm gently.

      “These bodies. These babies.” He turned away from her. “I was in Rwanda.”

      The single word was enough to understand his emotion. It conjured images of piles of corpses, almost one million people massacred, even children hacked to pieces.

      Jake shook his head. “These little ones are so peaceful. I don’t even know why they sparked the memory. It’s such a different place than that desperate time.” He took a deep breath and spun around, looking for anything that might help. “But I certainly don’t want to hang around. This atmosphere is just a little too intense for the middle of the night. Let’s find this diabolical book and get out of here.”

      He glanced back at Morgan. “You’re the psychologist. Where would you put the Devil’s Bible if you were trying to hide it from evil Vatican Nazi spies?”

      She laughed at his hyperbole, the serious atmosphere broken. “I’d want to hide it, but I’d also want to protect it. Maybe behind some kind of altar, hoping prayer and faith would somehow negate its energy? There are also several closed caskets here, according to the files. We need to check the dates on those, as the Devil’s Bible was moved in the 1940s.”

      They walked together back along the arm of the corridor toward the main entrance hall, ready to begin the search in earnest. Their footsteps echoed through the halls, muted by the cadaverous army hanging in rows alongside them. Thin fluorescent tubes flickered overhead as if the old electric circuits were about to give out.

      “Do you believe that the curse in the Devil’s Bible could really work?” Jake asked. “I’ve never seen Marietti so worried, but it seems crazy to think mere words could turn someone into a demonic killer.”

      Morgan shrugged. “The spoken word has power in every faith, ancient and modern. In Genesis, God said ‘let there be light’ and there was light. He spoke again and created the world and humanity. John’s gospel says that ‘the Word became flesh.’ Perhaps the ultimate example of power. In occult practices, speaking curses brings forth demonic power. To speak something into the world with intent is to create it, to make it real.”

      Jake grinned. “I guess I won’t be reading anything from the book once we find it.” He pointed down a darkened corridor. “You search down that wing and I’ll take this one.”

      Morgan turned into the women’s section where the mummies wore dresses with bonnets and ribbons. The material sagged around missing torsos padded with straw that spilled out of broken seams. Some wore gloves, as if they were about to take tea, and two skeletons bent their heads together as if gossiping. Virgins wore metal bands around their heads, sainted with haloes in death.

      Each mummy stood in an alcove in the wall, with no space to hide a huge book behind them. The monastery had been bombed during the Second World War and there had been a fire in 1966. Somehow the book escaped notice all that time, so it must be well hidden. Morgan scanned the caskets stacked on shelves above the bodies, but all were too slim to contain the volume.

      At the end of the corridor, she spotted a simple altar. Certainly deep enough for a book to be hidden inside.

      With anticipation, Morgan walked over and lifted the embroidered altar cloth. A cloud of dust rose into the air. She coughed, horribly aware of what she might be breathing in.

      The altar was a rough wooden box set on the stone floor. It didn’t seem to be attached to the ground but was too heavy and solid to lift. She knelt down and crawled around it, looking for any way through the wood or a chink to see inside.

      The flagstones were cold and hard through her jeans. Morgan shivered, and not just from the temperature. There were echoes of the past hiding here in dark corners, nightmares of little children locked below ground, their flesh decomposing over centuries. It was unnatural that a physical body should remain so long after the soul had departed. The crypt felt like Death’s trophy case, with virile youth stolen from a world of light and life above.

      Morgan shook her head. Enough morbid contemplation. She felt around the edge of the wood until she found a little door behind the altar. It was too small to push the Devil’s Bible through, but the book might still be underneath.

      She pulled at the tiny door. No movement. She slipped off her pack, dug out her penknife and levered the door, rattling it. The old lock broke, and the door popped open.

      Morgan shone her flashlight into the space beyond. There were only piles of dusty prayer books, all too small to be the tome they sought. It definitely wasn’t here.

      A muffled gunshot suddenly rang out from the dark hallway beyond, echoing off the high, vaulted ceilings.

      Jake.

      Morgan’s heart raced, and she pulled out her weapon, running on light feet toward the sound, as the silent mummies looked down with vacant eyes.
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      Moments before, Jake dived behind a huge casket, alerted by a slight stumbling step in the dark.

      The bullet thunked into the hard wood of the ancient coffin, splintering it but not passing through.

      He pulled his gun and returned fire, a double tap in the approximate direction. It might keep whoever it was back for a few moments, giving Morgan time to reach him. He knew she’d be on her way.

      He was calculating whether it was safe to fire again when the sound of metal rolling over stone stilled his finger on the trigger. He peered around the coffin.

      A grenade was tumbling across the floor toward him.

      No time to stop it.

      Jake commando-rolled over a stone sarcophagus and huddled behind it. The grenade exploded, and the world went black.
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      Morgan tried to stay quiet as she ran toward the gunfire, but when the explosion came, she gave up and ran as fast as she could, weapon drawn.

      If Jake was pinned down, she had to get to him.

      She reached the entrance to the children’s corridor, where Jake had been searching. Mummified bodies lay shredded on the flagstones, and smoke billowed from the inner crypt. Tatters of cloth fluttered down in the carnage, and ravaged skeletons lay broken on the paving. It was a massacre of the already dead, their corpses submitted to a final reckoning — but there was no sign of a living body amongst the mess of broken bones and ripped cloth on the floor.

      Where was Jake?

      Morgan swung around, keeping her gun ready, but it seemed the assailants were gone.

      She held her shirt sleeve over her mouth and nose, ducked down beneath the billowing smoke, and crawled into the crypt. Her eyes pricked with tears as she squinted through the gloom. At least there were no billowing flames. She spotted a stone sarcophagus, an ideal shield against the blast. It was where she would have hidden.

      Morgan crawled over and found Jake wedged into a tiny space behind. She shook his shoulder. “Jake, are you okay?”

      He groaned as his eyes flickered open. He had a nasty cut on his forehead, with a bruised bump already swelling around it. Blood trickled from the wound, highlighting his corkscrew scar.

      Jake was covered in slivers of bone and the rags of tattered clothing, along with fine masonry dust. Morgan almost gagged to think they were now breathing in the bodies of these long-dead children, pulverized to powder by the attack.

      She pulled a sterile dressing from her pack and pressed it against Jake’s face, fingers lingering briefly as she added surgical tape to hold it in place. It would do for now.

      Jake took a long, labored breath. He put his palm flat against the wall, as if to anchor himself in the physical world. “Did you get them?” he whispered, the effort causing him to wince with pain.

      “No, by the time I arrived, there was no one else around. We need to get you out of here. Lean forward.” Morgan helped him around the end of the sarcophagus. He coughed, a racking sound that echoed in the chamber. She passed him some water from her backpack. “How are you feeling?”

      Jake smiled with half-shut eyes. “Like they blew me up. What do you think?”

      His mocking tone reassured Morgan. He wasn’t too badly injured if he could still be so cocky, but he looked pale and ready to vomit at any moment. Concussion could have other side effects and he needed to rest.

      Morgan glanced around the ruined room. “We’d better get out of here soon. The explosion must have attracted attention. Perhaps the abbot is hurt as well.”

      Jake shook his head. “We can’t leave yet. We need to find the book. The attack makes me think it is here — and besides, it wasn’t a professional attempt to kill me. Perhaps more to dissuade us from our search. The shot was clumsy, and the grenade was old. I think we need to keep looking.”

      He blanched, and Morgan could almost see the wave of pain rock through him. He rubbed his head, fingers gently exploring the bandaged wound.

      Morgan turned away from his vulnerability, knowing she would want that courtesy herself. She examined the little coffins close by. One stood out as a newer addition to the vault and the explosion had ripped a large crack through the middle of it. A plaque on the top read Rosalia Lombardo under a layer of dust and debris that covered the glass case. Morgan used her forearm to swipe the fragments off the coffin and gasped at the face within.

      For a moment, she saw Gemma, her little niece, her perfect face frozen in death.

      The vision cleared. There was a little girl inside, but she had only the faintest resemblance to Gemma. The child’s skin was a waxy orange-brown. Her hair was caught back in a ponytail with a pink ribbon tied in a bow, and curls tangled on her forehead. Her tiny eyelashes lay upon perfect cheeks and a cupid’s bow mouth gave the image of a sleeping beauty, innocence captured in a glass cage. The loving hands of a parent had wrapped her in sienna silk and tucked her in. But the corpse of the little girl was now merely collateral damage in the hunt for something far more dangerous.

      “Jake, look at this. They laid Rosalia to rest in 1920. That’s the most recent burial. Perhaps the one people would least notice changes to back in the 1940s.”

      Jake lurched over, using the remaining coffins as support. He looked down at the little girl. “The explosion cracked the glass.” His fingers probed a fracture in the smooth surface. “The air will destroy her perfect looks now. She’ll soon be a ghoul like the rest of them.”

      Morgan followed the crack down the side of the coffin into the dais it lay upon. The explosion had partially dislodged it. “Give me a hand moving this.”

      Jake braced himself and groaned with pain, but helped her lift the coffin from the top of the raised platform and place it gently on the floor.

      There was a hollowed-out compartment beneath. A huge rectangular shape wrapped in sackcloth lay inside.

      “That has to be it.” Morgan couldn’t contain her barely suppressed excitement. “Help me get it out.”

      Again they lifted together, Jake grimacing as he heaved — Marietti had warned them the book weighed seventy-five kilos. Blood dripped down the side of his face from under the dressing as they hefted it out and dropped the huge parcel on the floor with a thump.

      Jake leaned back against the wall, his energy spent. Morgan knelt and pulled back the sackcloth to reveal the Devil’s Bible, its leather cover embossed with an ornate pattern of occult symbols.

      Morgan sensed an almost palpable energy emanating from the book. Somehow she knew it wanted her to open it. She stretched out her hand to open the metal clasps.

      “Don’t.” Jake’s tone was a sharp rebuke.

      Morgan looked up at him. “I won’t read anything out loud. We need to check it, at least.”

      Taking his silence as permission, Morgan flicked open the metal clasps one by one and carefully opened the Devil’s Bible. Jake came to kneel unsteadily next to her and together they gazed down at the intricate designs of the richly illuminated pages.

      Medieval images of saints and biblical figures decorated the initials of the first word on every page. Angels and demons roamed the margins, hunting each other through the forest of text.

      “It’s beautiful,” Morgan whispered.

      “But deadly.” Jake’s reply echoed in the close air of the crypt.

      “The curses must be in Revelation.” Morgan turned the pages over carefully until she reached the final book of end-times prophecy.

      It began with a glorious vision of Christ arriving on a cloud, with the whole cosmos arrayed before him. Real gold leaf illuminated seven lamp-stands, with seven stars of heaven in silver and a sword emerging from the Savior’s mouth in judgment.

      Jake examined the page. “How can this be a book of curses? It’s surely a perfect tribute to God, not a way to invoke the Devil.”

      Morgan turned the pages carefully to chapter six of Revelation, where the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse rode across the page.

      She pointed at the pale horse’s head, braying to the heavens as Death rode it toward destruction. “This is an exact match to the Thanatos tattoo.” She turned the pages further to the end of Revelation, looking for the curse.

      But the last pages were missing, the ragged paper clear evidence that someone had removed the most dangerous aspect of the book.

      Morgan touched the torn edges. “These pages should contain images of the Devil and the Kingdom of Heaven, as well as the curse. We need to find them before Thanatos.”

      “For now, let’s get the book out of here,” Jake said. “Then we’ll figure out the next step.”

      Morgan retrieved a cleaning trolley from a cupboard and they hefted the book into it with the sackcloth as a protective hammock.

      Together, they wheeled it slowly back toward the main entrance, Jake still staggering now and then from the aftereffects of the explosion. Morgan felt the empty gaze of the corpses above them as an accusation. She and Jake had disturbed the peace of the dead and blown apart their cadaverous children. She shuddered. Whether the book was cursed or not, the dead still lurked here, wishing ill on those who clung to life.

      They reached the elevator and wheeled the trolley in. Morgan pressed the button to ascend, and the lift door began to shut—

      A gun barrel thrust through the crack of the closing door and knocked it open once more.

      The abbot stood holding the gun, his eyes burning with fanaticism. “You should have left. The explosion was a warning, but now God has led me to the book through the fires of judgment. I’ve searched for many years down here for the Devil’s Bible and now, here it is.”

      He backed away slightly, keeping the weapon trained upon them. “Get out and leave the trolley.”

      “Who are you working for?” Jake whispered, his face grey and sweating with pain. Morgan helped him back out into the narrow corridor.

      The abbot entered the elevator, keeping the gun on them at all times. “The one who will fulfill the prophecy and usher in the end times.”

      The door closed.

      Jake slumped down to the floor. He leaned against the wall and put his head in his hands.

      Morgan banged her fists on the elevator doors and tried to pry them back open with desperate fingers. She rifled through her backpack and found her phone, but there was no reception this far underground. Marietti was expecting a call by two a.m.; if he didn’t receive it, he would send backup.

      But it would be too late to stop the abbot.

      Morgan threw her pack down in frustration. Her first official mission with ARKANE had gone badly wrong. Her partner was injured and the Devil’s Bible was in the hands of Thanatos. All they could do was sit here and wait for someone to get them out of the crypt.

      She sank down next to Jake as the flickering lights went out and they were left in darkness with the carnage of the broken dead.
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      Sedlec Chapel. Kutná Hora, Czech Republic.

      Mist hung in the chill air as Natasha El-Behery walked through the monastery gate, pulling the elegant cashmere shawl closer about her shoulders as she wheeled the heavy suitcase toward the chapel.

      The Capuchin abbot had delivered the Devil’s Bible in Palermo, his only wish to finally meet his dark Lord as payment for his service. But Natasha was unwilling to share the glory of finding it. She had invited him up in her helicopter as if to join her in delivering the book, then pushed him out into the darkness of the Tyrrhenian Sea. She alone would receive a reward for service tonight, and it would bind Milan Noble even closer to her.

      Under the modest shawl, Natasha wore a dress of scarlet satin, smooth to the touch, that hugged her curves while spike heels lengthened her legs. Her hair hung loose, copper locks soft around her face, her lipstick perfectly applied. She didn’t expect the outfit to last long. There had been rumors of what Milan had done to other women, but Natasha could cope with such a man, since her own passions also ran a little crooked.

      Her heels clicked on the stone path as she walked toward the chapel. A candle burned in one window, but the door to the Gothic church remained closed.

      Natasha knocked and heard measured footsteps inside.

      The door squeaked open.

      Milan Noble held up a candle encased in a bone cage, his sculptured cheekbones highlighted by the flickering flame. “You have it?”

      Natasha smiled. “Of course. Are you going to let me in?”

      Milan took a step back. She squeezed past him in the doorframe and felt the warmth from his body, his breath in her hair. He was taut with anticipation, barely controlling his desire to see the book.

      She rolled the suitcase forward into the nave and laid it down. Milan knelt next to it and unfastened the clasps. He opened the case with reverence, his breathing coming faster as he pulled back the cloth that covered the Devil’s Bible.

      He touched the leather cover with gentle fingertips. “This is it. At last, I can usher in the prophecy. We must take it to the crypt to rest once more while we prepare for the final stages.”

      He refastened the case, stood, and came to stand next to her in the nave. “Thank you for bringing it to me. You shall have your reward.” Milan’s eyes promised so much and Natasha shivered with the anticipation of pleasure to come.

      Milan turned and walked toward the altar. He lifted a flagstone to reveal a stone staircase. “Careful, there’s no railing.”

      Natasha stepped cautiously down into darkness, her eyes adjusting to the faint light. Milan entered behind her, lifting the suitcase down before pulling the flagstone down into place with a thump. Natasha inhaled the scent of earth and stone, a damp musk, aware of the tens of thousands of dead pressing down from above. The low ceiling crushed the air to a thin atmosphere, and in the darkness, the veil lay ragged between this world and the next.

      They emerged into a tiny crypt with a raised stone dais at one end. On it lay an oversized wooden stand, carved with occult symbols, clearly waiting to cradle the Devil’s Bible.

      Milan laid the case down once more and unpeeled the covering. Together, they lifted the book out of the suitcase and laid it on the altar stand. He gently opened the first pages, his eyes wide, as he devoured the fine detail of the illustrations.

      Natasha stepped closer and Milan took her hand, tracing the lines of a tortured, bloody saint with their joined fingertips. “There are both holy words and demonic incantations within, providing enlightenment for both life — and death.”

      He let go of her hand and continued to turn the pages carefully. “My father told me that a powerful curse was written here, one that could fulfil a prophecy of destruction, wrought by those who spoke the words aloud.”

      He reached Revelation and discovered the torn ragged edges of the final chapter.

      “What is this?” He turned on Natasha and grabbed her by the throat. “Where are the missing pages? What have you done with them?”

      Natasha couldn’t speak against his crushing grip and clutched desperately at his hands. He released her, and she dropped to the floor, gasping for breath.

      “I didn’t know there were pages missing. I didn’t even look at it.”

      Milan stood over her and picked up the bone candleholder once more, his knuckles tight around the makeshift weapon. “Those pages are the key, the most important part. I must have them.”

      Natasha sensed his latent violence about to explode, but would not cower in fear before any man. She rose to her feet and looked up at him, his chiseled jaw highlighted by the shadowed flame. His eyes were dark, a raging ocean with hidden depths where creatures with writhing tentacles waited to pull the unwary down deep.

      “I found the Devil’s Bible, and I will bring you the missing pages,” she whispered. “Give me another chance.”

      Milan licked his lips, indecision flickering in his eyes. After a moment, he nodded. “I’ve waited long enough. I can wait a little longer. You have your second chance, but if you fail, Thanatos will have a different kind of sacrifice.”

      Milan stroked a fingertip slowly across Natasha’s cheek and down the side of her neck, outlining the hieroglyphic tattoo that wound down her back as he pulled her tight against him, sublimating violence into passion as she moaned her pleasure against his mouth.
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      Blackfriars. Oxford, England.

      The thock of croquet balls echoed around the summer-green quadrangle as Morgan walked into the heart of Blackfriars College, the only functioning monastery in the city of Oxford.

      After the humiliation of a rescue from the Palermo catacombs by Marietti’s backup team, Morgan was even more determined to find the missing pages. With the Devil’s Bible stolen, they were out of leads. But when Thanatos had pursued them in the hunt for the Pentecost stones, Morgan’s friend and mentor Father Ben Costanza had recognized something in the pale horse’s head. Something he had not yet shared with her. Ben kept his secrets close, but Morgan needed to know what he was hiding.

      As she reached the stone stairwell up to his tiny office, Morgan took a deep breath. The last time she’d visited, a team from Thanatos stormed the college, killing students and monks as well as burning the offices. The bullet-chipped stone and fire-blackened pillars were evidence of what Thanatos was capable of. It was time to stop them.

      Morgan walked up the stairs. Ben’s office door was open, and she paused at the entrance to watch him write, his back bent over his work as the faint sounds of college life filtered in through the windows. She knocked on the doorframe.

      Ben turned and smiled broadly, pushing his chair back and greeting her with a hug. “Come here. I’ve missed you.”

      Morgan walked into his embrace, relieved to see him well and back where he belonged in the college. Ben was her ally within the cloistered halls of the University of Oxford, known for closing ranks on newcomers. When she sometimes felt like a fraud, Ben eased her fears and helped with his in-depth knowledge of university politics.

      Morgan turned to examine his bookcase, shot to pieces the last time she was here. “You’ve redecorated.”

      Ben nodded. “Yes, and with some grant money I obtained for special services, the college has agreed to forget about the whole affair. I have ARKANE to thank for that. But are you alright, Morgan? How are Faye and little Gemma?”

      Ben shuffled over to put the kettle on. He blended his own chai, steeped with cinnamon, cardamom, and a kick of ginger spice.

      Morgan sank down into one of the old leather armchairs. “I’m trying to keep my family away from any more adventures. But I’m back on the trail of Thanatos and I need to know about the past, Ben.”

      His posture stiffened, and he remained silent as he stirred the sweet chai. When Ben finally spoke, his words were heavy with regret.

      “It’s an old tale, but perhaps it will help you on this mission. When I recognized the image of the pale horse, I knew I had to tell you, but finding the right moment has been hard.”

      Ben passed Morgan a cup of chai and eased himself down into the chair opposite. “I met your parents many years ago on my first archaeological dig. That’s when I saw the pale horse for the first time.”
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      Ephesus, Turkey. September 1977.

      “Ben, come and look at this. I think I might have found something.”

      I lifted my head at the musical Welsh accent carrying across the still heat of the day. Marianne could always get my attention, and joining her would be a welcome break from the meticulous brushing of ancient, buried stone.

      I climbed out of the trench and walked over to look down into the pit where she worked. Our team was digging near the Library of Celsus, built in the second century and thought to have once contained thousands of scrolls. At that time, Ephesus was one of the greatest cities in the Roman Empire, and the ruined buildings were just part of the ancient cityscape.

      There had been a tiny but growing Christian group living in fear of Roman persecution, and we were searching for a cache of artifacts from that time. A reference had been found in the Vatican Secret Archives and a small team of archaeologists sent to investigate. I joined them on a mini sabbatical from my studies at Blackfriars College. As I specialized in the history of the early Church, I was thrilled to hunt for such potentially significant artifacts. However, my position was uncertain, as I joined the team late in the season. The relationships between the others had formed prior to my arrival, and only Marianne made me feel welcome.

      “What have you found?” I asked.

      She looked up, her green eyes alight with excitement. There were dirty streaks on her clothes and earth smudged across her cheeks. Her golden hair was tied back into a long plait, hidden under a hat to shield her from the hot sun. Long sleeves and baggy trousers protected her fair skin, but nothing could hide those emerald eyes and mere dirt could never obscure her radiance.

      “I think this tablet explains part of the journey of the apostles. Come down and have a look.”

      I jumped down into the pit and bent to examine the tablet. It was still partially buried, but I could read some of the ancient Greek. Marianne stood close to me. She smelled of fertile earth, wet clay, and the heat and sweat of the dig. I leaned closer and my arm brushed against hers.

      “What do you think?” she asked. “Your ancient Greek is better than mine.”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied with a smile. She was just humoring me. Marianne had a DPhil in Classics from the University of Oxford and her ancient Greek was flawless.

      I traced the letters with a fingertip. “It reads like the beginning of a letter to the early Church. What’s this word?”

      Marianne grinned in triumph. “Lamp-stand.”

      “Seriously, then this could be—”

      “Yes, one of the letters to the church in Ephesus, as mentioned in Revelation chapter two. It talks about removing the lamp-stand if they don’t return to faithful practices. This could be the start of the cache, Ben. This is so exciting. These are the moments we live for as archaeologists.”

      She grabbed my hands and did a happy dance in the confines of the trench, laughing as she twirled under my arm. I was briefly in heaven and locked that moment away in my memory forever.

      “Get over to the main tent, you two. There’s no time for that now.” The voice came from above. We both looked up to see Arkady Novotsky staring down at us, a frown on his aristocratic face.

      Marianne protested. “But, Arkady, look what we’ve—”

      “There’s no time anymore. Urgent meeting. Main tent. Ten minutes.”

      He stomped off and his shadow retreated in the heat of the afternoon sun.

      Marianne rolled her eyes. “He seems to be getting worse, don’t you think?”

      I nodded. “If we’re not here for artifacts like this, then what are we here for?”

      Marianne’s smile faded and her eyes darkened. She turned in the narrow trench and I caught sight of her profile. Her rounded belly protruded now, reminding me that she belonged to another.

      She rubbed at it absent-mindedly. “Sometimes I’m not even sure myself, but I suppose we should get to the main tent. I’m going to need your help to get out of this trench.”

      She cheerily tried to distract me, but I remained puzzled. This tablet could be significant, but Arkady had dismissed it as nothing. What was going on here?

      I smiled at Marianne, hiding my mixed emotions as I helped her up the ladder and we crossed the dig site to the main tent.

      It was dark inside, a welcome respite from the harsh Turkish sun. The canvas cast a green light over the gathered team, as if they sat under a rainforest canopy. Conversation was muted as rumors swirled in the air.

      I followed Marianne to sit with her husband, Leon Sierra, a ruggedly handsome Sephardic Jew. Born in Spain and now living in Israel between archaeological digs, Leon had a powerful charisma. When he turned his attention to you, he made you feel unique. When he turned away, it was as if the face of God had moved on, his favors bestowed elsewhere.

      The spell he cast on Marianne was complete because he was fixated upon her, but I worried about her future. What would happen when his attentions moved elsewhere? They surely would, as the brilliant man flitted between projects, solving archaeological mysteries, and then moving on. Leon was a true citizen of the nascent state of Israel, bent on finding his place in the world and willing to fight in order to protect it. Marianne was a gentle soul, more interested in peace and solitude. They were ill-matched, but of course, love knows no boundaries once ignited.

      They had met on last summer’s dig right here in Ephesus. They married swiftly and now she was pregnant with twins. Marianne said they were returning to Israel after the dig finished. She had looked wistful at the thought, but Leon couldn’t stand winter in her native Wales and she had to be with him.

      Marianne sat down and Leon pulled her into him, reaching out to stroke her rounded belly. “Neshama Sheli.”

      He spoke softly, but I could still hear his words. The Hebrew meant ‘my soul’ and the endearment cut me deep, even though I had no right to such feelings. I focused on the others gathered in the tent, willing myself away from their intimacy.

      Arkady strode into the tent, flinging the canvas violently open before him. He launched into a tirade immediately. “We’ve spent three months here, and what do we have to show for it?”

      He pointed at one of the display tables, where stone tablets and pottery shards lay in trays for examination. “We’re not here for coins or pots or useless tablets. We’re here for the relics of the early Church, clues to where its most precious objects might lie.”

      I had never seen Arkady like this before. The man had previously been fair and even-tempered, but now spittle flew from his mouth as he spat his words. “Where Hitler failed in finding the greatest relics, we will succeed. Ephesus may be where the Apostle John wrote his gospel. The site of one of the seven churches of Revelation. Yet we have pitifully little to show for it. Time is running out.”

      Arkady calmed a little. “We have funding for two more weeks and then we’re done for the season. We have a new project next year. I may ask some of you to join, but it will be quite a different journey.”

      An audible groan went up from the gathered team, many of whom needed the meager pay the dig provided. The end of this project meant the end of a fixed income for most and they would have to return to other jobs for the off-season.

      Arkady opened the floor for questions and hands went up all over the tent.

      “I’m going to go back and examine that tablet,” I whispered to Marianne. “If it’s important, perhaps it can help keep the dig open for longer.”

      She nodded, but she was clearly distracted by thoughts of an uncertain future. She grasped Leon’s hand tightly, as if to anchor herself to the last days of her life as a working archaeologist. I left the tent without looking back. My career was not at stake, and I felt like an outsider once more.

      Later that evening, I waited until the camp was quiet and then picked my way back to Arkady’s tent. I had fully excavated and cleaned up the tablet and I was convinced it related to the Revelation letter to the Ephesus church. It was the same form of Greek used in the New Testament prophecy and also in the gospel of John. If it matched, then surely this was truly a significant find?

      I was desperate to return to Blackfriars with an experience of something more than just the closeted life of an academic monk. If I was honest with myself, I wanted to stay near Marianne a little longer.

      I walked past Leon and Marianne’s tent and heard their voices raised in anger. Leon spoke in rapid Spanish, in turns annoyed, frustrated, and then pleading. Emotion can be understood across any language gap. I stood there in the darkness, wondering if I should intervene. Marianne wept and then Leon’s voice softened as he comforted her.

      The sounds became more intimate, and I walked away, praying for the strength to be faithful to my vows made to the Dominican order. Those vows didn’t exclude me from love, but I could never act on it. I had been called to a higher purpose, and this summer interlude was a brief sojourn intended to teach me lessons I could not find within the closeted life of a monk. I was certainly learning those lessons here in Ephesus.

      I arrived at Arkady’s tent. The flap was partially open and I could see inside. He sat at his desk, back to the doorway, surrounded by fragments of paper covered in sketches. Some lay crumpled and torn on the floor, others were discarded, half-finished. All of them portrayed a horse’s head in black charcoal, its nostrils flared and eyes wild. Its rider, the skeletal figure of Death, reached down with a sword toward a victim huddled at its feet.

      A bottle of raki, the strong Turkish aniseed spirit, sat near Arkady’s right arm. The bottle was almost empty.

      As I stood outside watching from the shadows, Arkady filled his glass once more. He downed the spirit and continued to draw, his hand moving swiftly across the page as if he channeled some mysterious energy from the edge of darkness. I held my breath. This was not the time to talk to Arkady Novotsky. I walked away into the humid Turkish night.
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      Ben sighed. “That was the first time I saw the figure of the pale horse, the stylized head that Thanatos now uses as its symbol. I didn’t see it again until the attack by the team before Pentecost. I never spoke to Arkady about the tablet back then. He left soon after and the dig closed down.”

      “So what happened to Arkady later?” Morgan asked.

      “He was part of a team sent to Antarctica to recover Nazi treasures supposedly hidden there during the war.”

      Morgan frowned. “Surely that trip was a myth? Could Hitler really have smuggled the occult treasures out?”

      Ben nodded. “That expedition certainly went ahead, but it was top secret. I only know because Marianne told me that Leon was also asked to go. In the end, he was one of too many fiery personalities, and he stormed off before the expedition left and never worked with that team again. You and Faye had been born by then and Marianne had made a lovely home for you in Oxford, where she lectured. But Leon never settled, and of course, they separated.”

      Morgan sighed. “I loved my father, and he did his best bringing me up alone in Israel, but of course, he had his faults and a hell of a temper.” She smiled ruefully. “I might have inherited a little of it myself.”

      Ben bent his head and stared at the floor. He struggled to find the right words to tell her the truth.

      “I loved your mother, Morgan. She was the only woman who ever made me question my calling to the church. Of course, I never told her. But she knew. I couldn’t help but be happy when Leon left, because Marianne needed my help. We were friends, close friends. I’m so sorry.”

      Ben clutched Morgan’s arm, an anchor in his storm of emotion. “I’ve felt guilty for a long time as I celebrated the breakup of your family, and God forgive me for it, I loved the years I spent as Marianne’s close confidante. Faye never warmed to me, but when you came to Oxford, I felt as if your mother smiled down on our friendship.”

      Morgan shifted off her chair and knelt in front of Ben. She took his gnarled hands in hers. “You were a good friend to a mother I never really knew. What happened back then is in the past. You’re my friend now. Life moves on, we all change.”

      “Thank you, Morgan.” He squeezed her hands, and a weight lifted from his shoulders. It was good to speak of such things after so long. “Life indeed moves on, but what happened back then now seems to echo in the present.”

      He sat back in his chair. “Marianne told me that Arkady became dangerously obsessed with the occult during the Antarctic expedition. He studied the dark arts and wove them into some kind of end-times prophecy. Then he became involved with one of the kitchen girls. She was found one morning, strangled, badly beaten, and cut in what looked like some kind of dark ritual.”

      “Was he arrested?” Morgan asked.

      Ben shook his head. “The expedition covered it up. After all, they sought occult objects, and it was a religious trip funded partially by the Vatican Secret Archives. The girl was Polish, with no family they could trace. Her body was sunk into the ocean and Arkady was exiled and banished from the church, which only drove him to even darker pursuits.”

      Ben looked out at the summer rain refreshing the quad. “On her deathbed, Marianne made me promise to always watch over you and Faye. When I saw the pale horse’s head, the sign of Thanatos, it made me think that somehow Arkady had returned.”

      Morgan frowned. “But what could connect Thanatos to Arkady? He would be an old man, or maybe even dead by now?”

      Ben sighed. “Over the years, I heard rumors he had a family. Two sons with a woman who died under mysterious circumstances. One of the sons disappeared, but the other may have taken on Arkady’s dark prophecy. What if this son has a way to take his father’s plan global?”

      Morgan shook her head. “No one has that kind of global reach.”

      Ben picked up a glossy magazine and handed it to her. The angular face of Milan Noble, CEO of Zoebios, stared out from the front page. The glowing lead article extolled the virtues of his multi-billion dollar pharmaceutical business that had now spanned the globe. It portrayed Noble as the ‘Lord of Life,’ a leader on the brink of changing the world with his focus on birth control, education for women, and mental health for all.

      “He’s the spitting image of Arkady Novotsky,” Ben whispered. “It’s as if he just walked off the dig in Ephesus. If Arkady’s son controls Zoebios, then he has the power to reach over a quarter of the world. You have to find out if he is behind Thanatos.”
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      London, England.

      Michael Jensen rolled over in bed and looked at the time again. It had only been two hours since the last pill, but he really needed another fix.

      The audio program alone made him calm and relaxed, a brief space of sanity in an increasingly chaotic world. That was addictive enough, but the new pills and the special headset made him feel as if he was in the presence of the Divine. Like he was Chosen. Special. Michael longed for that feeling again. It was as if the clouds parted in his mind and he could perceive more than the human eye could ever see. He was like an eagle soaring above the earth, and he could see far into the future.

      A future where men like him had a purpose once more.

      Michael had thought little about God since he was a teenager. A brief flirtation with a Christian youth club provided him with girlfriends, but no real inner belief. Nevertheless, he had answered questions on the Zoebios website saying he was a Christian, even though he hadn’t been to church in years. But the stories from Sunday school stuck with him, and he always prayed in times of desperation. He’d certainly prayed a lot recently. He’d lost his job at the factory after his anger spilled again, even after repeated warnings, and in this economy, it was hard to find other work.

      At first, Michael had visited the Job Centre every day, sure that he could beat the odds, determined not to be just another unemployment statistic. But then it became harder and harder to get up in the mornings. He had nothing to show for his effort, so what was the point of trying anymore?

      Then he joined the Zoebios health program and felt a shift inside, a determination he had not felt in years. It had truly changed his life.

      As Michael reached for the packet of pills, he looked at the picture next to his bed. Jenny’s smile had brightened his life, but he had driven her away. The bedroom door was still splintered in places where he had punched and kicked it in frustration. He should not have treated her in the way he did, but now he had a chance to make amends.

      The audios Michael downloaded from Zoebios made him realize that his actions could make a difference, and that he could help change the world in a positive way. He popped another two pills from the packet, placed them under his tongue, and put on the oversize headset.

      Michael sensed a presence as he listened, an entity that lay just out of the corner of his eye. Was it God? Was it Jesus? An angel?

      Here in North London, faith was complicated. He was only a few streets away from a mosque where extremist Islamic clerics once preached a message of hate. Nowadays, the community was moderate and provided help to many in the neighborhood, regardless of faith, and Michael had previously considered the Muslims he worked with as friends — but then they had kept their jobs while he lost his.

      Perhaps England should be only for the truly English after all.

      As the audio played, God spoke to him directly, a call to arms that thumped through Michael’s bloodstream with the binaural beats. Where there had been peace and calm, he now found himself directed at a target for his deep-seated rage.

      As the drugs raced through Michael’s system, he listened to the words of God. He tightened his fists in anticipation. It wouldn’t be long now.
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      New York, USA.

      Shahzia Mohammad sat in the tiny bathroom and put the new headset on. It was the only place she could be private, as if Kamil could sense she had been doing something forbidden in any other room, even when he wasn’t there.

      She ignored the stained bathtub and cracked sink and pretended the hard toilet seat was a soft cushion as she pushed out two of the tiny pills from the Zoebios-branded packet. Shahzia swallowed them down, her throat catching in her haste. These new ones were meant to enhance her experience even more and she was desperate to return to that place of calm. She had identified as a Muslim on the Zoebios site, and she trusted that the program would be appropriate for her faith. It certainly had to be better than the women at the health center who preached Jesus in one breath and insulted her in the next.

      She pressed play on the audio, closed her eyes and let peace wash around her like a warm pool. It strengthened her and made her feel safe.

      Shahzia had tried so hard to blend into this American world so far from her own, but she desperately missed her mother and sisters. Kamil wanted his children to be brought up as true Americans with no trappings of the past, but Shahzia had lost her anchor in the move and found herself tossed on a storm of confusion in this city. There was no religious pattern or extended family to ground their life in this alien place. Their roots grew in thin soil and she didn’t know how to make things better. At least the audio programs and the pills provided relief.

      Within moments, Shahzia sensed a presence alongside her in the tiny bathroom, a glimmer of someone or something hovering just out of reach. The God of her childhood had been there when she was afraid; maybe He had returned to help her again.

      She prayed fervently, rocking back and forth on the seat. It squeaked rhythmically, but Shahzia didn’t notice. Her words were desperate pleas for God to help and show her the right path. How could she change this life in which she found herself?

      She heard an answer. Faint words — but surely coming from God Himself.

      An image filled her mind. St Mary’s Catholic School, the bowed heads of rich white Christians in the classroom overlooking the road. She walked past it every day, while taking her two girls to the predominantly Muslim school a few blocks further on.

      Bile rose in her throat. Shahzia felt sick at what she was being asked to do, but God wanted her to be an instrument of His judgment. Who was she to question His will?
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      London, England.

      As the evening sun cast lengthy shadows across the stone courtyard, Morgan walked up the steps to the British Museum. It was opening night for a new exhibition on religious relics and Martin Klein had swung an invitation to the private viewing. The Zoebios Foundation was one of the major donors to the exhibition, and Milan Noble was speaking at the event.

      Morgan attended as a psychologist, researching the motivation of martyrs, willing to die in excruciating ways for their faith. With Ben’s tentative identification of Arkady’s son, they needed more information. Marietti didn’t want to sanction an overt investigation into such a prominent, multinational CEO without further evidence, so this was a chance to get closer to Milan Noble — and Morgan was keen to demonstrate her competence in the field after the failure in Palermo.

      She checked her coat and walked into the great hall of the museum, illuminated by vast skylights above. Even though it was nearly seven, the sun still lit the cream-colored walls of the rotunda with a honey glow.

      Turning into one of the museum’s magnificent halls, Morgan took a glass of Sémillon Blanc from one of the waiting staff and walked past giant basalt pillars into the Enlightenment Gallery. Patrons of the museum and their guests wandered the high-ceilinged hall, speaking in hushed whispers, as they sipped from their glasses of wine.

      The Enlightenment Gallery represented the age of reason, discovery, and learning, a time when the curious unlocked the mysteries of the universe by studying natural and man-made objects. Great collectors — some would say pillagers — wanted to classify and catalogue, to understand and control their environment.

      Morgan began a slow circle of discovery, examining the exhibits as she kept an eye on the door for Milan Noble. She ran her fingers over the surface of the Rosetta Stone, gently skimming the words in hieroglyphics, Greek, and cuneiform. This stone had unlocked the knowledge of ancient Egypt, the revelation of treasure and curses buried for generations. It demonstrated the power of writing to preserve the past and transcend the ravages of time with words from beyond the grave. A kind of memento mori, a reminder of the brief span of human existence, an invocation to make the most of time before all became dust.

      A Sati stone stood nearby, an eighteenth-century memorial to an Indian wife who had thrown herself onto the pyre of her husband. Morgan shuddered at the reminder of how Pentecost could have ended for her twin sister, Faye, immolated on top of a madman’s pyre.

      She walked on past walls lined with books in glass-fronted cases that rose to a balcony and then up to the high ceiling. Morgan gazed into the cabinets, wishing she could take the volumes from the shelves and delve into their crumbling pages. The History of British India and Lives of the Queens of England stood next to bricks from the walls of ancient Babylon inscribed with the name of Nebuchadnezzar.

      One case contained precious stones found in the deserts near Babylon. They had shriveled in a great heat, labeled as evidence of the divine retribution that befell sinful cities like Sodom and Gomorrah. Each explorer interpreted the past through the lens of their own belief, and what was one person’s evidence of biblical faith was another’s geological proof of evolution.

      Within another cabinet lay wax seals inscribed with occult symbols, owned by the astrologer and mathematician John Dee. Considered the magician of Queen Elizabeth I, Dee conjured divine spirits and searched for evidence of a world beyond our own, a glimpse of the divine, and a reason for this brutish and short existence. Morgan smiled to herself. Dee would have made a good agent for ARKANE.

      A door opened at the end of the hall and the curator of the exhibition walked in, dwarfed by the tall, imposing figure of Milan Noble by his side. The CEO of Zoebios stood a head taller and his sculptured features had more in common with the statues of perfect Greek gods than the timid researchers at the exhibition. He was an enigma, reclusive and apparently single. What could possibly interest the CEO of a multinational health organization in an exhibition on ancient Christian relics?

      The curator stepped up on a small dais and tapped the microphone before speaking. “Good evening. It is with great pleasure that I welcome you all here tonight. We acknowledge in particular the generosity of the Zoebios Foundation.” The curator gave some introductory comments before opening the exhibition to the gathered crowd.

      Several donors and museum patrons surrounded Milan and, as he remained deep in conversation, Morgan drifted into the exhibition with a party of academics. Tiny spotlights illuminated a vaulted ceiling with hues of aquamarine and deep indigo, dotted with scarlet crosses. It was like looking up into a sky flecked with blood.

      A timeline of faith wound through the exhibition, from early Christians slaughtered at the dawn of the Church, to medieval saints like Thomas Becket and beyond. The deaths of martyrs were portrayed in gruesome detail: roasted on griddles, flayed and torn apart, or devoured by wild animals. The faithful had collected the bones and other body parts of the dead and, over centuries, these relics became the sacred hearts of cathedrals throughout the world.

      Morgan stopped in front of a huge reliquary. Over a meter long, it had two hundred compartments, each with a small package of silk containing a relic labeled with the name of its saint. They were tied with parchment labels marked by spindly writing. It reminded Morgan of a kind of spiritual pick’n’mix, a cornucopia of saints’ remains that could be used for various ailments or for supplication. She leaned in to look more closely.

      “Fascinating, isn’t it?”

      Morgan turned to see Milan Noble next to her, a glass of champagne in his hand. She could smell his cologne. It was subtle, with notes of lapsang souchong tea, smoky and intoxicating. There was a magnetism in his attention, a dangerous eddy under his immaculate exterior.

      He leaned down. “How many of those pieces of bone do you think were from real martyrs?”

      Morgan smiled up at him. Forgery had indeed been a significant part of the relic business. “I was just wondering that myself.”

      “Milan Noble,” he said, stretching out his hand.

      Morgan shook it firmly. “Morgan Sierra and, of course, I know who you are.”

      He raised an eyebrow, humor sparkling in his slate-grey eyes. “I can’t seem to keep a low profile these days. I thought perhaps this event would be quiet since we are all here for the dead. Why does this interest you?”

      “I’m a psychologist and part of my research is questioning why people do things in the name of God.” Morgan pointed into the cabinet. “Even submit to torture and death.”

      They walked on together as music played around them in the exhibition chamber, a religious chant of monks extolling the virtues of God in the “Alleluia, dulce lignum, dulces clavos.”

      Morgan stopped in front of a gold reliquary etched with an image of St Lawrence roasting slowly on a grill. Milan stood next to her, his arm close enough to brush against her skin. He radiated a repressed power, an energy he reined in to stop it blinding those around him.

      “There is a story,” he said as they gazed at the golden horror. “It is perhaps apocryphal, but it might interest you. In 1190, the Bishop of Lincoln visited the Abbey of Fécamp in Normandy to venerate the monastery’s greatest treasure, an arm bone of Mary Magdalene. It wasn’t enough for him to see it in its silk wrapping. He demanded to see the bone itself in order to kiss it. To the horror of the monks, he tried to break off a piece, then gnawed at the bone. He broke off splinters, which he pocketed to take back to his own church.”

      “Oh, that’s disgusting.” Morgan couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of the bishop gnawing on a sacred bone.

      Milan laughed along with her and leaned even closer. “Perhaps, but he was defiant in his faith and claimed he honored the saint as Christians venerated Christ when they ate his flesh and drank his blood at Communion.”

      Morgan found Milan intriguing. Clearly, he had a deep interest in this realm of relics — a strange fascination and one she shared. But there was still no evidence that he was behind Thanatos. She had to find a way to shift the conversation.

      “Many believe in the power of relics to heal or perform other miracles, but in my psychological studies, I’ve found that sometimes it’s belief in the object, rather than the object itself, that can be so powerful.”

      Milan nodded. “Of course, but I also have a hypothesis — as CEO of Zoebios, of course — that perhaps there are aspects of these bones and blood that are special in some way. My funding for the exhibition was dependent on access to the relics for testing. If we can find something miraculous at the cellular level, we could use it to improve the human race — which we certainly need at this point in history.”

      “Have you found anything?” Morgan asked, trying to hide her shock at his words. Perhaps there was some aspect of eugenics behind Zoebios.

      “We have some interesting lines of research, but we’ll keep the results quiet. We don’t want to invalidate the claims of many of these relics.” He pointed into a cabinet. “If these aren’t the bones of a first-century saint, and those thorns date from hundreds of years after the death of Christ, would that change people’s belief?”

      Before Morgan could answer, Milan grasped her elbow lightly and led her on. His touch on her skin was possessive, branding her with his fingertips. She didn’t pull away.

      They walked together through the last room of the exhibition, which held relics of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, slaughtered in 1170 by four knights of King Henry II. A painting showed the saint at prayer as a soldier cleaved his head open with the blow of a sword, scooping the brains out onto the floor of the cathedral.

      Monks had collected the blood and bodily fluids, diluted it, and stored it in flasks. Thomas was canonized soon after his martyrdom, and Canterbury became one of the most popular and venerated pilgrimage sites. The original shrine was destroyed in the Dissolution of the Monasteries, when Henry VIII ordered the destruction of religious images and artifacts, but some of the saint’s relics were saved and displayed in the church.

      They were almost at the end of the display, and Morgan needed some sign that Milan was involved in recent events. She couldn’t go back to ARKANE with nothing.

      She paused in front of the final cabinet. “I thought Zoebios was about life and health. Why are you so interested in the relics of martyrdom?”

      Milan gazed at the bloody corpse of the Archbishop in the painting. “Life and death are intimately bound together in religion. Everlasting spiritual life is the promise of eternity, but my goal is to improve this physical life — at least for those who deserve it.”

      He turned to Morgan. “You’re a psychologist, so you must know of Freud’s two fundamental human drives. Eros and Thanatos, the life and death instincts. They rage inside us all.”

      He lifted her hand to his lips and turned it to kiss her inner wrist. The intimate gesture held a promise of pleasure and Milan met her gaze with a challenge in his grey eyes. “I’m sorry, Morgan, I must go. I hope very much to see you again.”

      He let go of her hand and strode off toward the exit, a head taller than those around him, leaving a trail of gossip and stares in his wake.

      Morgan stood speechless in front of the display case. Milan’s words rang in her ears. Thanatos, the death instinct, the opposite of his life-science company. Could the ‘Lord of Life’ really be planning the death of so many?
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      London, England.

      The sun was high and Michael Jensen tried unsuccessfully to keep cool in his bulky jacket. He sat in the shade of a chestnut tree on a tiny grassy patch opposite the local mosque. With its red brick exterior and minimal white minaret, it fitted easily into the suburban landscape. It was a festival day and chanted prayers wafted from the open windows on the warm breeze.

      Families walked along the street to join the festival services. A little boy skipped along the street ahead of his mother and father as they turned to each other in pride, love evident in their shining eyes.

      Michael watched the laughter between groups of friends and the smiles on the faces of close-knit families. He had never felt part of such a community, even as a young man.

      He was suddenly struck by a sense that he shouldn’t be here. He should leave now before he performed his task. But who was he to question the commands of God? To calm himself, he put the headset on and pressed play, willing the sensations to fill him with confidence once more.

      A courier had delivered extra pills that morning, along with a bulky package marked Special Delivery. Michael had been chosen to receive the next level of the program and that made pride well in his chest. He had taken a handful of the new pills immediately and plugged himself into the latest audio files. Pounding music filled his brain and this time the God of War emerged, battle-ready, with a mission that only Michael could fulfill.

      It was time. He would obey.

      Michael walked down the hill with the headset blasting out the pumping music. The buzz of drugs made it seem like he walked on air, powered by the certain knowledge that he obeyed the Most High. His perception of light and sound was heightened, and he marveled at the immensity and beauty of the world about to be opened wide to the cosmos.

      Michael reached into his coat and flicked the countdown button.

      70 seconds… 69… 68…

      He jogged across the road and into the open door of the mosque, passing the families arriving behind him.

      49… 48… 47…

      Worshippers looked up in confusion as Michael ran into the main prayer hall, packed with people gathered in prayer. The little boy who had been skipping outside knelt next to his father.

      19… 18… 17…

      The soundtrack in Michael’s head played only war and rage. The pounding in his head increased to a crescendo.

      I will obey.

      He closed his eyes as the bomb tore his earthly body apart.
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      New York, USA.

      Shahzia Mohammad had phoned the Zoebios helpline the previous night to ask for more pills, but the bulky package that arrived still puzzled her.

      Her twinge of anxiety dissipated when she found the new pills and tore into the packet, desperate to re-enter the state of grace she felt in the presence of the Divine. Nothing was important except the infinitesimal space between her spirit and the omniscient. She could leave the cares of this hateful city behind once more.

      Kamil had been angry last night because she hadn’t done the washing or cleaned the tiny flat, but she bore his anger with a calm smile. She had lain awake beside him, pondering the ideas God had awakened in her. The pills opened her spirit to the transcendent and enabled her to see beyond petty human existence.

      She needed that clarity again if she was to be perfect in her obedience.

      Shahzia took three more pills with a glass of water, gulping them down at the sink as soon as she closed the door on the courier. Then she took two more for good measure.

      It was only a minute before she felt the stirring of their power within. Shahzia knelt on her prayer rug, pulled the headset over her ears and turned on the audio that would take her back to God.

      She rocked backward and forward as the wings of the angels, al-Malaikah, beat the air around her and the words of the Most High urged her to act.

      The faces of little children in the classes at St Mary’s swam in front of her, their eyes wide with innocence. They would be with God soon.

      Shahzia suddenly understood why the package was so bulky, and as the crescendo of the music complete with divine orders filled her ears, she unpacked the vest and put it on.

      She had to hurry to make it for break-time when all the children would be in the yard.
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      ARKANE Headquarters. London, England.

      Elias Marietti waved Morgan and Jake into his office. The wall TV screen showed a news bulletin with the sound muted, scenes of destruction with tiny body bags laid neatly in rows. Firebrand preachers called for revenge on both sides of the religious fault line.

      Marietti pointed up at the screen. “There have been another two incidents this morning, besides the ones in New York and North London. A Christian blew himself up at the Independence Mosque in Jakarta, and a Jewish soldier opened fire on a bus full of Muslim children near Hebron.”

      Jake checked his phone for the latest information from Martin Klein. “The patchy information we have on the bombers so far indicates symptoms of anxiety and depression. They might have been candidates for the Zoebios audio program. Martin is trying to hack into their databases for evidence of drug delivery. But there isn’t enough proof to link them to Zoebios yet.”

      Morgan folded her arms and shook her head. “I’m sure Milan Noble is behind this. We just need evidence, and this must only be the beginning. If Thanatos intends to destroy a quarter of the world, they will need a lot more than a few suicide bombers. There must be a next stage. We just have to find out what it is.”

      “So we go to him,” Jake said, turning his phone to show an image of the Louvre in Paris. “There’s a fundraiser tonight for the Foundation for a Sustainable Population, the politically correct arm of twenty-first century eugenics. Milan Noble is giving the keynote.”

      Marietti nodded as the light on his private line flashed. “Go. You need to stop this and it’s the only lead we have. The missing pages of the Devil’s Bible will have to wait. Right now, we need to stop this escalating into a holy war.”
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      Musée du Louvre. Paris, France.

      The Place du Carrousel in central Paris was filled with beautiful people. Paparazzi snapped away, capturing their elegant dresses and fine jewels, while waiting staff carried trays of champagne and canapés to the VIP guests. The pavilion sat next to the largest of the glass pyramids, a pre-party gathering to allow for extensive security checks before those in attendance descended into the most-visited museum in the world.

      Jake watched Morgan skillfully swipe a glass of champagne from a waiter as he passed. She sipped it as Jake continued his briefing, already despairing of her. “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously enough. I’m worried about you. Won’t you consider letting me be your chaperone?”

      Morgan smiled, taking a longer sip of the bubbles. “No way. You agreed I would take point on this mission. Besides, I’m here to get closer to Milan, and you’ll ruin my personal approach.”

      Jake ignored her flirtatious smile. “I’m not playing games. This place is a security nightmare. It will be hard for me to reach you if there’s trouble.”

      “It’s a fundraiser, and besides, there are hundreds of people here,” Morgan replied. “He’s not likely to try anything, is he? Not under the noses of the glitterati. Besides, we want him to pay attention to me. That was the whole point of this get-up.”

      She pointed at the gold-and-garnet cross around her neck, its brilliance reflecting the spotlights on the glass pyramid. A courier had delivered it after the relic exhibition with a note from Milan Noble, thanking her for such a delightful conversation. Martin Klein had modified it with a tracking device and a USB key that would enable him to hack any system Morgan plugged it into.

      Jake couldn’t help but look at her more closely, although he’d been trying to keep his eyes elsewhere since they’d left the houseboat, ARKANE’s temporary base on the River Seine, earlier. She wore a crimson flamenco-style dress with a plunging neckline and high, spiked heels. The dress accentuated her slight curves and left everything he wanted to the imagination.

      Her dark curls were loose, and she had pinned a garnet jewel in her hair to match the necklace. The deep scarlet suited her Mediterranean color. Her skin was darker after the summer months and the tan highlighted her cobalt-blue eyes, the violet slash in the right darkening at Jake’s intense gaze.

      “You look… good.” He flushed, and Morgan raised an eyebrow at his understatement. “I know you can handle yourself, but please be careful.”

      Morgan pointed over his shoulder with her champagne glass. “Now that’s what I call a car.”

      The crowd turned to watch as a fiery red sports car swung into the square and pulled up in front of the long carpet leading to the pyramid.

      Jake whistled low. “The man certainly has taste. That’s a Joss JP1 supercar.”

      “And he clearly likes red.” She waved him away. “Now go socialize elsewhere. We can’t be seen together. Give me some space, Jake, I mean it.”

      Jake nodded and melted into the crowd, turning briefly to watch Milan Noble step out of his supercar to the applause of the waiting crowd. He was alone and wore a fitted tuxedo in classic black tie. He waved to the crowd but seemed almost embarrassed at the attention. Jake wondered what secrets Milan hid behind that incredibly refined exterior.

      He turned to see Morgan’s eyes shining as she watched Milan walk across the red carpet, her applause joining the others around her. The bastard did look a little like James Bond, and that car was definitely a lady killer. Jake hated being relegated to babysitting duty, but it wasn’t all bad. At least he had an excuse to watch Morgan all evening. In that dress, it would be a pleasure.
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      Morgan eventually made it through the security and down the elevators into the main atrium of the Musée du Louvre. It was light and airy, open to the pyramidal sky above. Diamond-shaped panes allowed in the last of the evening sun, casting golden light into the corners of the hall.

      The evening’s official function was in the sheltered sculpture courtyard of the Richelieu wing, but the guests had plenty of time to wander through the exhibits on their way there. Several male guests noticed Morgan was unaccompanied, but she brushed off their attention and headed toward the courtyard.

      As she walked on, she glimpsed Jake cornered by a young woman in a peach satin sheath that clung to her dangerous curves. He looked in Morgan’s direction but didn’t catch her eye. Deliberately, she supposed. A pang of jealousy flashed, and Morgan was surprised at herself. Jake looked good — but then a tux suited practically any man and, tonight, her target was Milan Noble, who certainly looked stunning in his.

      Morgan walked up the wide stairwell and mingled amongst the guests as they slowly made their way through the museum, distracted by priceless objects. The Louvre was overwhelming, so crammed with art that every painting looked the same after a while. The key to these great museums was to pick an interesting piece and spend longer with it, focusing on and appreciating its individual beauty.

      On the way to the courtyard, Morgan stopped in front of Canova’s Psyche Revived by Cupid’s Kiss. The white marble looked soft to the touch. The folds of Psyche’s dress, the curves of her arms, the feathers on Cupid’s wings — all were fluid and supple. Morgan loved sculpture; it moved her far more than any painting. She wanted to run her fingers over the smooth lines of gathered cloth and trace the outline of Cupid’s lips.

      A voice interrupted her reverie. “Mesdames et messieurs, bienvenue au Musée du Louvre. Welcome to the Louvre, ladies and gentlemen.”

      Morgan joined the other guests as they proceeded into the courtyard. It was open to the sky, protected by glass panes high above that allowed a buttery light to filter down, touching the guests and statues with gold. There were small trees surrounded by low marble benches, and sculptures dotted around the multi-level terraces. A kingdom of stone, where the gods had been frozen in time.

      The master of ceremonies rose to speak. “We are here tonight to raise money for the Foundation for a Sustainable Population. Our lead patron, Milan Noble, CEO of Zoebios, has donated some very generous prizes for the auction, so please raise your glasses and join me in a toast. To a sparkling evening.”

      Morgan raised her glass with the crowd as Milan took the stage. He stood like a lord over them, looking down from a raised dais near a statue of Zeus holding a thunderbolt. He paused and allowed the crowd to settle into silence before he spoke.

      “Friends, we are reaching a critical point in humanity’s journey. Never before have we been so threatened by our own choices. We are well past the point of sustainable population and cannot continue at this rate of growth. We must make sacrifices for the greater good. Now is the time to change the trajectory of our future.”

      Milan was an excellent speaker, making eye contact with many in the audience as he challenged them with his words. He was clearly practiced at the art of working a crowd, experienced at persuasive performance and the manipulation of opinion.

      Morgan made her way to the side of the room near a statue of the four seasons, where she would stand out in her scarlet dress. He needed to know she was there, but Morgan would not chase him. Milan could have anyone and anything. She must remain just out of his reach, seemingly uninterested.

      Milan finished his speech with another toast, and the room bubbled with enthusiastic applause.

      As he stepped down from the dais, donors pressed him for attention. He dazzled women with his smile and shook hands with a dozen powerful men. But Morgan could clearly see him moving in her direction.

      She turned to study the statue as he approached.

      “Once more, we meet in front of something beautiful.” His tone was flirtatious.

      Morgan turned to face him. “Thankfully, these are not quite so macabre. It was an interesting speech. You’re quite the orator.”

      Milan smiled. “I see you’re wearing my gift.” He reached out and touched the garnet cross gently, his fingers brushing her collarbone.

      He leaned closer. “I hate these events. I prefer something a little more… intimate.” He brushed a stray curl away from her cheek.

      She took a step back. It was too early to acquiesce. “These people all came to see you. Surely you don’t want to disappoint them?”

      “You’re right, I must make my rounds.” His regret was obvious. “But perhaps we could go somewhere more private after the party? I’d love to tell you more about the plans Zoebios has for the future. I think you’ll be most interested.”

      “Perhaps.” Morgan looked around the crowd with interest. “If I’m still here later.”

      Milan smiled at her coy reticence and strode back into the throng, immediately surrounded by supporters wanting a word.

      As the evening progressed, Morgan was determined not to seek Milan out again, but it was a fine balance between ignoring him and making sure he didn’t leave with anyone else. If she could get access to one of his private computer terminals, they might find the evidence they needed to link him to Thanatos, as well as shut down the audio programs and prevent whatever plan he had set in motion.

      Morgan flitted between groups of donors, engaging in sparkling conversation with as many eligible men as she could before moving on when they became just a little too interested. She kept Milan within sight and made sure he knew where she was, too. Their movements became a dance of courtship, an ever-decreasing circle engineered to ensure they ended up together.

      It was after eleven by the time people started to leave.

      As Milan helped the Foundation board members with farewells, Morgan caught his eye and nodded at an arched doorway to her right, sure he would follow when he could get away.

      A nearby waiter offered her another glass of champagne. Morgan took it and stepped into the next room, away from the crowd at last. It was a long gallery, cramped with glass cases and dominated by a tall basalt pillar, the Law Code of Hammurabi from the Mesopotamian court in Babylon, dated to the eighteenth century BC. A good place to have a drink and renew her courage.

      Morgan took a long sip of the champagne. This femme fatale business was hardly her usual persona. She just hoped she could take it far enough to get the access they needed. Martin could not hack into the deepest levels of Zoebios from outside, so this was their only way in.

      The sound of footsteps came from the corridor, and Morgan turned to face the doorway, expecting Milan.

      A security guard walked in, peaked cap on his head. “Are you okay in here, madame?”

      “Yes, of course, thank you. I was just having a closer look at the pillar.”

      Morgan took another long sip of the champagne, the glass almost empty now.

      The security guard came to stand next to her. “It’s magnificent, isn’t it? Many tourists walk straight past it. Perhaps they don’t understand the unique insight it gives into an ancient culture that had such an impact on civilization.”

      As he spoke, Morgan felt dizzy. It couldn’t be alcohol. She hadn’t drunk that much.

      The guard clutched her arm, his approach suddenly too familiar.

      Morgan couldn’t pull away. She couldn’t speak. Her tongue was thick and heavy in her mouth and the strength dissolved from her legs.

      She’d been drugged.

      “It’s alright, madame, just lean on me. Relax now.”

      As Morgan collapsed into the arms of the security guard, her last thought was of Jake, willing him to find her.
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      Sometimes it was necessary to change the plan midway through an operation. That was the nature of the job and one reason that Jake usually kept colleagues at a distance, preferring to be called aloof than to suffer loss as keenly as he had in the past. But those defense mechanisms shattered when he realized Morgan was gone.

      He jogged down yet another corridor of the Louvre, knowing even as he did so that he wouldn’t find her in this maze of culture. He stopped in front of a striking painting by Delaroche. A young woman in white lay as if sleeping in calm water, her pale face lit by moonlight and the gold of a halo. Her hands were tightly bound with a leather strap, and a dark figure loomed above, gazing down at his victim.

      Jake saw Morgan’s face in the water and he turned away, his stomach clenching. It was time to get some help.

      Martin Klein picked up on the first ring. “Jake, what’s happened? Morgan’s gone dark.”

      “As the event ended, we were separated in the crowd. I could see her scarlet dress on the other side of the reception hall, but I had to be sociable to maintain cover and turned away for a minute. Only a minute, Martin.”

      “I know, Jake — it’s okay. We’ll find her.”

      He sighed. “I’ve done a full sweep of the main event area, but there’s no way I can search the whole of the Louvre and surrounding buildings. There are hidden passageways everywhere, and the cameras don’t penetrate all of them.”

      “Did she leave with Milan Noble?” Martin asked. “That was the point of the evening, after all?”

      Jake remembered the way Morgan had looked up at Milan, touched his arm, laughed with him. Her hair had caught the light and drowned it in dark waves. “They certainly spent a lot of time together, but she didn’t leave with him. He said goodbye to the donors and left alone.”

      “Give me ten minutes and I’ll see what I can find.”

      “Okay, I’ll head to the houseboat and call you back.” Jake was confident that Martin would find something. He was a virtuoso of code and would hack the Louvre systems and be out again before they even knew what was happening.

      Jake left the museum and jogged along the embankment path by the River Seine. The Paris evening would have been beautiful if Morgan had been by his side. He had helped her climb out of the houseboat earlier, holding her hand for the first time since they stood together watching the dying flames of Pentecost. Had she held on for just a moment longer than necessary as she stepped off the boat?

      The houseboat was moored under Pont des Arts, a bridge covered with padlocks left by couples securing their passion to the city of love. Behind the bridge, the Île de la Cité lay in the middle of the river, with its green trees dripping over the mottled grey rampart walls. The Cathedral of Notre Dame stood lit from below, its Gothic structure forbidding in the half-light as it loomed over the city.

      Jake knocked on the hatch of the houseboat and heard the lock being drawn back.

      Jean-Pierre Moreau, a local ARKANE agent, stood back to let Jake inside. The pair had worked with together before and were fast friends. “Did you find anything?”

      Jake shook his head. “No. What time did her tracker go dark?”

      “Six minutes before you radioed to say she’d gone. Look at the logs.”

      Jean-Pierre pointed at the tiny computer station installed in the houseboat. Jake followed the line on the screen, zooming in to see more detail.

      “The trace disappears at the Jardin du Luxembourg.”

      Jean-Pierre nodded. “She was in a car. It’s too far to make it out there by foot in that time. It must mean she’s being held in south Paris or at least heading south.”

      A light pulsed on the console. Jake clicked to answer the incoming call from ARKANE. “Spooky, what did you find?”

      Their fond nickname for Martin was based on his uncanny ability to find nuggets of information in an infinity of data — and Jake was counting on that skill now.

      “I’m sending the raw video footage. There are different camera angles, but no sound.”

      A streaming video popped up in another window and Jake watched the party he had attended only hours before. Morgan talked to Milan Noble by a statue in one corner. She smiled up at him.

      Too early. Jake sped up the footage.

      Milan walked around speaking to donors while Morgan drifted through the gallery talking to various people but always moving on. As the evening wound to a close, she stepped through an arched doorway, taking a glass of champagne from a waiter on the way in.

      The feed switched to a smaller room cluttered with display cases that obscured angles.

      Morgan walked in alone, gripping the champagne glass tightly as if it was an anchor for her sanity. She stood in front of a basalt pillar and then looked back toward the entrance.

      A security guard came in. Morgan played the part of the interested tourist. As he walked over, she took another sip of the bubbles.

      A second later, she reached out, seemingly unsteady on her feet, her expression confused.

      The guard held her elbow, then put his arm around her waist as she slumped against him. He spoke into his radio before half-carrying the unconscious Morgan out of the room through an emergency exit at the back.

      “There’s no feed in the exit stairwell,” Martin said. “And that security guard doesn’t work for the Louvre.”

      Jake banged his fist down onto the table. “She was drugged. Bastards.”

      Jean-Pierre leant forward. “Are there any more feeds, Martin?”

      “The cameras show them outside, driving off in a small black Fiat. I’m triangulating her last-known position.”

      Jake paced up and down as far as he could in the tiny houseboat. “What do you think, JP? Was it Noble?”

      Jean-Pierre shrugged. “I wouldn’t blame him for being interested. But he didn’t pour that drink and we still aren’t sure he’s even involved in any of this. I don’t think he has to drug women to get a date, either.”

      Jake frowned. “My gut says he has her. Martin, go deeper into Milan. We haven’t broken the data on his past yet, but now I need to know.”

      “I’ve started the pattern algorithms, but they will take time. We already have all the superficial information, the publicly available stuff.” Martin paused. “Wait. It looks like the car has stopped at Hôpital La Rochefoucauld. Head down there and I’ll keep digging. We’ll find her, I know it.”

      Jake sat down heavily, needing stability beneath him as his mind teemed with terrible scenarios. Guilt wrenched at his gut. He should have stayed close to her. He should have prevented this.

      Jean-Pierre laid a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Mon ami, don’t worry just yet. They want her for a reason, whoever they are. They’ll keep her alive.”

      Jake looked up at his friend. “But for what reason? Why could they possibly need Morgan?”
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      Morgan woke in pitch darkness, shivering with cold.

      She sat up slowly, her head spinning, bracing herself with both hands against the floor until the dizziness subsided. She dug her fingers into soft earth and it crumbled beneath her grip. The air smelled like peat and wet stone. She must be underground. Water dripped from a low ceiling nearby, and in the distance, she could hear voices muted by the heavy air.

      Morgan ran her hands over her body, checking for injury. Apart from the aftereffects of whatever drug had been in that champagne, everything seemed okay. She still wore the thin dress from the party, but her shoes and bag were gone. She touched the cross around her neck. At least she still had it, but the tracker wouldn’t work underground.

      She stretched out and swept her arms in a wide circle, checking the surroundings in the dark. Her fingers brushed a wall, and she turned to face it, tracing the ridged surface with light fingertips. It felt hard, like concrete, but the texture was unusual, a repeating pattern of knobs and notches with smooth panels between.

      Morgan used the wall to guide herself up to her feet and then felt along the top of it. There was a gap, so she tentatively reached out her arm. While wary of what might be down here, she needed to find some kind of weapon.

      There was a pile of debris lying on top of the low wall; some pieces were spiky, with irregular shapes, and others were long cylinders. Morgan picked up one object and explored it with her other hand.

      A smooth length of something hard with a ball on one end and scalloped notches on the other.

      The realization hit her. It was a human femur.

      Morgan took a sharp breath and fought the urge to drop it. The dead hadn’t drugged her and left her here in the cold. The femur could be a weapon, a makeshift baseball bat. She tightened her grip.

      Voices came from what must be a passage ahead, and a faint light flickered, casting shadows over the surrounding bones.

      Morgan sank to the floor and tucked the femur beneath her, closing her eyes and relaxing her body.

      A minute later, a flashlight shone on her face. “She’s still out.”

      “We’ll have to wake her soon. The boss is coming down after the party. Did you give her too much sedative?”

      “I just followed the directions on the bottle.”

      Two men. Not bad odds.

      Morgan sensed one man bending down toward her.

      She jack-knifed from the floor, whipping the femur up with her. She caught the man square on the side of his face.

      He stumbled to one knee and dropped the flashlight. As it rolled, it illuminated walls made of intricately designed bones, the dead forever preserved in these dark corridors under Paris.

      The other man charged. Morgan ducked and used the femur like a battering ram into his lower belly. He doubled over and sank to the floor, winded and gasping.

      The first man stood up again, clutching his bleeding cheek.

      Morgan turned to face him and slapped the femur bone into her other hand, taunting him. “Come on then, what are you waiting for?”

      The man put his hands out in a gesture of surrender. “We’re not here to hurt you. Please, just come with us and we’ll take you to see the boss.”

      As he pleaded with her, he kept one eye on his friend, who was seconds from recovering.

      Morgan feinted left and as the second man bent to catch her, she ducked around him in the narrow corridor. As she passed, she jabbed the femur hard into his kidney, then ran down the passageway into the dark.

      She turned left and right in the winding corridors and eventually found an alcove to hide in. Morgan folded herself into it and pressed back against the bony wall.

      The men cursed and shouted after her. “We’ll find you. It’s only a matter of time. There are kilometers of tunnels down here, so if we don’t find you, no one else will.”

      Their footsteps faded away.

      Morgan waited until the corridors were silent before she allowed herself to breathe normally again. Her teeth chattered as she shivered in the thin dress. She was safe for now, but the cold would dull her reactions and, with bare feet and no way of warming herself, she didn’t have much time before her system weakened even further.

      She had to find a way out.

      With the glimpse of the bony walls in the flashlight glare, Morgan had realized she was in the Paris Catacombs, deep below the fourteenth arrondissement. She had visited once years ago, on a research trip to the Faculté Libre de Théologie Protestante on nearby Boulevard Arago, and taken a tour of this Empire of the Dead. The catacombs contained nearly six million skeletons moved from public cemeteries at the end of the eighteenth century to stop the spread of disease. The bony corridors stretched for kilometers underground, with many side tunnels still to be investigated by intrepid urban explorers.

      Bodies had been brought here on carts, only ever at night to save the people of Paris from disturbance. There had been rumors of grave-robbers, the dead rising as zombies and the hand of Satan bringing them to life, but Morgan sensed quite a different atmosphere from the malevolence of the Palermo crypt. These dead had lived their lives and passed on. They were architecture now, forgotten as individuals, but together a fitting memorial for the deaths of unknown millions.

      Water dripped down onto Morgan’s bare shoulder, and the freezing chill ran down her back. She shivered. Enough dwelling on the past. It was time to get out of here.

      With one hand against the wall to guide the way, Morgan walked on, her fingertips lightly touching the skulls and femurs as she passed. She turned a corner, and a light glowed up ahead. She flattened herself against the wall, motionless in the dark.

      But there was no sound, and she continued on with almost silent steps.

      She rounded the last corner with the femur held high. A warm light permeated the tunnel, and she could see the walls clearly for the first time. A multitude of skeletons were locked together, fitting perfectly in decorative arches and rows, sentinels to Death. Skulls studded the pattern, some with holes drilled in them, some cracked, others smooth, all with the dull patina of age.

      An ornamental lamp shone from an alcove, a welcoming beacon in the dark. Milan Noble stepped out from behind it, two guards by his side.

      Morgan turned to run back into the dark, but the two men from earlier stood in her way.

      She was outnumbered.

      She threw down the femur in surrender and turned to face Milan, chin high in defiance.

      He took a step forward and pointed up at the light. “This is the Sepulcher Lamp. It watches over the souls of the millions that reside here in the catacombs.”

      Morgan met his gaze. “And who watches over your soul?”

      Milan laughed, a deep rumble dampened by the dead earth. He undid his bow tie and shrugged off his tuxedo jacket.

      “I’m sorry for my unorthodox approach, Morgan, but I want you to see what I’m building and I needed to make sure we weren’t followed. Come, please — you must be cold.”

      He held out his jacket.

      Morgan was freezing, and her dress was wet and dirty. There was nothing else to lose at this point. She accepted his jacket and pulled it close around her, grateful for its warmth.

      Milan touched the small of her back and gestured up the tunnel. “After you. I think you’ll appreciate how I bind life and death together in my work.”
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      The sepia light of the catacombs seemed like unending dusk as Milan steered Morgan through the maze of bone tunnels. The guards behind kept their guns ready. They wouldn’t let her escape again.

      At the end of a darkened corridor, Milan flicked a switch hidden behind a pile of skulls. A door opened to reveal a bright elevator, a surprisingly modern addition to the medieval empire of death.

      “This takes us into a secret wing of Zoebios. Few people get to see this, but I think you’ll appreciate it.” Milan stepped inside the elevator, Morgan at his side as they sped upward.

      “So, what is this place?” Morgan asked. Hope rose within her as they headed above ground, where her tracker would surely work again. She just had to keep Milan busy — and stay alive — until Jake came to help.

      Milan smiled with pride. “This is Sector C, a research facility for the projects that are as yet unlicensed, perhaps even on the fringe of what is acceptable to the global health market.” He raised an eyebrow. “For now, at least. But many more will soon come to see the world as I do.”

      The elevator door opened into the atrium of a high-end medical facility with a clinical, white corridor stretching away into the distance. Armed guards stood to attention down the hall, faces stony, staring straight ahead as Milan led Morgan past.

      A little further on, an opaque glass wall inscribed with the unfurling fern logo of Zoebios looked over a high-tech laboratory. A team of scientists worked in protective clothing on immaculate chrome and silver equipment. There was a hum of controlled activity — the sound of progress, or perhaps a descent into scientific insanity.

      “This is what I wanted you to see.” Milan held his arms out in a triumphant gesture.

      Morgan tilted her head to one side. “You might have to explain what’s going on. My biological science is a little rusty.”

      “Zoebios is the world’s leading company in family planning, birth, and neonatal health, and of course, you know of my interest in population control. In this lab, we genetically modify and improve human embryos. We’re still testing batches, but our success rates are much higher than those in banned labs in China.”

      Morgan frowned. “The principles of eugenics in action. You’re making what you consider to be better humans?”

      Milan nodded. “Indeed. For too long, we have allowed the potential of humanity to spiral into chaos, and we must reverse the decline. After all, we breed animals with eugenic principles in mind. We select the best ones to continue the line and slaughter the rest. The same must be done with humans.”

      He took Morgan’s shoulders and turned her toward him, his eyes alight with fanaticism. “You’ve heard the statistics. Everybody has. As Sir David Attenborough said, humans are ‘a plague upon the earth.’ The oceans are dying, the land has been poisoned, more species become extinct every day. People are crammed into mega-cities where no one can breathe. There aren’t enough decent jobs for so many, and technology will swiftly replace the ‘useless class.’ Think how much better it would be if we reduced the population by one in four. Rid the world of the worst quarter of humanity — and the rest will thrive.”

      Morgan met his intense gaze. The cool, smooth-talking CEO was gone and in his place was a zealot with a great deal of power to shape humanity in a new direction.

      “I thought Zoebios focused on the health of mothers and children?”

      Milan laughed. “Of course, but only for those who meet our criteria. Our health care centers use a systematized selection of tests when women come for advice and treatment. Based on the answers, they are allocated to a drug batch. Those fit to continue the human race are given vitamins and vital supplements, and some embryos are genetically modified to improve their potential. Those considered inferior receive a sterilization batch. Of course, the health professionals don’t know what they’re giving. It’s all managed from Sector C.”

      Morgan was aghast as she considered the millions of women all over the world who received health care at the Zoebios clinics and the mutated genetic code of so many children. Lives lost, lives changed, and who knew what future they would be born into?

      “You will be found out,” she said, with an edge of steel in her voice. “This cannot stand. History has always judged such attempts as evil — and stamped out those who choose this path.”

      Milan stepped back, his eyes cold and dispassionate. “I’m disappointed, Morgan. I thought you would appreciate the benefits of such a plan. To rid the world of the worst quarter of humanity and shape future generations to build a better human race. Surely you can see this is the best path?”

      Morgan shook her head. “It’s an abomination.”

      Milan reached out to stroke her cheek. “You will be a part of this, whether you want to be or not. I need eggs from strong women like you, genetic material that will be beneficial in the new world. Earlier this evening, you were almost in my arms. Why so shy now?”

      Morgan spat at him. “You disgust me.”

      Milan held up one hand in a gesture of command. Three armed guards stepped away from the walls and closed in around them. “I had hoped you would join me by choice, but I will have you, anyway.”

      Morgan spun around, crouching low as she moved into a Krav Maga defensive stance.

      The three guards walked closer. Behind them in the corridor, a doctor in a white coat held a syringe at the ready.

      “You have nowhere to run,” Milan said softly. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      Morgan launched herself at him with clenched fists. She landed a single punch to his perfectly angled cheek—

      The buzz of a Taser rang out.

      As the fierce shock of its prongs dug into her back, Morgan grunted and dropped to the floor, writhing in agony as the guards pinned her down.

      She felt the prick of a needle on her arm and Milan gazed down in triumph as the world faded to black.
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      Morgan woke from a nightmare of screaming skulls as dull agony thumped through her brain. Her first thought was of Milan and his plan to reshape the world, her second of how to escape and stop him.

      She tried to sit up, but found herself handcuffed to a hospital bed in a small room. She wore a hospital gown over her underwear but, incredibly, the gold-and-garnet cross remained around her neck. Milan must have wanted to leave his gift as a reminder of what she could have chosen, his mark of ultimate ownership. If she was above ground, the tracker would be active. There were no windows, so it was hard to know where she was, but Morgan felt a glimmer of hope.

      The door opened and the doctor who’d wielded the syringe came in. He stood incredibly straight, as if a metal rod held him upright, his blue-black hair thick and perfectly styled.

      “Welcome to Sector C. I’m Dr Harghada.”

      “I’m not here by choice.” Morgan rattled her handcuffs. “But I guess you know that.”

      Harghada gave a thin smile, his eyes as expressionless as those of a shark assessing its prey. “Milan has chosen you and that’s all I need.” He shrugged. “Although usually, once the subject is unconscious, she stays that way. But Milan wanted you to see the farm before I send you back under for good.”

      He took a step toward the bed. Morgan lunged at him, yanking her handcuffs as if she would rip them off and tear him apart.

      Harghada laughed. “You have two choices. Come quietly, and I’ll show you the farm as Milan requested, then I’ll sedate you for the procedure. You won’t feel a thing. Or I can forcibly start the process now and you can remain awake and screaming until you pass out with pain.”

      Morgan’s heart pounded at the dark promise in his words. She had to buy more time.

      She stopped struggling.

      Harghada called for an orderly and, together, they forced Morgan into a wheelchair and swiftly manacled her to the frame. Harghada wheeled her out of the ward and down a long corridor with rooms on either side. Sounds of weeping came from inside some. Others were silent, although Morgan sensed that women cowered inside, remaining quiet to avoid the attention of their captors.

      At a final door at the end of the corridor, Harghada swiped his identity card, and pushed Morgan into an airlock. Compressed air blew over them, the smell of antiseptic heavy in the blast.

      After a minute, doors opened at the far end and Harghada pushed Morgan out. The wheels squeaked on the pristine floor as he stopped on a glass balcony overlooking a vast warehouse.

      Morgan tried to process what lay below, frowning in horror at what she saw.

      There were rows of hospital beds, separated by green curtains. On each bed lay a woman, masked, sedated, and strapped down. Each was pregnant, some showing only a little and others with huge bellies that must be almost full term. All of them were connected to monitoring equipment. Nurses patrolled the room, checking bleeping monitors, injecting drugs into IV lines.

      A circular guard station stood in the center, surrounded by guards in uniform, guns at the ready.

      “Welcome to the farm,” Harghada said. “This latest batch of subjects has been dosed with drugs for cognitive enhancement in utero. I think we’ve perfected the process now. The previous batches had to be terminated, but so far, this crop is working out fine.” He looked down at Morgan. “You’ll be joining them soon enough.”

      Harghada wheeled Morgan into a glass elevator, and they descended to the warehouse floor. As he pushed her past the rows of hospital beds, Morgan glimpsed inside the curtains at the prone forms, passively breeding for Milan’s grand plan. Were they aware of anything? Were they screaming inside their trapped bodies?

      “How did you find all these women?” Morgan asked.

      “Some of them came willingly in exchange for much-needed payment,” Harghada replied. “Many believe the world is struggling and sacrifice is required for the greater good. Their children will be as gods in the new world order — if they survive their genetic mutations, of course.”

      “And the others?”

      Harghada shrugged. “We select based on desired characteristics of the new world. Smart, fit, and healthy, clearly good breeding stock. Like you. Perfect for the farm. Don’t worry, my dear, we’ll keep you safe down here. You won’t see the war to come, only the aftermath. While a quarter of the world dies out there, you’ll be in a dream world. After sedation, I’ll harvest your eggs and fertilize them with Milan’s genetically modified sperm. You’ll be implanted with the most viable. You should be grateful to be chosen before the end comes for so many.”

      Harghada patted Morgan on the shoulder as if she were his pet. It was all she could do to restrain the screams welling up inside.

      At the end of the row of beds, there was an operating theatre where nurses in medical scrubs prepped equipment. Morgan only had minutes before she lay in that room, before they impregnated her, before she became just another body in this hell-farm.

      She had to do something.

      As Harghada wheeled her through a tight space between two hospital beds, Morgan threw herself to one side. She tipped the wheelchair over and slid partially under the closest bed, bracing herself for impact as her shoulder smashed into the floor.

      Harghada shouted in frustration, and Morgan heard footsteps as guards ran to help.

      She only had seconds before they reached her.

      She twisted around and, with her teeth, pulled out the tiny pin she’d lodged under the skin on her left wrist ahead of the mission. She palmed it just as the guards yanked the wheelchair back out from under the bed, with Morgan still shackled to its frame.

      “Stupid girl. How could you even think you’d get out of here?” Harghada stood back as the guards lifted her upright. “It’s time you realized that you’re nothing special. Just another body for the farm.” He nodded at the guards and strode toward the operating room. “Bring her.”
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      Houseboat near Pont des Arts. Paris, France.

      Jake took another sip of coffee and reached over to turn on the percolator again. They had been up all night trying to find where Morgan could have been taken. Martin Klein was still working on the databases back in London as Jean-Pierre scoured security camera footage from all over the city, trying to piece together where she might be.

      The Hôpital La Rochefoucauld proved to be a dead end. The car was found abandoned with no evidence inside, parked outside the orbit of security cameras. They traced the different vehicles that had driven out of the blind spot, but to no avail.

      Guilt weighed heavily on Jake as he had let jealousy override his natural caution. Since he couldn’t bear to watch Morgan flirt with Milan Noble, he’d given her too much space when he should have protected her. He banged his fist down on the table, his frustration spilling over along with his coffee.

      Jean-Pierre turned from the surveillance footage. “Be calm, my friend. The moment we have a lead, we’ll be off. The team is mobilized. We’ll find her.”

      Jake’s phone rang from Martin back at ARKANE. He appeared on video, his shock of blond hair sticking up at all angles, a clear sign he’d been pulling it all night in concentration.

      “Milan Noble is a black box. It’s like he appeared out of nowhere fifteen years ago with a lot of money and built Zoebios from nothing. I can’t find anything in their systems relating to Thanatos, but I found reference to a Sector C, which isn’t on any of their official property listings.”

      Jake leaned forward, his senses alert. “Where is it?”

      Martin shared an image. “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I might have a lead. This is Dr Armen Harghada. He’s close to Milan Noble and spoke to the press earlier this week about the suicide of one of their top research scientists. She jumped from the twenty-first floor and just happened to be responsible for the binaural audio programs treating anxiety and depression — the ones the press are now linking to the suicide bombers. Milan remains off grid a lot of the time, but Harghada is central to Zoebios operations. So I tracked him.”

      The screen changed to a map of Paris and zoomed in to street detail. “Harghada entered this building earlier today on the Rue Dareau, only a few blocks from the entrance to the Paris catacombs. It’s near the Centre Hospitalier Sainte-Anne, where he has a medical consultancy, but that doesn’t justify the amount of time he spends there. He hasn’t come out yet.”

      “That’s our only lead. We’re going in,” Jake said. “Jean-Pierre, tell the team. We’ll meet on location.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Martin said. “Milan Noble held a press conference this morning to address concerns about the audio programs being linked to the suicide bombers. There was a prominent bruise on his cheekbone which he declined to explain.”

      Jake grinned. “That’s our girl.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Sector C. Paris, France.

      

      

      Harghada strode ahead as the guards wheeled Morgan through to the operating room.

      She could feel the pin sticking into her left palm. Leaving it embedded under her skin was an old military trick she had never left behind. It was uncomfortable at first, but became a kind of hair shirt over time, a penance that had potential security benefits. She would only need a few extra seconds to pick the lock on the handcuffs — as long as no one caught her in the process.

      The two guards unshackled Morgan from the wheelchair and re-shackled her to the sides of a gurney. Harghada pulled on a medical gown and picked up a sterilized packet containing a syringe.

      Morgan didn’t have long. She had to stall for time.

      “What if I submit willingly to the procedure? I could carry the baby as an active participant. Surely that would benefit the child?”

      Harghada looked up. “You’re right, of course. The babies would do much better with mothers that weren’t vegetables. But I don’t trust you.” He filled the syringe and walked over to the gurney.

      He swabbed Morgan’s arm and readied the syringe.

      She bucked and writhed and shook and tried everything to stop him injecting her.

      “Hold her down,” he snapped at the guards.

      They took a step forward—

      An alarm sounded. Lights flashed.

      A guard rushed into the room. “The facility has been breached, sir. You need to leave immediately.”

      Harghada put down the syringe and hurried to the computer terminal. “I need to replicate these files over to the main server, then we can destroy the place. Set the charges for ten minutes.”

      The guards ran off toward the central tower as the alarm blared.

      Harghada tapped away on the computer, his back to Morgan. With one hand, she gently maneuvered the pin until it rested on the side of the bed. She slotted it into the handcuff lock, using her weight as an anchor as she wriggled it at an angle.

      She kept her gaze on Harghada, trying not to make any noticeable movements.

      “Your friends, I presume.” He looked up briefly. Morgan froze.

      “I told Milan that you were a liability. This batch will be wasted now, but no matter. There are other labs, other farms.” He carried on typing.

      Morgan felt the lock click. She slipped her hand out, leaving it by her side as she surveyed the operating room for weapons.

      There was a scalpel on a metal table near Harghada. She needed her other hand free to reach it, but in the seconds it would take, Harghada would be on her. Morgan was fast, but not that fast.

      The alarm turned into a countdown. “Evacuate. Eight minutes to detonation.”

      Harghada finished typing and pressed a final button. He folded his glasses into his pocket and picked up his coat. “Your friends may find you in time, but you will be blown to pieces along with this batch of experiments. You’ll die trying to save them. Goodbye, Morgan — see you in hell.” Harghada walked out without looking back.

      Morgan quickly used the pin to pick the other handcuff, jumped off the gurney, and rushed to the computer terminal. But it was dead. Harghada must have activated some kind of emergency protocol to shut it down.

      She peered around the edge of the operating room. The warehouse was in chaos. Nurses fled the area, and most of the guards were leaving the central station. Harghada headed for an exit on the far side.

      Morgan dearly wanted to follow and make him pay for his actions. There might be a supernatural evil in the world, but it was made flesh in people like him and Milan Noble. Harghada was right about one thing, however. She had to stop the explosion. These women and the lives they carried were her priority.

      A rattle of gunfire came from the main warehouse entrance. Guards circled toward the noise, leaving the central tower unguarded.

      The automated voice spoke over the din of gunfire. “Evacuate. Seven minutes to detonation.”

      Morgan ran toward the abandoned guard station, weaving through the hospital beds with their unconscious occupants. There had to be a way to stop the explosion from the central tower. It sounded like Jake and the ARKANE team were on their way, but with only minutes to go, they wouldn’t make it in time. They would all be caught in the blast.

      Morgan reached the tower and sprinted into the dark entrance.
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      Jake and Jean-Pierre crouched by the entrance to the underground warehouse. The advance unit had blown the airlock, and the ARKANE backup team streamed in after them, exchanging fire with the security guards as they retreated to the far exit.

      “Let them go,” Jake shouted above the sound of bullets ricocheting off the metal struts lining the corridor. “Get the patients out of here first.”

      “Evacuate. Six minutes to detonation.” The announcement came over the loudspeaker system as red lights flashed the countdown.

      Jake peered around the edge of the door and watched as the last guards ran out of the exit. The police would pick them up outside, but right now, he had to find Morgan — and stop the explosion.

      Jake sprinted for the central guard tower.
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      Morgan ran softly up the stairs of the tower on the balls of her feet. She heard the crackle of a radio and a voice up ahead. “Detonation is imminent, sir. Lockdown is in progress. Permission to withdraw?”

      The guard sounded tense. Understandable, given the circumstances. Six minutes wasn’t long to get out of the warehouse safely.

      “Permission denied,” Harghada replied, with a crackle of static. “Stay in place to ensure the detonation happens as planned and prevent any access to the main computer terminal. You will be shot if you emerge. You have your orders.”

      The radio went dead.

      The guard swore in frustration, torn between duty and the desire to save his own life. Taking advantage of his distraction, Morgan dashed into the room.

      He looked up and reached for his weapon.

      Morgan knocked it from his hand with a palm strike and followed with a hammer fist to his nose, breaking it with an audible crunch.

      He grunted with pain and fell backward, clutching his face.

      Morgan’s close-combat Krav Maga tactics were second nature now and her anger at Harghada filled her with a fury that she now took out on this man.

      She used the edge of the table to give her some height as she jumped to knee him in the solar plexus, sending him winded to the floor.

      Grabbing the gun from where it had fallen, she threw herself at him and slammed the butt of the weapon into his face.

      He scrabbled across the floor, trying desperately to get away from her, one arm outstretched in surrender.

      Morgan swiped his arm away and hit him with the gun again, putting all the force she had into the blow.

      Blood flowed from the guard’s broken nose and he sobbed with pain, begging for his life. “Please, please.”

      Morgan raised her arm once more.

      Someone caught her wrist from behind.

      She whipped around, ready to strike.

      Jake stood, his palm out to placate her even as she broke from his grip. “Better not kill him. We might need him later.”

      As Jake secured the guard with zip ties, Morgan exhaled, letting her tension briefly subside. Her fury was reflected in Jake’s burnt-amber eyes as they stood looking out over the warehouse of prone bodies.

      “Evacuate. Five minutes to detonation.”

      Morgan pulled the jeweled cross from around her neck. “We need Martin on this.”

      She clicked the middle garnet, and a slim USB key popped out of the bottom of the cross. She plugged it into the computer terminal and they waited a few seconds. The light on the stick changed from red to green, and a video screen opened in the terminal.

      Martin’s face was pixelated at first, then resolved into his eccentric smile. “Morgan, you’re okay.”

      “All good, Martin, but right now, we need you to work some magic and stop a countdown. This place is about to explode.”

      “I’ll get right on it.”

      His fingers flashed across the keyboard and windows of code opened and closed on the terminal screen as he remotely accessed the Zoebios systems.

      “Evacuate. Four minutes to detonation.”

      Martin didn’t even glance up at the impassive announcement.

      Morgan watched him work with a curious sense of detachment. It was too late to get out now. If Jake had come just a few hours later, she would have been one of these nameless women, unconsciously growing a new generation for Milan’s unnatural plan.

      She had to save them.

      And if it wasn’t to be, if the explosion happened and the end came, then at least there would be a sense of completion. Morgan was drawn to death, hunted it even. Perhaps this time she would join Elian in some form of exploded heaven.

      But was there something — or someone — to live for now?

      Morgan glanced over at Jake as he rustled in a cabinet, systematically searching the office for evidence. Anything they could use to bring down Milan Noble.

      Jake had come to her aid once again, and there was a tenderness in his expression when he looked at her. There was something between them, although perhaps they would never speak of it.

      “Got it!” Martin shouted. “I’m sending the code now. It’s an elegant design, so I’ve written an elegant solution.” He pressed a button. The screen flickered.

      “Wait for it.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and gazed at them through the screen.

      Seconds passed.

      “Evacuate. Three minutes to detonation.”

      Martin swore in several different languages before tapping on the keyboard again. “On second thought, I’ll skip the elegant code and nail this bastard.”

      Jake slid down the wall and sat next to Morgan. He reached for her hand.

      “Evacuate. Two minutes to detonation.”

      Jake turned and looked intensely into Morgan’s eyes. The moment hung in the air between them, like smoke from flaming embers that could burst into life with a spark. He opened his mouth as if to speak.

      “I’ve got it,” Martin shouted from the screen and gave one more tap on his keyboard.

      “Detonation cancelled. Evacuation is no longer necessary.”

      Jake smiled and squeezed Morgan’s hand. She smiled back — the moment between them lost once more.
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      ARKANE Headquarters. London, England.

      Morgan strode down the long corridor, past the well-lit workrooms of the research department, toward the hub of knowledge that was Martin Klein’s office.

      The extent of the Sector C rollout was under investigation by the authorities, and the women from the farms were now under proper medical care. But Milan Noble had set the wheels of his greater plan in motion. Even if he couldn’t reshape the future genetics of humanity, he could still destroy a quarter of the world.

      Suicide bombs against religious targets were on the rise in many countries and the perpetrators had no history of violence, which made them hard to find and stop. It was as if the embedded audio commands over-rode their humanity and they obeyed the destructive orders to kill without resistance. Morgan wondered if she would be just as susceptible. Would she kill children under orders? Soldiers did such things in every war; perhaps civilization was just a temporary veneer over our base animal nature.

      She clenched her fists, barely controlling her anger at Milan Noble and his brutal doctor, Harghada. They had gone into hiding, clearly prepared for such an eventuality, but the collapse of Zoebios would surely fuel their desire to execute the final stage of the plan as soon as possible.

      To kill a quarter of the world, they needed the most effective suggestion embedded in the audio program to be released to millions worldwide. They needed the curse from the missing pages of the Devil’s Bible — and Morgan was determined to find it first.

      She could still recall the incredible illustrations she had glimpsed in the crypt of Palermo. They were seared into her imagination and they nudged up against a stirring memory. She had seen something like those images before; she just had to work out where. Martin’s virtual library seemed like the place to start.

      Morgan arrived at Martin’s door and knocked. A few seconds passed before the door was wrenched open. Martin was clearly in the middle of something. His rough-cut mop of blond hair spiked in different directions and the sleeves of his blue shirt were rolled up in precisely matching creases.

      He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Come in, come in. I’m working on the data from the terminal at Sector C, aiding the authorities as they clear out the labs. What do you need?”

      Morgan gestured at the wardrobe-sized virtual reality module in the corner of Martin’s office. “Jake said that might help me figure out where those missing pages might be.”

      Martin waved her over. “Of course — it’s still in beta, but you know the Bodleian Library, so it should be easy enough for you to use. The sensors follow your movements. Just pull information from the shelves or flick through the books. There’s a rolling platform so you can walk through the physical space. You’ll get the hang of it.”

      Morgan stepped inside the booth and slid the door closed behind her. It was dark except for a tiny light that illuminated a headset complete with a visor. Morgan pulled on the headset and immediately the high, domed ceiling of the Radcliffe Camera loomed above her, with the stacks rising either side, heavy with knowledge. Sunlight streamed through the glass windows onto wooden desks, each patterned with intricate whorls. It was a faithful rendition of place, combining the advantages of digitization with the serendipity of wandering the book stacks.

      Morgan walked toward a shelf. It was a strange sensation, and she wobbled a little at first but soon stabilized.

      “Can I help you?”

      Morgan turned to see a librarian in classic cardigan, brunette bun, and glasses, Martin’s avatar interface over the vast databases of knowledge.

      “I’m looking for art related to the Revelation of St John and, more specifically, the four horsemen of the apocalypse.”

      The librarian nodded toward the shelves Morgan stood next to. “You’ll find everything there.”

      The shelves had been refreshed and now contained hundreds of books about the apocalypse. Morgan pulled one down, put it on a wooden lectern, and opened it. Images from the page rose and floated in the air before her. She could interact with them and click through linked articles and other images, making her search much easier. If only she could have had such a tool earlier in her career.

      Morgan dived into the research.

      The word ‘apocalypse’ meant unveiling, an uncovering of secret knowledge about the heavenly realms. It had become synonymous in popular consciousness with the Revelation of St John, the final book of the Bible. It described the end times and the second coming of Christ in an allegory of history, with some prophecies already fulfilled and others a prediction of what was to come.

      The author John, possibly the same man as the gospel writer, wrote his Revelation in exile on the Greek island of Patmos after surviving the tortures of the Emperor Domitian. Some claimed Revelation to be heresy, the visions of a lunatic, or hallucinations brought on by fasting and dementia. Others considered it a blueprint to the end times, central to the future of the world. Regardless of its truth, Revelation had certainly inspired a significant body of artistic work across generations. Morgan hoped to find clues to the missing pages of the Devil’s Bible somewhere in that treasure trove of imagination.

      The first painting Morgan came across was by William Blake, an English poet and painter who explored the spiritual realms in his art. It showed Death on a Pale Horse leaping across the page. The figures were powerful and muscled, with death as a king with sword outstretched while the flames of Hell flickered beneath.

      Morgan touched the image and another of Blake’s paintings popped up beside it. The Great Red Dragon with curled horns and outstretched wings about to devour the Woman Clothed with the Sun. The dragon was evil incarnate, thick-limbed and unyielding — solidified muscle rather than ethereal spirit. Morgan sensed the presence of such a figure behind Milan’s grand plan. Some kind of evil had possessed Arkady Novotsky, and now perhaps his son. The sins of the fathers visited on the children, indeed.

      But Blake’s images were nothing like those from the Devil’s Bible.

      Morgan swiped the files away and pulled another virtual book from the shelves. It contained paintings and engravings by John Martin, images of destruction in mezzotint, an apocalypse as both holocaust and beatitude, a heaven and hell combined in new forms.

      One image caught her eye as it was so different from the depiction of annihilation portrayed in other paintings. Golden light suffused the sky as the angel of revelation appeared above an open sea, translucent as a mirage. John, the gospel writer, an old man now, stood on a rocky outcrop with his hands raised to heaven, receiving knowledge from on high.

      As Morgan dug deeper into the paintings of John Martin, they became darker, more like the edge of hell. Cracks in the earth spewed fire in Pandemonium, the Devil’s Court. In The Great Day of His Wrath, the world upended and folded over on itself, as thunderous apocalyptic majesty rose above an unholy abyss. The searing end to the world was truly a dramatic nightmare, but it wasn’t what she sought.

      Morgan flicked more quickly through the myriad images from artists down the ages — until she stopped in surprise at one particular scene.

      It matched the pictures of Revelation from the Devil’s Bible almost exactly.

      Four horsemen rode into battle, trampling the fallen beneath the hooves of their wild horses. The Conqueror on the white horse wore a crown and carried a bow, a single arrow notched in place to slaughter all before him. War raised his sword to swipe the heads from his victims, while Famine weighed scales in his outstretched hand. Skeletal Death rode on a pale horse in the foreground, pitchfork in hand, as the devil Hades devoured sinners below. Billowing clouds of destruction surrounded the four as they thundered toward the end of history. According to the notes, it was a black and white print from a woodcut attributed to Albrecht Dürer, dated 1498.

      Morgan frowned. How could this be the same image? Had Dürer somehow seen the Devil’s Bible? And if he had, maybe there was a clue to the missing pages in his work.

      She searched for more information about the life of the artist. Dürer made the series of apocalyptic woodcut blocks in his workshop in Nuremberg, Germany, close to the borders of the Czech Republic. The Devil’s Bible had been kept at the monastery of Broumov in the Czech Republic between 1477 and 1593. As one of the largest medieval illuminated manuscripts of the time, it would have been quite the tourist attraction and he must have known about it.

      Dürer had also spent four years between 1490 and 1494 roaming Europe in what was known as the wanderjahre, a time when artists learned from other artisans in a parallel to the modern gap year. There were no detailed records of Dürer’s travels, but he created the apocalypse series soon after his return. Clearly, what he saw on that trip affected him greatly.

      Morgan expanded the image until she could gaze into the eyes of Death personified. Had Dürer seen some dark future in the Devil’s Bible and tried to prevent it?

      Dürer’s prints were scattered around the world, but the original woodblocks remained at the Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe, an art museum in Germany. Perhaps the artist had left a clue inside?

      Morgan walked out of the library into the bright Oxford day. It dissolved in front of her as she left the virtual world, determined to beat Milan Noble to those final pages.
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      Staatliche Kunsthalle. Karlsruhe, Germany.

      Morgan and Jake arrived at the gallery an hour before closing time, when only a few tourists remained. Perfectly shaped miniature trees flanked the sculptured facade of the gallery, the bright green a contrast against cool cream stone.

      Morgan had read more about Dürer on the flight over. He might not have made the woodblocks himself but designed the images, then handed them over to a skilled artisan to cut the blocks. Sections of wood were carved away, leaving raised areas for the application of ink. Each block was used to print images onto paper or other media, forming a version of the design, and could be used multiple times. Dürer released several editions of the apocalypse prints, which brought him fame and wealth in fifteenth-century Europe and ensured he was still remembered hundreds of years later. The prints were widely available, but the blocks were unique. If there was a clue to the missing pages, it must be within the wooden originals.

      At the security check, guards insisted Morgan and Jake leave their weapons in a lockbox for later retrieval. After all, why would academics need guns when inspecting medieval art? They relented, and a curator showed them to a study room.

      Fifteen original woodblocks lay on a white table, a spotlight overhead giving the ink-stained shapes an ebony sheen. It was intoxicating to be so close to the work of a genius artisan, and Morgan was once again grateful for ARKANE’s access to such priceless objects.

      “I’ll leave you to examine the blocks and I’ll return shortly to answer your questions,” the curator said.

      Morgan and Jake walked around the table and examined the blocks.

      “This one is pretty grisly.” Jake pointed down at the Apostle John, boiled alive in a vat of oil as a man basted him with a ladle. Flames crackled under the cauldron and a jeering court looked on from turreted castles as the saint prayed for deliverance.

      Morgan looked over his shoulder. “Incredibly, John survived that to go on and write the book of Revelation.”

      Jake picked up the block and looked at it more closely. “Perhaps there’s some kind of hidden mechanism in the wood? They’re thick enough to hold a compartment.”

      Morgan picked up the block depicting the four horsemen. It was even more dramatic in physical form; it seemed as if Death and Hades could almost leap from it into the room. “This is the one I’m interested in. Why did Dürer copy this specifically from the Devil’s Bible?”

      She held it up to the light, looking for a hidden seam. A faint line ran around the edge of the block, but it was filled with resin and sealed tightly shut. “What do you think of this? Could there be something inside?”

      Jake traced the seam with his finger. “We’d have to split the block to get inside. That would just slightly break all the rules of artistic preservation.” He grinned, his corkscrew scar crinkling up to his brow. “But it’s not like we haven’t destroyed things together before.”

      Morgan remembered the Iranian church of Mary in Tabriz, where they had hacked away at an ancient mural and blasted out an ancient stained-glass window. She laughed. “Let’s try to be more careful this time.”

      The sudden sounds of shouting came from the hallway.

      Gunfire and screams rang out.

      “I guess Thanatos did the same research you did,” Jake said. “We need to get out of here.”

      Morgan pocketed the four horsemen block, and they hurried out of the back door into another gallery behind the workroom. It was high-ceilinged, hung with paintings from great German artists, with wooden benches arrayed so people could stop and lose themselves in art. A finely crafted fireplace lay ready to heat the gallery in a freezing winter.

      Morgan and Jake ran the length of the room to a staircase and ducked inside just before the door slammed open behind them.

      The sound of running feet resounded in the gallery as they started down the stairs.

      Then the gallery fell silent behind them.

      They both stopped in the stairwell, careful not to make any sound that might give away their position.

      A woman’s voice rang out. “I have the curator and five other hostages. Bring the block to me now and they will go free. I’ll count to ten and the curator dies if you’re not here to take her place.”

      A muffled scream and the thud of a weapon against flesh. Morgan immediately turned to run back up.

      Jake grabbed her wrist. “This is bigger than just those hostages. We have to get the block away from here.”

      She pulled her hand from his grip. “We don’t even know if the pages are in there. We’ll work something out. We always do.”

      Jake shook his head with resignation, but followed her back up the stairs.

      Morgan walked into the gallery with her arms held up in submission, the horsemen woodblock clutched in one hand. Jake followed close behind.

      A tall, slender woman with copper curls tumbling around her shoulders stood surrounded by four men in black military gear, their weapons raised.

      Six hostages knelt on the gallery floor, hands behind their heads.

      The woman walked toward Morgan, her spike heels clicking on the parquet floor. In tight, red leather trousers and a black, sheer lace top that covered her arms to the wrist, she oozed sexual confidence with an edge of unstable violence. A handgun was tucked into her belt.

      “I’m Natasha El-Behery — and I’ll take that.” She plucked the woodblock from Morgan’s hand and stopped in front of Jake.

      She rested her palms on his chest and then ran them slowly down to his waist, unbuckling his belt, holding his gaze the entire time. “I think I’ll save you for later.”

      She turned and walked back down the gallery toward the hostages. “Hold them,” she commanded. Two of the men stepped in to restrain Jake and Morgan.

      Natasha pulled her gun and walked up behind the gallery curator.

      “Please, no,” the woman begged.

      Natasha shot her in the back of the neck. The curator slumped over, her crimson blood spilling out over the pristine floor.

      “No!” Morgan strained against her captors as the corpse thudded to the floor. The stink of emptied bowels flooded the room as the other hostages groaned and wept in fear. “Please, leave them alone.”

      Natasha stepped behind the next hostage and held her gun to the back of the man’s head. “Where are the pages?”

      Morgan gestured to the woodblock. “They might be in there, but I can’t be sure. We didn’t get far enough before you arrived.”

      Natasha tucked the gun back in her waistband and looked down at the block. She turned it over and nodded at one of her guards. “Find some tools.”

      She placed the woodblock on a bench and looked over at Morgan. “Open it and find the pages. I’ll kill another hostage every five minutes, and if you’re wrong, you will all pay the price. I will not go back empty-handed.”

      “Did you take the Devil’s Bible from us in Palermo?” Jake asked.

      Twisting a lock of copper hair around her fingers, Natasha replied with an edge of flirtation, “I should have come and taken it from you personally, then we might have had this little meeting earlier.”

      The guard returned with a hammer and several chisels of different sizes. He laid them on the bench alongside the block.

      “Five minutes.” Natasha clicked a button on her watch. She raised her gun and fired imaginary bullets at the hostages. “Bang, bang.”

      Morgan tried to calm her breathing and push her anger aside, even as the hostages wept quietly. Natasha’s heels clicked as she paced up and down, a predator in red leather.

      Morgan ran her fingertips along the side of the woodblock, feeling for the seam. She selected a chisel and tapped at the slender crack, trying to coax it open.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      She hit it harder at an angle, trying to drive a wedge in the gap.

      It shifted a little. There must be a cavity inside.

      Morgan wanted to prize it open without damaging the block, which represented over five hundred years of history. It seemed sacrilegious to break it open like just another piece of wood for the fire.

      “One minute left.” Natasha walked toward the hostages. “Which one should I choose next?” Her voice was almost a caress.

      In that second, Morgan’s anger grew white hot. Nothing mattered except finishing this. She looked around for anything she could use.

      Next to the fireplace was an axe in a glass case. Break in case of fire.

      Morgan spun around and broke the glass with the heavy woodcut. She reached in for the axe.

      Natasha spun around and raised her gun. The hostages screamed in terror.

      As one of the guards fired at Morgan, Jake nudged him aside. The bullets went wide, thumping into the fireplace.

      Another guard jumped on Jake and pummeled him to the floor.

      Morgan threw the wooden block down on the bench and, with a single blow of the axe, she split it open.

      “Hold your fire,” Natasha shouted into the chaos, authority ringing in her tone. The room fell silent.

      She walked with gun outstretched to Morgan’s side and held the snub-nosed weapon against her temple. Morgan panted from the exertion and she closed her eyes, waiting for the shot.

      “Well, well. It seems you’ve found them, after all,” Natasha said.

      Morgan opened her eyes and looked down at the block. The axe lay embedded in the side, but a crack had opened far enough to display a sheaf of parchment folded tightly within.

      Morgan looked over at Jake and saw his relief reflected her own. She had known he would act to protect her, trusting her partner even as she acknowledged her rash action. It had paid off, but how many more chances did she have?

      Natasha stood back, out of direct reach. “Open it.”

      Morgan bent and wrenched the handle of the axe out.

      “Careful now. Throw that into the fireplace.”

      Morgan did as she was asked, then prized the woodblock open and pulled the pages gently from their hiding place. They felt waxy as she unfolded them.

      The illuminated pages clearly matched the style of the Devil’s Bible. Words swirled around the edges, and Morgan tried to read some of them. The Latin was ancient and stilted, hard to understand — but the words were mesmerizing, intoxicating. Time seemed to slow, and Morgan wanted to sink into the words and savor them on her tongue. If she could only speak the words aloud, the world would transform.

      She opened her mouth to read them aloud—

      Natasha snatched the pages and rifled through them, counting ten. “They’re all here.”

      She looked over at Morgan and Jake. “It’s time to finish this, and you two will join us for the ritual. Thanatos will be pleased to offer you as a sacrifice to the Lord of Darkness.”
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      Sedlec Chapel. Kutná Hora, Czech Republic.

      Morgan stumbled out of the helicopter into darkness and sank down on her knees on the wet grass. One of Natasha’s guards pushed Jake down beside her.

      The flight from Karlsruhe had been mercifully short. They had curled up on the cold metal floor, hands zip-tied, guns against their ribs, with no chance of escape. The sound of the chopper blades and engine noise prevented any conversation, but Morgan found comfort in Jake’s proximity — and at least they were still alive.

      As the helicopter took off again, its lights illuminated a graveyard and a Gothic church with a baroque facade flanked by towering spires. Morgan recognized it from her research.

      “This is Sedlec,” she said. “The Bone Chapel. The Devil’s Bible once rested here — and it houses Arkady Novotsky’s grave.”

      A figure loomed out of the darkness. Milan Noble stepped from the shadows, his chiseled features etched in the lamplight.

      “You’re right. My father is buried here, and tonight his plan will be fulfilled.” He reached down to cup Morgan’s chin, forcing her head up with his tight grip. “After what you did at Sector C, tonight’s sacrifice will be a fitting end. I’m just sorry you won’t be around to witness a quarter of the world dying in chaos and blood.”

      He turned to Natasha. “The pages?”

      She held them out, triumph shining in her eyes. Milan took them and, as a guard held a flashlight close by, scanned the pages, his eyes skimming over the words. Morgan watched his gaze catch on the text, as if it drew him in. She remembered how it felt to read them, the sense that she was a fly in honey, drowning in a sweetness that could only lead to a bitter end.

      “These are a match. Well done.” Milan pulled Natasha close and kissed her deeply. She moaned as he bit down on her lip, drawing blood.

      “Get a room,” Jake said. The guard behind thumped him hard in the kidneys for his insolence.

      Milan broke the embrace but kept one arm around Natasha. He stroked a hand down over her belly in a protective manner, and Morgan wondered whether another secret lay hidden there.

      Milan turned toward the church. “Come, we will perform the ritual. As I speak the words, they will unleash their power, and tomorrow we will broadcast them to the world. Then the slaughter will truly begin.”

      He strode out of the field to the church, hand in hand with Natasha.

      The guards forced Morgan and Jake to follow, and they descended thick stone steps under the watchful eyes of death. Candles placed in bony receptacles lit the macabre crypt with flickering light. Ancient fingers stretched toward heaven as wax dripped down, creating a form of pale flesh; an altar of human skeletons gleamed in the haze. The Devil’s Bible lay open upon it, waiting for the final pages.

      The air was heavy with smoky incense, the scent cloying. As Morgan inhaled, her awareness blurred, as if the smoke carried part of her consciousness away.

      Harghada stood beside the altar. He smiled at Morgan, his eyes hooded like a snake impassively waiting for the death of its prey so it can feed. She pushed down the desire to charge the bastard and smash his head onto the flagstones for what he did in Sector C. They might be outnumbered for now, but Morgan intended to see him pay.

      Milan walked to the altar and placed the missing pages on the Devil’s Bible. He ran his fingers over the parchment, his lips moving as he rehearsed the opening words in his mind.

      A desire to possess them rose within, and Morgan wanted to rip the pages from Milan and speak the words herself. Something dark uncurled inside, ready to overwhelm her conscious will. But she knew the words stood upon the edge of a precipice. Like the figures in the apocalyptic paintings of John Martin, she clung to a rock above a sea of molten fire that devoured the world in flame as hell folded over the earth. Those possessed by the drug of those words would hurl themselves into the holocaust with no care for the coming destruction.

      Harghada placed a recording device at the edge of the altar and turned it on.

      Morgan turned her head and met Jake’s gaze, giving an almost imperceptible nod. She knew he understood. Whatever happened in here tonight, they would make sure the recording never made it out to the world.

      Milan raised his hands above his head in divine supplication.

      Silence fell in the crypt, as if demons crouched in the bony arches holding their breath, waiting for Milan to step forward into darkness.
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      Milan Noble read from the Devil’s Bible, speaking aloud the curses that had lain hidden for hundreds of years.

      As he spoke the ancient words, a surge of energy filled his body, humming through his veins as if a tremendous force possessed him. The image of Satan inscribed on the page filled his vision, and plumes of sulfur rose from the demonic form as it tore bloody chunks from the victims beneath.

      Milan looked up from the page into the shadows of the crypt, surrounded by the bones of tens of thousands of dead. Shades weaved amongst the skeletal sculptures, dark creatures with forked tongues and sharp claws that could tear the veil of this world asunder.

      His guts twisted, his heart raced, his pulse pounded as a change welled up inside.

      Something uncurled deep within.

      The heavens parted and the earth split open with the fires of Hell beneath. God turned his back and left the Devil to take what he now owned.

      Milan shouted the last word from the page in glorious release.

      A flash of light burst in his brain, illuminating everything with a silver sheen. He roared in agony and doubled over in pain, retching as something tried to crawl out of his soul.

      His muscles spasmed, and he fell to the floor, twitching, head rolling. The final words echoed through his mind as he called on the powers of darkness.
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      As the last words resounded in the bony chamber, Milan Noble fell to the ground in some kind of epileptic fit. His skin rippled as if something crawled under his flesh, trying to find a way out.

      Morgan frowned as she tried to understand what was happening. It looked like Milan’s body was changing in an agony of rebirth. Was it real, or just an effect of the incense smoke?

      Natasha, Harghada, and the remaining guards rushed to help Milan as he thumped his head on the ground, foaming at the mouth and arching his back in contortions that seemed impossible for the human body.

      His retching turned into grunting — then an animal roar reverberated in the bony chamber.

      Morgan and Jake edged back from the scene, away from the guards.

      They could run, but Morgan knew they had to finish this. Those words had been hidden for a reason, and she was beginning to sense that their power was far beyond anything they had expected.

      While the others focused on helping Milan, they backed away to a tiny staircase and rushed up to a small balcony. They quickly cut their zip ties with the help of a bone shard and gazed down at the altar and the crypt below. The shimmering incense smoke partially obscured their view, as if opaque glass lay over the scene.

      Milan stopped twisting and lay still and silent. Was he dead?

      Through the smoke, Morgan glimpsed his face. Milan’s beauty was grotesquely enhanced, every angle of his chiseled visage exaggerated into sharpness by diabolical metamorphosis. He looked like a deadly angel, one of those that loved human women too much.

      His eyes opened — but they were no longer those of a man.

      A guard bent down to help him rise.

      A bony spear thrust up through the man’s jaw, and his head exploded.

      Milan ripped what was left from the man’s shoulders in one swipe of his taloned hands and spun to his feet. His clothes lay in tatters as his muscular body ripped through them with sharp, black spines. There was a hint of the man left in the demon, but his skin rippled as he continued to change.

      In a swift motion, Milan turned and smashed the other guard against the altar, banging the man’s head repeatedly until the skeletal structure ran red with blood.

      Natasha backed away and ran for the door.

      She made it out. The door slammed, and Morgan heard the scraping of the lock. They were shut down here with the demon.

      “Enough,” Jake whispered. He darted back down the steps before Morgan could stop him.

      Down in the crypt, Milan snarled and turned toward Harghada. His once-trusted advisor backed into a corner, whimpering in fear as the stench of blood and voided bowels mingled with incense in a haze of violence.

      As Milan rose to his full height and advanced on Harghada, Jake picked up a femur from a pile of bones, brandishing it like a club. He grabbed a length of chain from one of the elaborate displays with his other hand.

      As he advanced, Jake smashed the femur, breaking the end into a sword-sharp blade. He was magnificent, a gladiator fighting ancient evil. In opposition, Milan was a sculpted Lucifer, ripples of energy pulsing down his distorted arms as he reached for Harghada.

      Jake whipped the chain under Milan’s legs to try and stop him from reaching his prey.

      Milan leaped, an impossible animal bound.

      He barreled into his victim, ripping and biting at the man’s flesh as Harghada screamed in agony.

      Jake rushed in and attacked Milan with the femur, but with a powerful feral kick, the demon sent him flying backward. The brutal blow smashed Jake head-first into the stack of deconstructed skeletons. It crashed to the floor, surrounding him with a pile of bones. He lay unmoving in the wreckage.

      Milan silenced Harghada’s last scream by slashing his face off with bony claws. He hacked at his victim, biting off chunks of flesh until the once-arrogant doctor was just a pile of bloody limbs.

      Morgan stood on the balcony, her senses overwhelmed by the carnage. It had all happened so fast.

      She should run like Natasha. She could still get away — but she couldn’t leave Jake behind. He had come back for her in the fires of Pentecost and she wouldn’t leave him to a bloody end now.

      Milan turned from the gory remains of Harghada and took a step toward Jake, lying prone only meters away.

      She had to stop him.

      “Up here,” Morgan shouted.

      Milan looked up, and in the dark depths of his eyes, she saw recognition — and a desire for revenge. He smiled, revealing sharp teeth that promised a bloody end.

      He hooked his claws into the bony wall and began to climb.
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      Morgan stood against the balcony railing, looking down at what had once been Milan Noble. His muscular skin looked like it had turned to scales, and blood drenched what remained of his tattered clothes. He looked up and snarled, more demon than man now. The curse had turned him into an unhallowed beast — and she couldn’t let it out into the wild.

      As Milan climbed, Morgan looked around desperately for a weapon. What could she use to defend herself against such a creature?

      As her heart pounded in fear, she thought of Elian running into the battle that killed him, fighting to the death for those he loved, and for a cause he believed in. She would not cower before this demon.

      But she couldn’t fight in this enclosed space without a weapon.

      Morgan looked out over the crypt. An ornate chandelier hung over the altar, made of garlands of skulls and wreaths of pelvis bones interwoven with metacarpals polished to an ivory sheen. On the other side of the crypt, there was a twin balcony. If she made it over, she could run down and find a weapon.

      The guard’s guns were buried in the piles of gore. There was still hope.

      Morgan climbed up onto the railing. She would have one chance to jump. If she missed, her bones would smash on the flagstones far below and the demon would rip apart what was left before finishing Jake and escaping the chapel to take his bloody chaos to the world.

      An obscenely muscled arm reached over the top of the balcony.

      Morgan leaped into space, flinging herself at the chandelier, praying its fragile arms would hold her weight.

      The macabre bone structure rattled as she landed, her palms pierced by the sharp bones. She swung away from the balcony, her legs dangling over the stone flagstones far below.

      But the arc of the chandelier didn’t quite reach far enough — and Morgan realized she was about to swing back toward the demon.

      She tucked her legs up, daring to hope that it wouldn’t be able to reach her. The creature roared, and Morgan felt a slash of fire across her back and into her side as its talons ripped open a deep wound.

      She held on and swung back to the far balcony.

      As the chandelier reached its zenith, she jumped—

      Morgan smashed into the balcony railing, gasping in pain as she clutched the bony fragments with desperate fingers. She slipped, but managed to pull herself up and over.

      A cold fire burned in the wound on her back, and tendrils of fear snaked into her mind. What if there was some kind of infection? Would she turn as he had?

      The creature roared in frustration. No time to think about that now.

      Morgan scrambled to her feet and spun around to face the demon opposite. She would find a weapon and send him straight to Hell.
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      Jake heard the demonic roar in a haze of incense smoke and pain. He lay in a pile of bones, his limbs pierced by fragments of broken skeletons. His head pounded, and it was hard to breathe. The demon’s kick must have broken his ribs.

      Morgan.

      Jake pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, anchoring himself to the stone as his head spun with nausea. He looked up to see Morgan standing on the balcony opposite where they had been hiding.

      The thing that had once been Milan Noble was about to leap across, using a bony chandelier as a swing.

      The sharp femur lay on the ground next to him. Jake picked it up, and with every ounce of his energy, he ran toward the altar.

      The demon jumped.

      His talons grabbed the bony arms of the chandelier. It swung across, reaching for Morgan—

      But the creature was too heavy.

      A crack echoed through the crypt. The chandelier tore from its fitting as the demon screamed in fury.

      Jake leaped forward with the femur, holding it like a lance of faith toward heaven.

      The demon fell, tangled in the bones of the chandelier as it came apart.

      With a sickening scream, the demon landed on the sharpened femur, impaling itself. The blade emerged from its back, coated in pulsing gore.

      As Jake was crushed beneath the demon’s body, his world faded to black.
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      Morgan watched in horror as Jake disappeared beneath the demon’s muscular form and the twisted pile of bones.

      She stumbled down the stairs, hand clutched to her side, trying to stem the bleeding from the open wound. Pain flashed and her vision narrowed as she clutched at the bony wall, trying not to pass out.

      She had to reach Jake.

      Morgan staggered out of the stairwell and into the nave, afraid that the demon might still rise up out of the carnage.

      But the pile of bones and flesh lay still and silent.

      Morgan rushed over, wincing in pain as she scrabbled to pull the bones away.

      “Jake, can you hear me?” she shouted in desperation.

      She uncovered Milan’s body. His eyes were glassy, his mouth open in shock. The bony femur was buried in his chest, having ripped through bloody flesh and organs. The demon inside had disappeared in death, and he was transformed back into a man.

      Morgan dragged Milan’s body off the pile, uncaring of the dead. Under a crush of splintered bones, she found Jake. His face was pale under the bloody wounds, and bones protruded through his clothes. Whether his own, or those from the chandelier, it was hard to tell. But he still breathed — a ragged, rasping sound.

      “Jake, can you hear me?” Morgan felt the weak pulse at his neck.

      He had no significant open wounds, but crushing could ruin a human body as much as a blade. Morgan’s own injuries throbbed, and blood soaked her clothes. She had to get help before she passed out.

      She crawled over to a ragged corpse. The guard’s torso lay in a pool of congealed blood, missing its upper limbs and head. She rifled through the pockets and found his phone.

      As haze clouded her vision, Morgan dialed ARKANE’s emergency number.

      She slumped to the ground and slipped toward unconsciousness, just another body amongst the bones of the plague dead.
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      John Radcliffe Hospital. Oxford, England. A week later.

      Morgan opened her eyes, this time with clarity. The darkness had ebbed and flowed in the last days, a comforting sleep of drugs and exhaustion that kept her under. Her dreams had been a freak’s gallery of bones, demons, and the rotting face of a little girl buried in splintered corpses, but now she was ready to face the world once more.

      The hospital room was small but tastefully furnished in moss green and sky blue, and a window looked out onto Oxford’s dreaming spires.

      She was home.

      There were flowers on the table and cards standing next to them, including a hand-drawn illustration of a little girl holding roses. At least that’s what it looked like. Morgan smiled at the thought of her niece coloring carefully for her auntie and she felt a pang of need to see her family.

      “Good, you’re awake.” The staff nurse bustled in and checked the monitors. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’ve been run over several times,” Morgan whispered.

      “I’ll bring you some tea.” The nurse turned to go.

      “Wait,” Morgan said. “What happened to my partner, Jake? He would have come in at the same time as me?”

      The nurse looked concerned. “I’ll find out. In the meantime, you should rest.”

      Morgan tried to sit up. A bolt of agony flashed up her left side, and she fell back onto the bed. Her fingers explored the bandaged wound where the demon’s talons had slashed deep. It must have missed anything vital, but it hurt like hell.

      She reached around for the bed control buttons and eased herself into a sitting position.

      “Welcome back — can I tempt you with this?” Marietti stood in the doorway, a takeaway coffee from her favorite coffee shop steaming in his hand.

      “You’re a saint.” Morgan took the cup and raised it for a tentative sip, the hot coffee a balm to her parched throat and the caffeine a welcome kick to her soul. “How’s Jake?”

      Marietti looked serious. “He’s been in and out of surgery. The kidney issues caused by crush syndrome and shock were severe, but he’s stable now in intensive care.” He walked closer to the bed. “A local team got you both out of the crypt, but Jake wouldn’t have lasted much longer without help. Your call saved his life.”

      Morgan took another sip of coffee and gazed out of the window toward the fields of north Oxford. Tears pricked her eyes with concern but also relief. Jake would pull through. He was a fighter.

      She took a deep breath. “What did you find at the chapel? Did you see Milan’s body?”

      Marietti sighed. “His corpse showed no evidence of transformation, but I’ve seen photos of the carnage, and we have the recording. Something ripped those men apart and the sounds of violence are truly horrific.”

      “He looked just like a man at the end, but I swear, he turned into a demon after speaking the words from the Devil’s Bible.” Morgan faltered. “But then there was a haze of smoke in the chapel, maybe some kind of hallucinogen…”

      She rubbed her eyes, trying to clear her head. What had she really seen back in the crypt of bone?

      Marietti took her hand. “This is what we do, Morgan. This is ARKANE. We take these secrets and bury them. The Devil’s Bible has been taken far away, embedded in concrete, the location plastered over. The missing pages have been destroyed, along with the recording. Milan’s body was patched up and a sympathetic coroner in the Czech government helped with a press release about his death. Officially, he committed suicide at his Czech home because of the scandal of the Zoebios eugenics program uncovered at Sector C.”

      Morgan picked at the stitches on the bedsheet and shook her head. “I thought the Devil’s Bible was just another medieval book. I don’t know what to believe now.”

      “We all have to face our beliefs — or lack of them.” Marietti paced the room. “But there is true evil in the world and we cannot give up the fight. If you stay with ARKANE, you will question what you believe on every mission.”

      Morgan looked up at him, her resolve hardening. She had seen the face of evil in the haze of Sedlec and she couldn’t leave the fight now. “Of course I want to stay.”

      Marietti nodded. “Good. I need you back as soon as you can get out of this bed.”

      “Why, what’s happened?”

      “There’s been a ritual murder at the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities in Cairo. It looks like Natasha El-Behery has moved on to a new mission — a hunt for the Ark of the Covenant. Are you well enough to go after her?”

      Morgan looked up, her eyes as hard as cobalt steel. “I’ll do anything to get my hands on Natasha. Have me cleared by the doctor, and I’ll be out of here.” She took a deep breath. “But I want to see Jake first.”

      Marietti helped her out of bed and waved away the frantic nurse who tried to stop them. Morgan stifled a groan and forced herself to move through the pain and into the wheelchair. Marietti wheeled her down the corridor to intensive care.

      Jake lay in a private room with a glass door. He looked like a corpse in the hospital bed, an oxygen mask over his face, tubes weaving in and out of his body, and attached to all kinds of monitors.

      Morgan stretched forward and placed her palm against the glass, sending him strength in his darkness. As she watched Jake’s chest rise and fall, Morgan swore vengeance against Natasha. She would go to Egypt without her partner and finish this.
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        The ARKANE adventures continue in ARK OF BLOOD.

      

      

      It is the seat of judgment. The pinnacle of holiness. It is the Ark of the Covenant… and it’s the most dangerous weapon in existence.

      A group of fanatics wearing masks of Egypt’s gods slaughter the curator of Cairo’s most famous museum. A cleaner in Washington, DC, discovers a decapitated head on top of a replica of the Ark of the Covenant. And someone is sharing videos of the deaths with extremists all over the world. 

      It’s a job too big — and too strange — for the normal authorities, but it’s right up the alley of ARKANE, the British agency tasked with investigating mysteries on the edge of the supernatural. 

      Normally ARKANE would send its best agents: Morgan Sierra, ex-Israeli military and professor of psychology and religion; and Jake Timber, a man as mysterious as he is dangerous. 

      But Jake is in a coma, nearly killed on a previous mission — so Morgan will have to go it alone. Because the death toll is rising, and there’s no time to wait.

      In over her head, in constant danger. Pursued by vicious mercenaries bent on revenge, hunted by assassins willing to do anything for their cause. But Morgan can’t stop, because the Ark of the Covenant is the prize, and it may be more than a simple religious artifact. 

      It may be the secret to ancient alchemy, and the unlocking of a scientific breakthrough that could save the world… or end it.

      A mix of Raiders of the Lost Ark, James Bond, and The Da Vinci Code, Ark of Blood is a mesmerizing adventure by New York Times and USA Today bestselling author J.F. Penn. Grab your copy today, and get lost in the world of ARKANE!

      
        
        Click here to sample or buy ARK OF BLOOD now.

      

      

      
        
        You can also sign up for my Reader’s List and receive another free ARKANE thriller at www.jfpenn.com/free

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Enjoyed Crypt of Bone?

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for joining Morgan, Jake and the ARKANE team. The adventures continue …

      
        
        If you loved the book and have a moment to spare, I would really appreciate a short review on the page where you bought the book.

        Your help in spreading the word is gratefully appreciated and reviews make a huge difference to helping new readers find the series. Thank you!

      

      

      
        
        Get a free ebook copy of the bestselling thriller, Day of the Vikings, ARKANE book 5, when you sign up to join my Reader's Group. You’ll also be notified of new releases, giveaways and receive personal updates from behind the scenes of my thrillers and photos from my research trips.

      

      

      
        
        Just go to: www.JFPenn.com/free
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      Day of the Vikings, an ARKANE thriller

      
        
        She has been called many things: murderer, madwoman, monster. She will become only one thing: a god.

      

      

      The Crone. A woman of legend, a creature of blood. A Valkyrie. She has tortured, murdered, maimed — performing all the rituals needed to call forth the power of Odin himself and summon Ragnarok. She just needs one more thing: the staff of Skara Brae, and her plans will be fulfilled.

      But the staff is already in the hands of Morgan Sierra. An agent of ARKANE, the British agency tasked with protecting the world from supernatural crises, Morgan knows that giving up the staff could spell the end of all things.

      Now the Crone has taken dozens of staff members, visitors — even children — hostage at the British Museum, demanding that Morgan turn over the staff. Willing to kill, possessor of powers beyond anything ARKANE has yet encountered, the Crone seems unstoppable.

      Morgan’s only advantages are her wit, her skill… and Blake Daniel (of the best-selling Brooke and Daniel crime thriller series). Cursed with clairvoyance, Blake’s powers may be just enough to help Morgan turn back the Crone and stop the end of the world.

      But the Crone has her own secrets. Able to weave illusions, to wield fear, even to call forth the dead Vikings of old. She is the most powerful adversary Morgan has ever faced. But will she be the last?

      The Crone beckons. Ragnarok looms. And it is up to Morgan and Blake to deny them both.

      
        
        Day of the Vikings is the fifth thrilling story in the bestselling ARKANE series by New York Times and USA Today bestselling author J.F. Penn, with an epic crossover to the Brooke and Daniel stories. A stand-alone novella that can also be read as part of either series.

        

      

      
        
        If you love an action-packed thriller, you can get Day of the Vikings (ebook) for free now:

        www.JFPenn.com/free
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      I love to meld the real and the possible in my writing, and research is one of my favorite parts of being an author. Here are some of the aspects of truth woven into fiction for Crypt of Bone.

      
        
        You can find related images at www.pinterest.co.uk/jfpenn/crypt-of-bone

        

      

      Obedience to authority research

      
        
        “When you think of the long and gloomy history of man, you will find far more hideous crimes have been committed in the name of obedience than have been committed in the name of rebellion.”

        —C. P. Snow, “Either-Or” (1961)

        

      

      I first studied Stanley Milgram’s experiments on obedience back when I did A level Psychology in my late teens. It showed that most people would commit atrocities when ordered to by an authority figure, as Nazi soldiers had done. The Stanford Prison Experiment took this further, and Philip Zimbardo’s The Lucifer Effect: How Good People Turn Evil goes into more detail.

      The assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995 was also a turning point in my life. I had been studying Arabic at the University of Oxford, intending to work in the Middle East. But then Rabin was killed by an extremist Jew in order to prevent peace. His murderer said, “God told me to do it.”

      I switched to theology and specialized in the psychology of religion. I wrote my thesis on why people commit violence in the name of God. Abraham’s agreement to sacrifice his son Isaac featured prominently.

      The God Helmet

      Dr Michael Persinger (1945–2018) was a cognitive neuroscientist who invented the God helmet. He was inspired by temporal lobe epilepsy, which causes some people to experience visions of God and the supernatural. His research received so much media attention that even atheist Richard Dawkins tried it, although he didn’t report experiencing anything significant. The smaller, more portable version that Zoebios created is my invention, and I would love to try it — without the malign influence, of course.

      The “useless class,” and “a plague upon the earth”

      Yuval Noah Harari talks about the “useless class” in his book Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow, in the context of artificial intelligence and automation. He asks, “What should we do with all the superfluous people, once we have highly intelligent, non-conscious algorithms that can do almost everything better than humans?”

      Milan Noble also quotes the British environmentalist Sir David Attenborough, who said, “We are a plague on the Earth. . . . Either we limit our population growth or the natural world will do it for us.” www.telegraph.co.uk/news/earth/earthnews/9815862/Humans-are-plague-on-Earth-Attenborough.html

      Clearly, I am not suggesting that these men propose an extinction event for a quarter of the world, but population control by social engineering is certainly a goal for many.

      In terms of genetic engineering and eugenics, the reality is far closer now with advances in synthetic biology. For more detail, read The Genesis Machine: Our Quest To Rewrite Life in the Age of Synthetic Biology by Amy Webb and Andrew Hessel.

      The Devil’s Bible

      The Codex Gigas is the largest medieval manuscript in the world. It was at Sedlec for a period and is now kept in Sweden.

      It’s called the Devil’s Bible because of the illustrations of the devil inside. There really are ten missing pages.

      Art and architecture

      The ossuaries, catacombs, and crypts featured in the book are all real. I’ve visited the Paris Catacombs and the bone chapel at Kutná Hora. Both are definitely worth a trip!

      It was a strange synchronicity to find that the Devil’s Bible had indeed been kept at the Sedlec ossuary and Albrecht Dürer might well have seen it on his travels. His apocalyptic woodcuts are real, as are the details about his life. But the woodblocks haven’t been split open to see if they contain the missing pages — or have they?

      The Dalí painting in Marietti’s office is one of my favorites, and the images Morgan examines in the ARKANE database are all real. William Blake and John Martin are renowned for their biblical scenes.

      The “Treasures of Heaven” exhibition at the British Museum in 2011 inspired the scene on religious relics, which continue to fascinate me. I’ve used them in other ARKANE adventures, particularly Valley of Dry Bones and Tomb of Relics.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Books by J.F.Penn

          

        

      

    

    
      ARKANE Action-Adventure Thrillers

      
        
        Stone of Fire #1

        Crypt of Bone #2

        Ark of Blood #3

        One Day In Budapest #4

        Day of the Vikings #5

        Gates of Hell #6

        One Day in New York #7

        Destroyer of Worlds #8

        End of Days #9

        Valley of Dry Bones #10

        Tree of Life #11

        Tomb of Relics #12

      

      

      Brooke and Daniel Psychological/Crime Thrillers

      
        
        Desecration #1

        Delirium #2

        Deviance #3

      

      

      Mapwalker Dark Fantasy Adventures

      
        
        Map of Shadows #1

        Map of Plagues #2

        Map of the Impossible #3

      

      

      Short Stories

      
        
        A Thousand Fiendish Angels

        The Dark Queen

        A Midwinter Sacrifice

        Blood, Sweat, and Flame

      

      

      Other Books

      
        
        Risen Gods — co-written with J. Thorn

        American Demon Hunters: Sacrifice — co-written with J. Thorn, Lindsay Buroker, and Zach Bohannon

      

      

      More books coming soon …

      
        
        You can sign up to be notified of new releases, giveaways and pre-release specials - plus, get a free ebook!

      

        

      
        www.JFPenn.com/free

      

        

      
        If you loved the book and have a moment to spare, I would really appreciate a short review on the page where you bought the book.
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      J.F. Penn is the Award-nominated, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the ARKANE action adventure thrillers, Brooke & Daniel psychological/crime thrillers, and the Mapwalker fantasy adventure series, as well as other standalone stories.

      Her books weave together ancient artifacts, relics of power, international locations, and adventure with an edge of the supernatural. Joanna lives in Bath, England and enjoys a nice G&T.

      
        
        You can follow Joanna’s book research and travels on Instagram and Facebook @jfpennauthor and also on her podcast at BooksAndTravel.page or on your favorite podcast app.
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