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   ONE
 
    
 
   Île d’Yeu, western coast of France
 
    
 
    
 
   “I see breasts, and rather spectacular ones at that.” Roger Wilson, an Oxford archaeology graduate student, grinned as he swept his horsehair brush over the side of the find, gently removing the patina of dust and dirt from its surface. It was the first find the team had made since arriving on the tiny island nearly three weeks ago. The excitement in the dank little chamber was palpable. 
 
   “That would be the first thing you’d notice,” Christina Alba said, shaking her head. Like Roger, she was out here gathering what she hoped would be good experience and if she was lucky, some material for her thesis during this summer’s dig. Not so long ago she’d found his juvenile wit amusing, but now like so much else about Roger, it simply annoyed her. 
 
   “What is it?” Another member of the team, unable to squeeze into the tight space, called out from his place in the tunnel behind. “And don’t just say a pair of tits.” 
 
   “Well, they are. I’m being factual. At least a C-cup. D? Nicely done, too.” He said turning to the only other male student in the cramped confines of the excavated chamber. He merely nodded and shrugged. 
 
   Christina pointed to a different area of the drawing. “For the non breast-obsessed, I’d say the freaking devil-goat head with horns is pretty attention grabbing. 
 
   “Not to mention the pentagram star.”
 
   “Maybe the artist was a Rush fan?”
 
   “They’re old, but they’re not that old.”
 
   And so the banter went.
 
   The shuffling of feet over dirt came from above. The clutch of field assistants made way for the dig’s principal investigator, Dr. Richard Kytaine, as he squeezed his way inside the claustrophobic chamber.
 
   “Okay ladies and gentlemen, what have we got here?” He positioned the battery-powered lantern he carried in order to better examine the artefact Roger had uncovered.
 
   Roger hurriedly managed a few more brushstrokes to bare more of the pendulous breasts and moved aside for Dr. Kytaine to better see.
 
   “Well, well, well,” the professor said, kneeling down for a closer look. “Baphomet! Of all the devils in all the world, fancy meeting you here.” 
 
   “Baphomet?” Christina asked. 
 
   Kytaine nodded. “Unquestionably. An iconic figure, and very old, but out of place on what we hoped was a Knights Templar excavation site.” He looked up at the ceiling for a moment, lost in thought. “Although…”  
 
   “It’s creepy as Hell,” Christine said. 
 
   “Appropriately so, my dear,” Kytaine agreed. The team had obtained permission from the French government to dig underneath the basement of a centuries-old castle. During the second week they’d unearthed a passageway, a tunnel of sorts, supported by occasional timbers that lead to the crude chamber they were in. “If you ask the nearest God-fearing Christian, anyway. Baphomet first appeared in medieval times as a pagan deity, and much later—in the 1800s—became revered as a Satanic figure.” The professor applied a brush to the engraved surface, freeing it of more encrusted dirt until he exposed the left horn of its goat-like head. 
 
   “We’re going to need the metals testing kit, but at first glance I’d hazard this is a bronze surface. Extraordinary that someone went to the trouble of such an elaborate engraving. Wood would have been much easier.”
 
   “Probably wouldn’t have survived all this time, though,” Roger said.
 
   The professor nodded. “Indeed. If, in fact, this artefact is from the 1300s.” 
 
   Christina leaned forward. “But it must be, right? I mean, the Templars’ main port at the time—La Rochelle—is only about thirty miles away. The whole reason we’re here is based on the possibility they may have stashed some of their treasure on this island as their ships fled King Philip’s forces.”
 
   “True, true,” Dr. Kytaine said, “And optimism is a good thing. However, seven hundred years is a long time and this old castle has seen a lot of residents, visitors, and overseers during those intervening years. The only reason researchers haven’t studied this place to death already is because it just isn’t thought of as a rich site when it comes to Templar relics.”
 
   “Maybe we’re about to prove them wrong, eh?”
 
   “We’ll just have to see.” Kytaine began probing his fingertips into the dirt near the edge of the metal surface. 
 
   “Does this mean it’s true what they said, though, Prof? That the Knights Templar worshipped the Devil?” Roger asked as Kytaine slid his finger along the uppermost edge of the engraving. 
 
   “Nice connection, Roger,” the professor said without looking up. He again reached for the brush. “One of the charges the Templars faced at their trial was the worship of the demon Baphomet, in particular the head of Baphomet,” Dr. Kytaine said. “But let’s get back to the breasts, shall we, Roger?” Roger grinned as the archaeologist continued. “Baphomet represents two sides of everything, including human sexuality. He is thought to represent both good and evil, night and day, male and female, human and animal. Also, looking at the posture—one arm raised, the other down—above and below, heaven and hell.”
 
   “What about the words on each arm?” Christina asked.
 
   “Ahh.” Kytaine set his brush aside and pointed to the engraving without touching it. We have ‘SOLVE’ and ‘COAGULA.’ Anyone know?” 
 
   Silence.
 
   “No one? I’m disappointed. Latin. ‘Solve’ actually means dissolve, while ‘coagula,’ means the opposite—to congeal, or come together. You may recognize the root from ‘coagulate,’ as in what happens to blood when it clots.”
 
   “So Baphomet isn’t really the devil at all, is he?” one of the students behind them said, craning to see into the chamber from their place in the narrow tunnel, said. “More like a yin and yang thing.”
 
   “Very good. That’s absolutely right,” the professor responded, resuming his finger work around the edge of the metal plate. “More specifically, shadow and light. Note the two moons in the scene,” he said, pointing to a hollow crescent moon in the upper left-hand corner of the depiction, and a solid crescent in the lower right corner. “Baphomet is all about complimentary forces and natural dualities.”
 
   “Without light there can be no dark?” Christina ventured.
 
   Kytaine’s hand ceased moving in the ground. He raised his head slightly to respond. “And without death…life,” he said, immediately resuming his examination of the ground surrounding the object. “Oh, my...” 
 
   Several of the students asked at once what the matter was, their voices too loud in the tunnels.
 
   Dr. Kytaine didn’t respond. He motioned for Roger to come to him. “Trowel,” he said. Roger grabbed one from a leather utility belt and brought it to Kytaine, blocking their view of the artefact. He heard her snort behind him as Christina shuffled to one side so she could see.
 
   Dr. Kytaine was oblivious to the sexual nuances playing out behind him, and couldn’t have cared less what the grad students got up to in their tents at night. The dig was everything. He began working the trowel into the dirt, scratching it around the engraving’s edge. After a minute or so the team watched as the trowel’s blade sunk in a little deeper into the dirt. Kytaine smiled.
 
   “Whisk broom.” One was quickly thrust into his hand. Again his hand moved back and forth over the earth, until he declared, “I think we’ve got an edge here.”
 
   “Edge of the engraved illustration?” Roger asked.
 
   “No, I mean a real edge. As in, there may be more to this thing than just a flat sheet of metal. There’s another side that extends vertically. I think you’ve found a box, you clever boy.”
 
   “A box?”  
 
   Kytaine raised himself onto one knee to address them, ever the teacher. This was what he lived for, the chance to play Indiana Jones on impressionable young minds, make them love history the same way he did. “Box, container, cube. Something of that description. A deeper excavation is required. Roger, Christina, get the hand picks, I want one of you on each side—top and bottom—of the engraving. Let’s see what we’ve got here, shall we?”
 
   For the next hour the team worked on liberating the object from its earthy tomb. When they finally reached a loose pocket of soil they were able to confirm that it was indeed a cube of some variety. Arguments followed, several of them offering what they thought would be the optimal extraction method to lift the box from the ground minimizing potential damage. They all had their own best ideas. Two hours later, after Kytaine had insisted they follow a painstakingly deliberate process of liberation, the artefact was free on the floor of the chamber. It was indeed a box. But what a box, Kytaine thought, marvelling at the craftsmanship.
 
   While raising the box, they’d resisted the urge to speculate what it might be, but now, with the extraction complete, excited chatter rippled through the group. Kytaine pondered the relic before him. He raised a hand for quiet.  
 
   “There is a second engraving on one of the other facets.” He pointed to another etching on what looked like a brass plate, this one much more recognizable to the team. 
 
   “The Templar cross!” Christina said.
 
   Kytaine nodded. 
 
   “I can’t wait to get this thing into the lab,” Roger said. “If it’s not a hoax it’s got to be one of the finds of the decade.”
 
   “Just from visual appraisal, it does appear to be consistent with other bronze articles I’ve seen from 1300s Europe,” Kytaine said, reverently running a latex-gloved fingertip along the outline of the cross. 
 
   “But what is it? A box with drawings of Baphomet and a Templar cross?” Christina asked. 
 
   “More like three boxes stuck together,” Roger said. “They must open somehow.”
 
   “Assuming the mechanism still functions,” Dr. Kytaine said, already feeling the seams of the box where two edges came together. He tried to gingerly separate one from another. “Hopefully there’s a hinge on here somewhere or we’ll... Wait.” 
 
   He retraced the join his fingertips had just been exploring. Finding a slight ridge, he ever so gently pried one surface away from the other, as if opening a hidden door. 
 
   Christina peered into the open box. 
 
   “What the hell is that?”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   Professor Kytaine stroked his chin while he considered the research assistant’s question. It was an affected pose. He liked to look thoughtful. Wise.
 
   The students converged around him, gathering in a tight group. Those who didn’t fit all the way inside the excavated chamber craned their necks for a glimpse of the prize. The lucky few who could see into the box saw a complex collection of metal gears, cogs and crankshafts. 
 
   No words were spoken. 
 
   The group digested the unusual sight before them. 
 
   “Wait a minute. This must be some kind of joke,” Roger said, finally. “It looks like… I don’t know… some sort of machine? It can’t be that old. The Templar Knights didn’t have this kind of technology during their time, surely?”
 
   “Let’s not be so quick to dismiss it,” Dr. Kytaine said, not taking his eyes off the box’s inner workings for a second. “These gears appear to be made of a bronze alloy, same as the box walls. Bronze was available in the early 1300s.”
 
   “But not fabricated like this, right, professor? They made swords, shields, armour, bowls and the like from it, but…all these interlocking gears, sprockets with teeth? Really? In the 1300s? I call bullshit.”
 
   “It’s not impossible,” the professor appeared deep in thought as he stared off into some middle distance beyond the basement walls. When he spoke, his words were measured, deliberate. “I have heard of ancient mechanical devices, even if I’ve never encountered one myself. Some more than a thousand years before the Templars’ time, actually. So it is conceivable. The craftsmanship for producing these kinds of mechanisms would have been cutting edge, far beyond reach of the ordinary tradesperson or blacksmith, but it did exist. And the Templars would have had the money to buy it or have it made for them by an engineer.”
 
   “What do you think it is?” Roger asked.
 
   Dr. Kytaine pointed into the maze of elaborate gears. “I don’t rightly know. The mechanism is far too specialised to even hazard a guess at its use. But I may just know someone who might have a better idea. An old friend of mine from Cambridge. A science historian. Dr. James Portnoy. We need to get it outside, photograph it in good light, and then we can email him the images and see what he makes of it.” 
 
   “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   An hour later the team had transported the box above ground, where the afternoon sun seemed impossibly bright after the hours in the dark. The device, easily carried on a board by two men, now sat on a table inside a field tent. Work lights on tripod stands were set up around it to facilitate picture taking. 
 
   Kytaine oversaw the photography, capturing detailed images from all sides of the device. When the pictures had been transferred to a laptop connected to a satellite modem, he composed an email to Portnoy asking him to call his satellite phone. Less than thirty minutes later, as the team was preparing supper, Kytaine’s phone rang. 
 
   The professor picked it up.
 
   “Jimmy, good man. I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist the lure of a proper puzzle! How are we? The missus?”
 
   “Cynthia’s fine, Rick. And the kids. All good. And a puzzle indeed! First, tell me this, where on Earth are you?”
 
   Even though the caller could not see the gesture, Kytaine waved an arm at the blue sea beyond the island’s rocky shores. “France. Yeu Island, not far from La Rochelle.”
 
   “Ah, explains a lot. Templar territory.”
 
   “Quite. So what do you think?” Kytaine couldn’t disguise his impatience. His team were huddled around him as if hoping to hear whatever they could directly from the handset pressed to Kytaine’s ear. 
 
   “Rick, this is an extraordinary find. You say you pulled this from the ground?”
 
   “Not two hours ago.”
 
   “Fascinating. Can I ask, were you looking for it? By this I mean, did you know you’d find it there?”
 
   “No. Stumbled onto it quite by accident. I can tell it’s some sort of ancient calculating device, but beyond that I’m rather counting on you for enlightenment.” 
 
   “It’s a calculating device, all right, Rick, and not a simple one, either. Really what you have there is, to put it crudely, a kind of ancient, analog computer.” 
 
   “A computer?”
 
   “Others have been discovered from time to time, the most famous is known as the Antikythera mechanism.”
 
   “Tell me about that.”
 
   “Antikythera is another one of these computational contraptions, pre-dating Christ. It was found in a Greek shipwreck in 1900, but it took almost another hundred years for its functionality to be fully understood. Now it’s recognised as one of the most valuable technological artefacts in the world, my friend. Which makes what you’ve unearthed most interesting, most interesting indeed.” 
 
   Kytaine paused to let this last sentence sink in. The artefact still had to undergo authentication protocols, of course. But if it were real…Could this finally be the career break he’d been hoping for? Not just another published paper a handful of scholars would read, but a true discovery? Some lasting contribution to society? 
 
   “Okay, Jimbo, you’ve kept us in suspenders long enough: what’s it for?”
 
   “Hah! Patience, Rick. Patience. Are you looking at it now?” Kytaine glanced over at the technological relic.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You see how it has three main structures to it? 
 
   “Yes, sort of like three cubes stuck together, one on top of two more.”
 
   “Right, so each one of the cubes serves a different function.”
 
   “Go on.” Kytaine picked up a notepad and held a pen poised over it.
 
   “The one on the bottom with the Templar cross engraving on the outside? That one has five dials on its rear face; two large; one of the large ones has two smaller ones inside it, and the other has one. You with me?” Kytaine walked over to the device with the phone against his ear and knelt down next to the dials in question, pointing them out to the students, as he said into the phone, “We’re looking at them right now.”
 
   “This is a known dial configuration, corresponding to recognised gear ratios and what are known as pin-slot systems.”
 
   “James,” Kytaine said, using his friend’s given name for the first time. “What does it do?”
 
   Portnoy laughed down the line. “It calculates the precise time of the next sunrise. The same way that we know today the sun will rise over France tomorrow at 5:13, the operators of this machine would have known centuries ago.”
 
   “Are you serious? That’s incredible!”
 
   “Absolutely. The next chamber—the second of the bottom ones—is similar.” Kytaine indicated the second compartment for the benefit of his audience.
 
   “This one I’ve also encountered before. It predicts tidal movements. It’s basically like an elaborate clockwork tide chart.”
 
   Kytaine cupped a hand over the side of his mouth, and said: “It’s a tide chart!” Then, to Portnoy, he said, “That makes perfect sense. If the Templars were here, just outside their home port of La Rochelle while hiding from the King, then they’d want to be able to navigate their ships out of this area with their treasure as expediently as possible. Knowing when low tide was—a death trap for them if their ships were to get caught high and dry on the extensive mud flats here—would have been a significant advantage if attempting to flee via the ocean.”
 
   “Most certainly.”
 
   “So what about the last chamber, the third mechanism?” Kytaine asked eagerly.
 
   “Ah, see now that’s the interesting one. You see, I don’t think I’ve seen one like that before.”
 
   “Never? Okay now you’ve got my attention,” Kytaine tried to contain his boyish excitement, but it threatened to bubble over in his voice. He caught Christina staring at his fist. He hadn’t realised he was clenching it. He relaxed his hand. Was he really onto something major here? Something undeniably serious? Something new was a long way from confirming dates of pottery shards and amphora, and being delighted whenever he put together a clay cup from fragments that was the tiniest bit different from the thousands of others that had been found and catalogued. Something new was… important. 
 
   “At first I thought it might be for computing planetary motion—predicting eclipses, for example—but it’s wrong for that. I even compared it—very briefly, mind you—to some photos I have lying around of known similar mechanisms, but no match.”
 
   Kytaine barely had time to say, “Hmmm,” before Portnoy spoke again.
 
   “To have a fighting chance of figuring this out, I’ve got to model the gear chain diagram in the computer. Based on how many teeth each gear has, how the gears mesh with one another and the spindle arrangements, it’s possible to simulate the operation of the machine using 3D rendering software. Give me until this time tomorrow, would you?”
 
                  
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After spending the day poring over the ancient machine and researching its implications, the dig team gathered under a tent where Professor Kytaine sat on a folding chair in front of a laptop on a wooden crate. His students congregated around him in a semi-circle. The mechanical computer lay in a corner of the tent. 
 
   “A dig site with only one artefact?” Roger asked no one in particular. 
 
   “One exceptional artefact, it would seem,” Kytaine said. In truth the same thought had occurred to him.
 
    “Even if a few of these devices were known to exist before the Templars’ time, is a mechanical computer really something Templar Knights would have?”
 
   Kytaine turned away from the laptop to look at Christina. “That’s a good question. But the Templars weren’t mere guard dogs and soldiers, remember. They were quite sophisticated in areas seemingly unrelated to fighting, such as banking, for instance. The Knights Templar instituted one of the earliest known forms of banking. A soldier needing to ride from Greece to Italy, instead of taking along a large sum of cash and thereby exposing himself to theft or loss, could deposit his coins with a Templar financier in Greece, who would write down the amount deposited and give a coded piece of paper to the rider in return. Upon reaching Greece, this paper was shown to a Templar finance person there, and they would give the traveller his money back, minus a small fee for the service.”
 
   “Aha! Even then the bankers were robbing us blind! Bastards.” Roger grinned, though no one laughed. 
 
   A series of beeps emanated from the laptop. 
 
   Kytaine’s eyes brightened as he reached for the keyboard. “It’s Portnoy,” he said, accepting the incoming video call.
 
   The archaeology team converged on the laptop as Portnoy made some adjustments to his own computer, and then began speaking.
 
   “Rick—and I can see you’ve got your team with you—hello, there, people—forgive me if I forego the usual pleasantries, I ran the software simulations I mentioned,” he shook his head as though he couldn’t quite believe what he’d found, “The results are astounding. Never come across anything like this.” 
 
   He paused to turn around, filling the laptop with the back of his bald head. “Hello? Is there someone there?” he called out away from the webcam’s lens. “Albert?” A second later he shrugged and turned back to face the video chat, a gleam in his eyes as he leaned in close to the camera. 
 
   “Part of the third chamber, which has seven dial faces of varying sizes, consists of a standard calendar. When I say standard, I mean standard for the period, of course.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Kytaine said. “And the rest of it?”
 
   “I got lucky here, I think, Rick, so you can thank me later, but—“
 
   “Just tell us what the bloody thing does already, James!” Kytaine grumbled with exaggerated irritation. He was smiling. He knew full well Portnoy must have stayed up most, if not all, of the night to have come up with such definitive results so soon. 
 
   Portnoy matched the grumble with a big laugh. “Tetchy bugger, aren’t you? Well I will need to do further modelling to be certain, but I’m as sure as I can be right now… It looks as though the third chamber calculates, as opposed to stores, the geographic coordinates of a physical location.”
 
   A murmured rush travelled like a wave through the gathered archaeology team.
 
   “I don’t follow,” Kytaine admitted, thinking on his feet.
 
   “Okay, let me lead you then, Rick. “What could possibly be at a location so important to a group of Templar?” 
 
   “Lost Treasure!” Roger exclaimed from behind him. 
 
   Portnoy smiled. “Who am I, a mere historian of technology, to say? But even I can see the Templar cross on the side of the machine. And that devilish creature, of course. I’ll leave it for your team to discover the truth, Rick. Right now I’ve got a date with my bed, so grab a pen while I read the coordinates.”
 
   “Go ahead, James,” Kytaine said, motioning for one of the grad students to take notes. On screen, James Portnoy scrambled about for his own written observations before smiling as he held up a piece of paper. He was about to open his mouth to read from it when a shadow crossed the screen. 
 
   Suddenly a pair of arms snaked across Portnoy’s body—one snapping his head back while the other crossed his chest and tipped him back in his chair. It was as brutal as it was fast.
 
   “What’s going on? What’s happening?” someone said from the dig side of the video chat. 
 
   “That guy’s wearing a balaclava,” Roger said, pointing at the screen. They saw the man holding James Portnoy down, heard him bark something in a language they didn’t understand as he looked off to his right, and then a second man appeared, a wickedly curved knife in his hand.
 
   Something was said. Arabic. James fought for his life, writhing in his seat, but there was nothing he could do as the second man brought the knife to his throat, cutting into his Adam’s apple.
 
   “Call Cambridge—someone! Call the police! Help him!” Kytaine yelled helplessly. He made the mistake of not designating the task to anyone by name so no one moved to make the call call, each assuming that someone else was doing it. 
 
   They all stood transfixed by the horrific images unfurling on the computer screen as the second man sawed the serrated edge of the knife through James’ throat. 
 
   Kytaine realized the call wasn’t being made, and knew it wouldn’t help, but that didn’t stop him from pulling his mobile from his pocket and jamming it into the hand of the young man beside him. “Call!”
 
   Then, into the laptop’s microphone, he shouted, “Enough! You’re being recorded! You can’t get away with this!”
 
   In direct response, the struggle on the screen intensified. 
 
   A revolting gurgling noise wheezed out of Portnoy’s throat. Mercifully he’d been dragged out of shot of the webcam’s reach. The sound alone was horrific enough. Then his head was thrust back into shot, coming up against the screen so fast it looked as though his face was going to smash through it. The knife across his throat was still there, cutting deep into the meat. Another pair of hands held him down as he tried to reach up to pull the knife away. Blood sluiced down his neck, staining his shirt red with the last of his life. 
 
   Portnoy contorted his body into an unnatural position, the blood making him impossible to hold on to. 
 
   The three men went down to the floor. 
 
   Kytaine and his team could only hear the fight. 
 
   The young guy Kytaine had given his phone to paced back and forth as he tried to explain the surreal scene playing out on the computer screen. Just as he seemed to be making some headway in getting across what was happening in that distant Cambridge office, his voice was drowned out by the horrified screams of his fellow students as they continued to watch the death of Portnoy.
 
   Portnoy’s face rose into view, his eyes unresponsive.
 
   He saw the hand supporting Portnoy’s head; the palm directly underneath the middle of the neck. 
 
   That’s not possible! 
 
   Unless. 
 
   It was only Portnoy’s head, severed from his body, resting in his murderer’s outstretched palm.
 
   The sound of vomit splattering on the dirt floor of the tent was followed closely by the stench. 
 
   “What the fuck is this shit? Whatthefuckisit? Sick… sick… fucking… sick… is it supposed to be a joke? Freshers?” Christina mumbled, her voice cracking more than once during the fragmented sentence, conveying much more than the words themselves. No one was listening to her. On screen, Portnoy’s head stared at them with dead eyes across the miles of satellite link-up and fibre optics that made the backbone of the Internet. 
 
   Then came the voice. 
 
   Not from the disembodied head.
 
   Off-camera. 
 
   English words delivered with a hint of Arabic accent.
 
   “The Prophet Muhammad is anything but a joke. And Muhammad is no more than a messenger like the messengers that have already passed away before him; if then he dies or is killed, will you turn back upon your heels? And whoever turns back upon his heels, he will by no means do harm to Allah in the least, and Allah will reward the grateful.”
 
   With that the palm tilted forward and Portnoy’s head fell, hitting the keyboard, and killing the transmission.
 
   No one moved.
 
   No one said a word until Kytaine rose, dazed. “Did you reach the police?” he asked the guy with his phone. He was still talking into it, trying to explain that they were in France, watching the murder of someone back in England on their computer.
 
   “We can’t just… Let’s go,” Kytaine said, shoving aside the tent flaps as he stepped outside. 
 
   “Go where?” Roger called after his back. He followed Kytaine out.
 
   “To the mainland. We have to go.”
 
   “Professor?”
 
   “We’re not safe here. We just saw a man butchered by terrorists… what if… what if we’re the reason he was killed? Our find? We have to go. We have to get out of here.” 
 
   The others began streaming out of the tent in a daze, disbelieving, disoriented, their very souls shaken to the core by what they had seen. 
 
   In the distance, as though to emphasise his words, the sound and silhouette of a fast-approaching helicopter skimming low across the water, coming directly towards them. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   The manor house was dubbed Nonesuch, the old man who ruled the roost, Sir Charles Wyndham. While it wasn’t wrong to say that he lived there, merely living was a far cry from what the old man actually did on this sprawling estate. Anyone driving past Nonesuch’s wrought iron gates only ever saw the state of managed disrepair. That was what they were meant to see. The old man had long since learned that it was better if the world underestimated him and the rest of the people around his table. 
 
   Sir Charles pressed one of the buttons on his electric wheelchair. It was far more than that, thanks to Jude Lethe. It could tweet his vitals to a remote computer, access the core mainframe of Nonesuch, and god alone knew what else. It couldn’t, alas, fire torpedoes. That would have been fun. But it would never be more than wheelchair to him. 
 
   The old man manipulated a joystick to raise his chair a few inches, and then addressed the motley crew he called his team. When he spoke, their attention was undivided. 
 
   “Thank you, I know it’s preciously short notice, especially after Rome, but you know the deal, we live to serve.” And that was the truth of it. To be part of this team, nicknamed Ogmios by those who knew what the old Celtic god’s legend meant, was to dedicate your life to preserving the sovereignty of the British Isles. In other words, no sleep if word came down from on high. On high being some mysterious room in Whitehall. And should things turn sour? Mandate 7266, issued by the Secret Service, made it painfully obvious that the men and women of Ogmios did not exist in any official capacity. They were off the books. Deniable ops. 
 
   “Let me cut to the chase. Mr. Lethe, if you would be so kind?”
 
   The old man waited while Jude Lethe woke the console with a single touch on the screen. The various screens recessed into the table top came to life. From the console Lethe could operate The Nest—a powerful telecommunications and computing network concealed deep beneath the floorboards of Nonesuch. He wore black-framed glasses and a short-sleeved tee-shirt. He didn’t look like one of the most dangerous young men in the world, but that was exactly what he was. Lethe, if he put his mind to it, was one frightening young man.
 
   An oversized LCD screen on the wall showed an aerial photo of an island.
 
   “Three weeks ago Oxford University dispatched an archaeology team to a small island off the west coast of France, Île d’Yeu, shown here. Nothing untoward in that. Summer vacation, extra credit for the eager.” 
 
   “What were they looking for?” Noah Larkin asked. 
 
   “The lost treasure of the Templar Knights.”
 
   “Nice. Don’t suppose they found it?”
 
   “The entire team, students and professor, was found slaughtered this morning.” All eyes in the room studied the screen, where a narrow sliver of surf-pounded rock called to their imaginations. And, with this team, the things they could imagine didn’t bear thinking about. The old man continued, “We know from an Internet video transmission subpoenaed from the service provider, as well as photographs taken of the site, that the expedition had recently uncovered what is described by historical technology experts as a mechanical computing device. The device has subsequently gone missing, presumably taken by the killers. Simultaneously, on the other end of the videoconference, a Cambridge Don was executed brutally. Hold your questions,” Sir Charles said, raising his hand. He pushed on with what he knew. “These actions have been attributed to a radical faction calling themselves Al Aler’eyh, which, loosely translated, means ‘The Vision’.” 
 
   The monitor changed to show a group of Arabic men in desert robes and headgear engaged in some form of martial arts. The image would have been unremarkable were it not for the fact that it was taken from the vantage point of a helicopter above the rooftop of a skyscraper, and a tall skyscraper at that. 
 
   “You will no doubt recognise Dubai in the backdrop,” Sir Charles said, directing his gaze toward the only female in the room. Orla Nyrén stared impassively at the scene.
 
   A circular helipad was appended to the edge of the roof, and it was this precariously perched structure that the men had chosen for their recreational clash. In the background below them, a constellation of artificial islands dotted the Persian Gulf. 
 
   “This is a newer faction, formed well after Al Qaida rose to prominence and then fell back after being relentlessly hunted by the world. They’re younger, more tech savvy and more hateful, yet at the same time are also more selective as to when they strike and whom they recruit.” 
 
   “What’s not to love?” Noah cut in. For a group of ex-operatives and ex-spooks who’d killed more people between them than some of the world’s smaller militaries, Noah’s bleak humour was as close as this dysfunctional group of warriors came to levity. “Known activity?” he added, ignoring the old man’s glare. 
 
   “They’ve made it crystal clear they are prepared to kill anyone who represents a threat to their vision—across any border, any political party or religion. Nothing large-scale, but when they have acted it’s been with a disturbing focus and abhorrent aggression that borders on the sadistic. It’s cold and calculating. No more than one to three deaths at a time, keeping them off the radar in terms of terrorist activity. This French massacre is by far their deadliest strike, and out of keeping. It represents an escalation of scale that has the analysts over in Six worried.”
 
   “Analysts always worry,” this came from Konstantin Khavin. None of the team knew much about him except for his Soviet past. He’d once said he came over the wall with nothing but the shirt on his back, and that was all he owned today. No fixed abode. No ties. Nothing to stop him moving around. It was a miracle he even owned a mobile phone, given his distaste for anything that could possibly be used to identify or track him. The only thing he ever seemed to own, in point of fact, were well thumbed second-hand spy novels. Konstantin Khavin was old school.
 
   The old man gave the Russian a withering stare. 
 
   At length Sir Charles said, “They have every reason to worry when a rogue militant group is capable of doing this in the name of religion...Mr. Lethe?” Lethe triggered a video clip showing a quite attractive young English woman being shoved, naked, from a low- but fast-flying helicopter onto the rocky coastline of Île d’Yeu, legs peddling, arms flailing, hair flying in the wind, until she was nothing more than food for scuttling crabs and assorted bottom feeders in the shallow tidal pools in the rocks below.
 
   Konstantin’s expression remained unreadable. The hard-edged Russian had seen worse. Had done worse. Experienced worse. He wasn’t the only one at the table who had, either. The footage rolled on, showing the slaughter of the entire team, most of them barely more than kids.
 
   “How was this video obtained?”
 
   The big Russian wasn’t being deliberately obtuse—the killing disturbed him on a fundamental level, of course it did, but he would never admit to it, as any form of admission was a show of weakness, and that wasn’t the Russian way. But the question demonstrated that he was thinking logically in the face of such heinous atrocity. He was thinking about the victims, yes, but more, he was thinking about their killers. That was the very trait that had inspired the old man to go to great lengths to save Konstantin and bring him into Nonesuch in the first place. It was what made him invaluable to the team. 
 
   “The video was deliberately left for anyone to find.”
 
   “Anyone?” Konstantin pushed.
 
   Sir Charles nodded. “It would seem the most important thing was that it was found, not by who. They left a Flip video camcorder—bright fuchsia casing—recording on a tripod in plain sight, pointed in such a way as to capture the flight path of the helicopter while the girl was thrown from it. They wanted to be sure her death was recorded. The island is quite small; whoever visited next, authorities or tourists, it didn’t matter, that camera and what was on it was going to be found.” 
 
   “So they wanted it to be found,” Ronan Frost said, his lilting Derry brogue echoing around the room. “Meaning it’s nothing short of a message for us, or someone like us.”
 
   The old man nodded. 
 
   The lone member of the team wearing a suit, a designer one at that, Ronan was ex Para 1, last active in Kosovo, back in ’99. Like the others, he had done things he’d never talk about.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
   “Let’s back up for a second, shall we?” This came from Orla, one of the few women in the world seemingly immune to Ronan’s Irish charms. Besides her gender and her language skills, Orla’s Mediterranean features and shoulder-length black hair set her apart from her colleagues. She was ex-MI-6, an expert on all things Middle-Eastern, who had spent most of her active career in intelligence gathering. “So the archaeology team thinks—thought—that this clockwork computer thing belonged to the Templar Knights?”
 
   Sir Charles nodded.
 
   “And that it leads to the prophet—Baphomet?” 
 
   Sir Charles held out a hand, palm up, in a gesture of why not. “If you think about it, the machine itself is a kind of prophet. As the unfortunate Dr. Portnoy said, it forecasts the tides and the sunrises; effectively, it predicts the future. These machines could also express when celestial events will next occur. Keep in mind this was over 700 years ago, when a woman who announced exactly what time the next eclipse would happen would likely have been burned at the stake for witchcraft. I’m sure the iconography was not lost on the Templars.”
 
   Noah spoke up. “Do you think it really leads to the entire Templar treasure? I mean… that’s just a legend, right?”
 
   “Any treasure would be a bonus for Al Aler’eyh, I believe, enabling them to fund their growing enterprises. No, their primary aim is to take possession of what they consider to be the head of Mohammed,” Sir Charles said.
 
   “The head of Mohammed?”
 
   “The Prophet. Baphomet. The Prophet. You see the link?”
 
   “You think this thing they found points to the burial place of Mohammed? Holy shit.”
 
   “The pun is accidental, I take it, Noah?”
 
   Larkin blew out a shocked breath. He shook his head.
 
    “Not his grave, no. There was talk that one of the treasures liberated from Western Asia by the Templar was the head of Mohammed,” Orla said. She didn’t ever refer to it as the Middle East, railing against the Anglo-centric demarcations of the world.
 
   “They robbed his grave?” Noah said, trying to take in the implications of what she was saying. 
 
   “Took his skull, yes, if you believe the tale. The head of Baphomet—the Prophet—was one of the few treasures they spirited away from the chapterhouse in Paris before the demise of the Order.”
 
   The old man cleared his throat. “Do you concur then, Orla, that this relic—should it in fact be recovered—would be a source of strife in the mid—in western Asia?”
 
   The stirrings of a smile tugged at her lips; a concession from the old man was a rare enough gift indeed. She nodded, not only as a preface to her verbal response, but also to subtly knock that little smile from her face. She had a job to do, and it was the old man who had given her that job, who had given her a sense of duty and purpose when she had all but given up.
 
   “This Baphomet head, if it exists, could be as profound as finding the bones of Jesus Christ would be for the West.”
 
   Sir Charles oriented his wheelchair so that he faced both the table and the wall of plasma screens. 
 
   “As Orla alluded, if the head of Muhammad ends up in the hands of a radical Islamic group, the region is looking at certain war. Control has passed this on to us. We’ve been tasked with intercepting that artefact, if it does in fact exist and can be located, and safeguarding it long enough to be delivered to the King of France.”
 
   Orla spoke up. “So presumably Al Aler’eyh has the coordinates to the treasure location, Portnoy’s computer renderings and the machine itself. And we’ve got nothing?”
 
   “That’s the sum of it, yes. Furthermore,” the old man said as he nodded at Lethe, who clicked his remote to call up another aerial shot of Isle de Yeau, “Although we know that Dr. Kytaine’s team took extensive pictures of the device, no photographic or computer equipment of any kind was found on the island.”
 
   “So the terrorists took everything,” Konstantin concluded.
 
   “It would appear so,” Sir Charles nodded.
 
   “But the images were transmitted from the island to the professor’s office in Cambridge,” Lethe said, fingers flying over the laptop keyboard in front of him. “Kytaine would have had an Oxford.edu email account, but sometimes University folks still use commercial services because they allow larger file attachments. I’ll check those, too. They might have wiped Portnoy’s machine, but there’s always a digital trail.” 
 
   The old man nodded. “When you get the photographs, your real work will begin, Mr. Lethe. You’ll need to decode whatever message the ancient computer holds.” One of the screens behind him showed image of the Antikythera Mechanism, a reasonable enough facsimile of the machine they faced. “Solve the code this thing has hidden within it, and we know where to look for Baphomet. Easy as that.”
 
   Lethe scratched his chin. “Well, hell, it’s got to be more user friendly than Windows 8,” he squinted at his laptop screen. “The tech support back then would have been close to non-existent.” He clicked his mouse.
 
   “Just run it through the same 3D modelling Portnoy did, and then use that to perform the calculation that produced the answer,” the old man instructed.
 
   Lethe grinned. “It almost sounds like you know what you’re talking about.” This was how he liked things. Impossible tasks set to equally impossible deadlines. It made life interesting.
 
   “Orla, Noah?” The pair slowly turned their heads toward the old man. “You have been to Dubai before, correct?”
 
   Orla nodded. “Several times, but never on business.” Dubai was the playground of the Arab world. One of the only mid-east states she could recall truly having a good time in, its beaches, nightclubs, and shopping complexes were tempered with a mild yet persistent tolerance for western ways. 
 
   “Al Aler’eyh seems to have made the emirate their informal headquarters. I want you to go there while we wait for Mr. Lethe to crack this machine. Your familiarity there combined with your language skills means that you’ll be able to infiltrate the local culture and hopefully find out what these radicals are up to. See if you can spot unusual activity, you know the drill. Noah, you’ll be entering the United Arab Emirates on your own, but once inside, you’ll shadow Orla for safety.” Noah cast a sidelong glance at his assigned partner. Was he her safety net or was it really the other way around? He could never tell with the old man. Sir Charles was a devious bastard, after all.
 
   “Al Aler’eyh must be engaged in multiple activities, surely? All of these factions are. How can we know what’s related to France?”
 
   Sir Charles chuckled under his breath. “With the head of Baphomet at stake, I’d bet a king’s ransom that all of their personnel will be directed to focus on that. Assume any activity is related. But meanwhile, Lethe will be working to get those coordinates to you.”
 
   Konstantin said, “If they do not already have the code, and Lethe obtains it, that places Noah and Orla in significant danger. We must assume Al Aler’eyh are as good at what they do as we are. Should they learn that you are expecting to have the code sent to you, even if they doubt the veracity of the intel, they will likely capture, torture and kill you. You understand the risks here?”
 
   The old man gave an ever so subtle, grim nod. “Grimly put, but true. Lethe will of course do his best to keep all of our transmissions cloaked and encrypted.” Lethe, fingers a blur as they worked, managed a nod. 
 
   “I think I’m almost in to Kytaine’s Oxford email account,” he said without looking up from his task.
 
   The team’s collective gaze converged on the computer specialist briefly before Sir Charles once again diverted it his way.
 
   “Konstantin?”
 
   The cagey Russian raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You will dispatch to Port La Rochelle. It’s possible that those who took the machine may have left guards behind, perhaps incognito. There may be other artefacts of value on the site yet to be recovered. Search the dig site for any recoverable evidence that might help us. Report findings of suspicious activity. Visit the pubs and look for drunks who talk too much.  Find out everything there is to know about the students and the site.”
 
   Konstantin nodded. Compared to Noah and Orla’s assignment, it was scutwork, as much as that phrase was an oxymoron in this business. Seemingly routine missions could turn problematic on the flip of a penny. And unlike Noah and Orla, he would be going it alone.
 
   “Frost.” The sounds of Lethe’s muttered cursing punctuated the brief silence before Frost responded with a simple, “Yes.”
 
   “Same task as Konstantin, but to be carried out in Oxford. Shadow Dr. Portnoy’s office. Recover what you can. See if Al Aler’eyh left anyone or anything behind. Discreetly conduct interviews and gather information. I want to know it all. Who he talked to between the emails and his death. Everything.”
 
   Ronan gave a curt nod. 
 
   “Well, what are you waiting for?” Sir Charles said. He spun his wheelchair away from the table and rolled off toward the oversize door. “The dead need you. Don’t let them down.”
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
   Dubai, United Arab Emirates
 
    
 
    
 
   Flaming hot. 
 
   Those were the words that dominated Orla’s world as she stepped out of Dubai International Airport. The flight from London had been direct, but it was still agonisingly long. She hated flying. She hated 43 degrees C more, especially with humidity. The fact that this was five O’clock in the evening, well passed the zenith just made it all the more daunting. Not that anyone in Dubai except for the labourers who built the skyscrapers actually spent much time outside.  
 
   Her taxi pulled up to the curb and she got in. 
 
   “Burj Al Arab, please,” Orla said in English. She could have given the destination in flawless Arabic, but was playing the part of a London-based antiquities dealer and English was commonly spoken in Dubai. Nine times out of ten, keeping it simple was the key to keeping your cover. 
 
   The cab driver, a Pakistani émigré, flashed a smile as he floored the accelerator and peeled away from the curb into traffic. “Most excellent choice. Our finest hotel!”
 
   “So I hear,” Orla said, with a smile to him in the rearview mirror.
 
   She harboured absolutely no illusions about Dubai, though she was well aware of the pleasures its distractions offered. During an orgiastic building spree Dubai’s leaders had constructed the most grandiose examples in the world of just about everything one could imagine: the tallest building, the largest shopping mall, the biggest aquarium, the most elaborate and expansive man-made islands…For a place that, without oil, could only support a couple of hundred people naturally, based on subsistence fishing, pearling and limited farming, Dubai had come remarkably far in terms of development in the last decade. 
 
   Orla had to give Dubai’s decision-makers some credit. The oil beneath their sands wouldn’t last forever. Natural resources couldn’t. While certainly fortunate to have a bounty of black gold to call their own, they weren’t blessed with the kind of spectacular endowment that all but guaranteed Saudi Arabia a place on the world stage for decades to come. They were smart. They’d recognized that the oil would run out, and when it did, unless they had a Plan B, their city-state would be ruined. Simple as that. Rather than wait for the inevitable, they decided to spend their oil on creating the most stunningly extravagant tourist destination the world had ever seen. It was a survival mechanism, and quite a brilliant one at that.
 
   Orla wasn’t staying at the Burj Al Arab simply because it was the pinnacle of luxury, although that was definitely a perk. Neither was she staying there because it was a top tourist hotel, though again that fact did help her to blend in with the great unwashed. The real reason she had made it her hotel of choice while in Dubai was because that Al Aler’eyh had used its rooftop and helipad to conduct their martial arts training sessions. That made it interesting.
 
   She didn’t expect to find them there during her stay, but with precious little else to go on until Lethe figured out the secrets of the puzzle box, the finest hotel in all of Western Asia would have to do. The cab turned onto a beachfront main drag. Orla couldn’t help but stare up at her temporary residence as the hotel hove into view. A white and glass building shaped like an incredibly over-sized sail loomed ahead of them. It stood on its own island foundation, connected to the road by an artificial causeway. She knew the statistics. She’d read them in the listing, but 321 meters in height was more than just a number when you were beneath it, looking up. It was daunting. The tallest hotel in the world, it was almost as tall as the Empire State Building.
 
   As evening descended on the coastal desert city, the building’s Las Vegas-like displays came to life. 
 
   Orla’s cab drove onto the hotel’s island. 
 
   She just stared, playing the tourist to perfect. The driver enjoyed her rapturous gaze. He pulled up outside the hotel. She paid. Exiting the taxi, Orla watched for a moment as the elaborate fountains intermingled with jets of fire that dazzled onlookers at the entrance. Gazing skyward, she saw gigantic fireballs bursting from the top of the building’s four towers. It was quite some spectacle.
 
   “This way, Ma’am,” an Indian porter called, already wheeling her luggage on a cart toward the grand entrance. The tourists around her oohed and ahhed with delight as they gazed up at the fiery heavens. 
 
   The pyrotechnics only served to make Orla wonder if she wasn’t stepping into Hell.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   United Arab Emirates/Saudi border
 
    
 
    
 
   Noah Larkin squinted out the driver side of his Land Rover while he rolled across a dusty highway that cut through the Arabian Desert. The light was blinding. Mercifully, traffic was sparse. Brownish sand stretched on until it dissolved into a shimmering haze on either side of the endless concrete strip. 
 
   Saudi fucking Arabia, he thought with genuine passion. He hated this part of the world, though he didn’t have nearly the experience in the mid-East that Orla had. He had been here before, though, grubbing about in the desert sands. He’d served as a sniper within just a few miles of this spot, taking out a Saudi National from the UAE side of the border on HRH’s say so. He was good at his job. No one recognised him now, though many still mourned his target. His instructions were clear; it just came down to making the best of it. 
 
   After flying into King Khalid International Airport in Riyadh, Noah had rented the Land Cruiser under a false identity provided by Lethe. He quite liked the idea of being an architect. Plenty of work for those in Dubai, what with a new tallest skyscraper or some other ridiculous project going up every other day. No one would bat an eye at another Westerner coming out to make a buck in the mighty UAE. The plan called for him to drive from Saudi into Dubai. It was a good ten-hour haul, but it was best to avoid matching Orla’s itinerary. Once there, he’d establish contact with her after they determined it was safe to do so. 
 
   He glanced at his watch and wondered if the old thing would have the life choked out of it by all of the dust in the air before this little sortie was over. 
 
   Orla should be checked in to her hotel by now.
 
   Was he worried about her already? 
 
   Nope, just keeping tabs on the mission timetable. 
 
   At least that’s what he told himself. Solid fieldcraft. Can’t forget the basics just because he was in some exotic locale, wild goose chase—a semi-vacation—or not. Because until Jude figured out that old box of cogs, they didn’t have the foggiest notion of what they would do in the United Arab Emirates. There was, however a blackjack table out there with his name on it. And a woman. There was always a woman. Maybe he could corrupt a nice Arab girl? Better than lying around on a beach. Unless they happened to quite literally bump into Al Aler’eyh, he didn’t see how they could accomplish anything without the coordinates from Jude. 
 
   The biggest danger so far had been not falling asleep at the wheel through the hours of monotonous Mars-like terrain, but the approaching checkpoint reminded him that things could get serious fast, especially given his last visit.
 
   The UAE/Saudi border.
 
   Noah slowed, taking his place behind the massive line of trucks that delivered the goods needed to sustain life in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. These roads were the arteries distributing oxygen-rich blood to the body, the trucks the red blood cells doing their thing. He laughed aloud at the absurdity of it. Going batshit crazy out here. Too much sun. 
 
   He wanted nothing more than to get out of this bloody rental car, check into his hotel and take however many showers would be needed to wash the road and all of its accumulated dust from his body. It itched where it had no right to. 
 
   Off to his left he saw a pair of camels walking in the distance. Without all of the damn oil, that’s how it would still be around here, he thought, picking up what looked like a mobile phone to glance at its display. The device represented the one piece of gadgetry he allowed himself. Ostensibly it was just a smart phone, and it did in fact function quite well as one of those, but its true purpose was well hidden behind a familiar looking object that was anything but. 
 
   Deciding he was still sufficiently far from the border gate to risk it, Noah went through the obscure button combinations that would switch modes on the machine from cellular phone to an encrypted global communications unit powered by a veritable constellation of satellites, but also able to function as a shortwave radio if necessary. Lethe had told him that this thing could patch him through to the astronauts on the International Space Station if need be. Noah didn’t doubt it. When it came to gadgets, he never doubted a thing Lethe said.
 
   Unnecessary chatter was just that, though, unnecessary. Lethe had told him to check in periodically to see if he had anything for them, rather than calling each other up all the time like star-crossed lovers. Creeping the Land Rover forward until he had to stop for the truck in front of him, Noah hit a few keys that called up a new window on his screen where an animation played.
 
   A cartoon machine with interlocking gears spun in the background while an animated caricature of Jude Lethe’s head wrinkled his brow in concern while looking on at the machine. A comic book style speech bubble was filled with @&#&*!
 
   Not cracked it yet then.
 
   Noah switched his handset back to conventional mode. Almost twenty-four hours since they’d met at Nonesuch; he knew Sir Charles would have Lethe concentrating on nothing but cracking the ancient computer’s secret. In Noah’s experience they’d never had to wait long for Lethe to figure out anything that had to do with computers. They boy was a savant.
 
   He pulled a few car lengths closer to the inspection station. 
 
   A few minutes later he was handing his travel documents to a UAE border agent in traditional Arab garb. The agent examined his paperwork closely, looked up and held his gaze for a long two seconds, then handed the documentation back to him.
 
   “You are an architect?”
 
   Noah nodded.
 
   “Welcome. Make beautiful buildings. Something my children will like to see.”
 
   “I’ll try my best.” 
 
   And with that the customs agent waved Noah through into the United Arab Emirates. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   Nonesuch Manor
 
    
 
   Jude Lethe was ensconced deep in The Nest, his own little basement purgatory beneath Nonesuch. Time blurred into itself, losing all meaning as he drove himself crazy, labouring away like Hercules—or more like Sisyphus pushing that damned rock, he thought, sure he was getting nowhere despite the sophisticated array of machines at his disposal. He’d scarcely left the basement since he retreated there more than twenty-four hours ago. Finally, photographic images of bronze gears filled his screens. He’d cracked it. He allowed himself a smile.
 
   Some hackers liked to lose themselves in pulsating trance music. Not Jude. He liked his obscure 80s alternative/indie pop. Icicle Works and Aztec Camera had helped to fuel his marathon hacking session. Roddy Frame’s voice fell away as he slipped the pair of headphones off. 
 
   Surprisingly, given it was just a work email, gaining unauthorized access to the late Richard Kytaine’s OU e-mail account hadn’t been nearly as simple as he had anticipated. The enhanced security was specific to Kytaine’s account, too. To confirm his suspicions, Lethe had picked a random researcher email from the OU directory and within minutes was reading messages about their love life, who would be taking whom on the summer picnic and other meaningless messages. None of Kytaine’s previous work seemed like the kind of thing that would require heavy security algorithms. Which begged the question: had he known that he would be working with sensitive materials before the Templar dig began? 
 
   Perseverance paid off. 
 
   Kytaine’s protective measures, while tedious to break, were far from unbreakable. They just took persistence. And Lethe was nothing if not persistent. His pride was short-lived however, as the words of Sir Charles came back to haunt him: When you get the photographs, your real work will begin… 
 
   Lethe inhaled deeply as he mentally shifted figurative gears while gazing in wonder at the real ones represented on his wall-mounted displays. 
 
   He opened a special version of a 3D modelling program and was prepared to begin the mind-numbing work of translating the photographs into virtual objects that could be manipulated to show how the ancient machine’s parts would have worked together, when a thought gave him pause. 
 
   Ronan. 
 
   He was there now, on the other end of Kytaine’s transmission, at Portnoy’s lab in Cambridge. During the briefing, Lethe had assumed he’d have the access to Kytaine’s account in short order. It had taken much longer than he’d hoped, which put him behind schedule. But the change in plans was not without its advantages, Lethe realised as he hit the button on The Nest’s espresso machine again. If Ronan can get his arse in front of Portnoy’s university PC, then I can talk him through how to get me the completed modelling simulations out of it. Work smart, not hard, you idiot.
 
   Lethe rolled his chair over to the communications console, where he could speak with, or track down, any one of the team anywhere in the world.
 
   Cambridge ought to be easy.
 
   
  
 

Pick up, Ronan…
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
    
 
   Orla stood inside the Burj al Arab’s atrium (like everything else in the place it had to be the world’s ‘something’, in this case tallest), ignoring the ostentatious display of fountain-inspired architecture. She glanced down at her mobile phone that was oh so much more. Incoming message: Noah. She opened the text.
 
   Checked in. Heading for Neptune. 
 
   Orla smiled and replied: See you tonight. The plan was to meet for a late dinner. He’d finished the drive over from Saudi and was now at his pre-arranged hotel—Atlantis, The Palm, Neptune Suite, over on the artificial island of the same name. The old man wasn’t one to skimp on expenses. If luxury hotel accommodations would help his agents blend in with their surroundings, then luxury it was, right in the lap of it. Orla knew all too well that the converse was true, too, however, and so she appreciated the splendour. 
 
   Pocketing her phone, she made her way through the cavernous shopping mall-cum-alien planet, toward an exit that would lead to the outside world. She could understand why many of the vacationer who stayed here never left the premises. Its amenities were quite literally all-inclusive. Orla was not on vacation. She walked at a brisk pace past the high-end stores, pausing in front of an antiquities and curios outlet. Deciding it would be odd for her not to venture inside given her cover, she ducked in through the door. 
 
   A ten second examination of the store’s prominently displayed goods told her that there was nothing of serious interest; mostly just high quality reproductions of antiquities. Though there were a few genuine articles, none of those would have been overly difficult to obtain anywhere in the world. Moreover, everything on display here would have been acquired legally. She wasn’t looking for that kind of dealer.
 
   The interesting stuff would be found outside of the malls and hotels. Orla had the name of one reputed to be able to deliver any kind of historical or sacred object for the right price. 
 
   She left the hotel and hailed a taxi, telling the driver to drop her near the Dubai Museum. The museum building was built in 1787, and like so much else of this place sat upon desert sands that concealed an eon’s worth of secrets. 
 
   The sheer sense of history in this part of the world was overwhelming. Just as a person with a fear of heights feels might feel dizzy looking out from the top floor of a skyscraper, Orla was stricken by something akin to vertigo when she considered the passage of time here; it made her feel beyond insignificant. If she were to be magically transported back in time to stand at this very spot a century earlier it would still be a bustling street corner filled with people going about their business, commuting to work, buying things, having conversations about the weather, worried about having enough money, enough food, enough love… It was a hub of life. A wellspring.
 
   And there were more than a few spies, she thought, glancing up an alley at a boy riding a bicycle in the opposite direction. All those lives already lived, all of their dramas and concerns and desires already played out, the here and now was the net result. This world was a product of its past. How could she possibly have anything new to offer? What difference could she make in the grand scheme of things? 
 
   I am nothing in the vast sands of time.
 
   She walked up to a modest storefront set back from the sidewalk. It was a semi-residential area. A sign, in Arabic only, proclaimed Antiquities & Relics. Orla walked in through the door to the jangle of bells. Sitar music and incense blanketed her senses. Inside, the establishment was small and cluttered. Ornate Turkish rugs covered the floor. The place offered an authentic bazaar-feel. She smiled as an elderly Arabic man behind a makeshift counter of cinderblocks and plywood boards looked up at her. A group of three bearded men sitting cross-legged on the floor examined a scattering of old bones. She mentally compared the men in the room to the aerial photographs Lethe had conjured up of Al Aler’eyh members training on the helipad. The angles weren’t great and the focus was anything but sharp, but even so she didn’t recognise any of them. An assortment of photographs, framed parchments, faded maps and a single oil painting of palms hung on the walls.
 
   The storekeeper nodded as Orla approached the counter. 
 
   She needed to be careful how she played this. 
 
   Al Aler’eyh were known to deal in black market Middle Eastern artefacts, relics and antiquities as a way of financing their operations. She could hardly walk up to the old man and say twenty camels for the head of Baphomet. If these people had any connection to Al Aler’eyh she’d tip her hand right there and then. No, mention of Baphomet would be suicidal.
 
   But she couldn’t just sit around passively in her hotel room waiting for all hell to break loose. That wasn’t her style. She needed to set chaos into motion. She was similar to Noah in that regard. Better to apologise afterwards than ask permission first.  
 
   She spoke in English. “Greetings, my friend. I am a collector of cultural artefacts and antiquities, and I seek unique pieces not easily found elsewhere. I have been to the usual shops and nothing there satisfies me. I was told you were a man of taste.”
 
   The men with the bones paused to listen to Orla speak, but satisfied she was little better than a tourist continued their game—if that was what it was—talking softly among themselves. The man behind the counter stared at Orla for a long moment, appraising her as he would any object of art that happened to turn up in his shop. Orla listened to the men on the floor. They spoke in Arabic, assuming because she’d spoken English she was as deaf to other languages as the majority of her countrymen. While not perfectly fluent, she could understand their meaning well enough.
 
   “She is not easily satisfied,” one of the men said with a smirk, without looking up from the bones.
 
   “Ask her what she wants,” another said, dropping a piece of bone into a plastic tray.
 
   “I would like to sport fuck her,” the third said.
 
   She didn’t react.
 
   The old man behind the counter said in Arabic to his associates, “Finish with the bones. I will handle this.”
 
   He turned his attention back to Orla, his eyes seeming to bore straight into hers, as though he could see into her brain where the untruths she told danced and flourished. But there were no mind readers in this world. She held his gaze.
 
   “Naturally, we have many quality items here in the store. But without knowing what specifically are you interested in I am not sure I can help you.”
 
   Orla made a show of looking around the room and frowning at the various treasures on display. “With the recent looting in Iraq and elsewhere, I am aware that that certain cultural heritage items may have been liberated from their former owners. This transition, shall we call it, represents opportunity for collectors such as myself, and the people I represent, who might otherwise never be able to augment our collections in such a spectacular manner.”
 
   The shopkeeper made a hand gesture while saying, “You refer to items that have gone missing from museums in Baghdad?” The inflection in his voice suggested anger at her insinuation. 
 
   Risking his wrath, Orla nodded slightly. 
 
   The clattering of bones stopped while the men on the floor digested her supposed intent. 
 
   “Well, I may have a few pieces that are equivalent to those you seek, right here…” He made a sweeping gesture at his shelf-lined walls where rows of old pottery stood in mute testament to civilizations lost to the ravages of time. 
 
   Orla looked over at them and shrugged. 
 
   She eyed the door.
 
   “You cannot help me, then. Thank you for your time. I will be on my way.”
 
   From her peripheral vision she saw one of the men on the floor exchanging glances with the man behind the counter.
 
   “Do not be so hasty. I said I may have, but just because there is nothing of interest on display doesn’t mean that I do not have something that might be of interest to you,” the old man said. “Come. Let me show you a true treasure.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   Cambridge University
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronan Frost scratched at his right ear as he adjusted the earpiece until he could hear Jude Lethe’s voice. “You whispering sweet nothings again, Jude?” 
 
   “The sweetest, you know me, Frosty.”
 
   Standing there in the building that housed Portnoy’s lab, Ronan appeared to be speaking to himself. Dressed in a tweed suit with a messenger bag slung over one shoulder, and wearing tortoiseshell fake prescription glasses, the ex-Para 1 man looked for all intents and purposes like another academic wandering the halls.
 
   “Campus security guard just left his post in front of the target’s door. A second pass will be coming back by in a few minutes if they’re organised,” Ronan said, offering a passing coed his most dangerous grin. She smiled back far more knowingly than he’d have expected from a woman barely out of her teens. 
 
   “What are you waiting for then, pretty boy? Permission? Go.”
 
   Ronan walked briskly down the hall until he reached the door crisscrossed with crime scene tape. Lectures were in progress so foot traffic was light. No one was paying any attention to him. He produced a variable tension wrench from the pocket of his tweed and applied it to Portnoy’s doorknob. Two seconds later the door was open and he was inside. He shut the door quickly but quietly behind him before calling out into the lab, “Hello? Anyone here?” 
 
   No one answered. 
 
   Good. 
 
   Staring into the recesses of the room, Ronan could see various pieces of equipment and machinery laid out on high benches that were arranged in rows throughout the room. He stepped lightly across the tile floor toward a smaller room at the left rear corner of the lab. There was a brass nameplate fixed to its door below a frosted glass window. 
 
   And more crime scene tape.
 
   The late Dr. Portnoy’s office.
 
   “You in yet?”
 
   “Outer lab, approaching inner office.” Ronan had his lock pick out, but when he tried the knob it turned, saving him the trouble. He pushed the door open just enough to slip through, then edged it silently back into its frame. “I’m in.” Portnoy’s inner sanctum. He wasn’t sure what he had expected to find here, but this wasn’t it. Blood was everywhere—on the tile floor, the desk—thick smears of it were even on one of the walls. There was a window behind the desk but its curtains were drawn. The room was dim, but he knew better than to turn on a light. “They haven’t cleaned the place up yet.”
 
   “What do you see?”
 
   “Apart from a lot of blood? Small shitty room with a desk.”
 
   “Is there a computer?”
 
   Ronan looked up from the floor where he’d been staring at a dark red, almost black swirl of blood so thick it actually had visible texture, like some kind of twisted oil painting. 
 
   The simple fact of the matter was that for all the death he’d endured he had never witnessed a beheading before—or the crime scene they left behind for that matter. Dead bodies, sure. More times than he cared to remember. But they were usually the result of one or two rounds to the head or chest; there would be some blood, but not nearly enough for the room to be awash in it like this. 
 
   “Ronan? I’m talking to you. Is there a computer?”
 
   He forced a kaleidoscope of grisly thoughts from his mind. A PC and monitor occupied the dead professor’s desk. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What kind? Where is it?”
 
   “Desktop PC. On the desktop.”
 
   Walking around the desk, Ronan looked at the computer monitor more closely. There were swatches of blood there, too. The display screen was black but he noticed a green LED speckled with blood indicating it had power. The equipment hadn’t yet been shut down never mind confiscated.
 
   University officials would have been told not to touch anything. They’d taken the instruction literally, the trauma of Portnoy’s murder still sinking in. Soon enough they’d want answers: who, what, where, when, and most importantly…why?
 
   But for now they were in shock. 
 
   None of this was his concern. 
 
   “Monitor’s got power but screen is black.”
 
   “Wake it up. Nudge the mouse. Don’t hit any keys.”
 
   Ronan eyed the computer keyboard and mouse in the middle of the desk. Leaning over the desk without touching it, he did as he was told and nudged the mouse with a fingernail. The display flickered and caught, white light bathing the work area. 
 
   “Talk to me, Frosty. What do you see?” Lethe wasn’t taking any chances. He wanted to guide Ronan through every little step, minimising the risk of the Irishman screwing up. 
 
   “Looks like an e-mail program up on the screen. First glance, nothing that looks exciting.”
 
   “Okay, I’ve already read those. Here’s what I need you to do: look for the 3D program that he used to model the relic device. Start by checking recently opened programs.
 
   Ronan did as he was told. Beyond the browser and email programs, there was a list of names he didn’t recognise. He read through them until Lethe said, “That’s the fella,” in response to the name: “AutoCAD.”
 
   “Open it. Tell me what you see.”
 
   It took a moment for the software application to initialize. When it finally did he sucked his breath in sharply. 
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “A wireframe diagram of a bunch of gears and cogs. Has some exploded parts showing how they fit together. Must be our old machine.”
 
   “Is there an animation?”
 
   “How the fuck would I know?”
 
   “Just look for a play button. Do you see one anywhere in the file you have open?
 
   Ronan looked.
 
   “Okay, there’s one. Click it?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   Ronan watched the monitor as some of the diagrammed 3D machine components began to spin. 
 
   “One wheel stopped and now another, smaller one started.”
 
   “Okay, okay, that’s it. Send it to me.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Close the program and attach that design file to an email, easy as that.”
 
   “Won’t somebody know if I send—“
 
   “I’ll erase your tracks afterward. Trust me, this is what I do. Just send it.”
 
   Ronan opened the browser and signed in to his online e-mail account. He opened a new mail to Lethe, the subject Proud Mary, and attached the AutoCAD file to the mail. He wondered if Lethe would get the joke. 
 
   And then he heard the outer office door open.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
   Dubai, Palm Island
 
    
 
   “You did what?” Noah stood in the midst of luxury that made him uncomfortable. The morning sun streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the suite in the Atlantis. Fish swam behind him where one of the walls had been engineered to be part of a massive aquarium. For all of the splendour, Orla only saw the concern in her colleague’s eyes.
 
   “I couldn’t just sit around and wait to hear from Jude.”
 
   “Why the hell not? Those were our orders.” He waved an arm at the aquarium wall, the plush carpet and the wet bar off to one side—“I hate this shit as much as the next man, but we’ve got a job to do: act like tourists and wait for Jude to tell us where to go. Now you’ve gone and jammed a bloody great stick into a hornet’s nest.”
 
   Orla frowned as she watched a small shark swim by Noah’s head. “I had no idea it would pan out.”
 
   “And you still did it. That’s worse.” Noah wished he had met with Orla last night. Instead, he’d just taken a shower and gone to sleep, not realising she’d already set events into motion.
 
   “The guy from the antiquities shop set up a breakfast meeting with one of his buyers. I have no idea if he’s from Al Aler’eyh or not. Once it’s clear that he’s not, then it’s over. Might only take a few minutes.”
 
   Noah nodded. “You’re rather skirting the issue of what the fuck happens if he is, aren’t you?”
 
   “No. Then we do our job. That’s the bit we’re good at. Trust me.” Orla watched a shark behind his head lash out at a passing fish, a small cloud of blood issuing from its side in the shark’s wake.
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   Orla sipped at a cup of lapsang souchong. She was alone in an open-air café overlooking the water along Jebel Ali Harbour. Noah sat four tables down, also alone, but with a laptop open in front of him and an espresso on the table beside. He wore headphones, seemingly listening to music.
 
   An Arab man in traditional dress with headgear and robe strode into the café area.
 
   He stared straight at Orla. 
 
   He had a long, dark beard and sported designer sunglasses. “You may call me Omar,” he said, taking a seat across from her. 
 
   “Good morning, Omar. I’m told you are connected in the world of antiquities. A pleasure to meet you.” The two shook hands across the table. Orla almost tipped over the tea service as she did so, but came away with only a wet sleeve. 
 
   “I prefer to call them ‘cultural assets’,” Omar said with a smile. 
 
   “Of course. A little less emotive that way, and that’s what they are, after all. So you are a salesman?” She looked around, making a conscious effort not to glance at Noah even out of her peripheral vision. 
 
   “I am more of what you would call a facilitator, but yes, my ultimate objective is indeed to sell you something that you desire.” He smiled like a shark.
 
   She wasn’t sure what to say next. She settled on, “The harbour is beautiful.” 
 
   “But not, alas, mine to sell you.” He chuckled. “I am told it is the largest artificial harbour in the world, did you know that?”
 
   “No, but I can’t say I’m surprised. I guess they needed a big harbour for all the barges and work boats that constructed these islands,” she said, indicating The Palm in the distance.
 
   “Yes, and this is not even Dubai’s only harbour. There are two others,” he said, accepting a pour of tea from a young Pakistani female server. 
 
   “Is it true that some of these artificial islands are slowly sinking back into the sea?” 
 
   Omar shrugged. “May the peace and blessings of Allah be upon our islands.” Apparently he was satisfied to leave it at that, since he said nothing further, only staring at Orla over the rim of his teacup. 
 
   “Pardon me, Omar, but I see that you carry no bags. Does this mean that you don’t have any art—cultural assets for me today?”
 
   Omar took a sip of tea and then took his time setting the cup back down on the saucer. “It does not. Allow me to explain.”
 
   Orla waited for him to continue. Don’t do all the talking yourself. Let him direct the conversation. Get him comfortable…
 
   “The assets we have access to are quite valuable. So valuable, in fact, that it would not be prudent of me to bring them to a public location such as this. I’m sure that you, as a serious collector, can appreciate that.”
 
    “Of course. They are, after all, assets to whatever culture they may happen to find themselves in.”
 
   Omar smiled. “Precisely. Not to mention the fact that some of the items are rather large in size.” 
 
   “How large?” 
 
   “Prohibitively so for an outing such as this.” Omar brought a white linen napkin to his lips. “But fear not. I have made arrangements.”
 
   From his table, Noah glanced at Orla. The wireless earbud she wore in her right ear was one of Lethe’s experimental toys—a low power transceiver that transmitted everything within normal hearing range to an identical unit in Noah’s ear on a little-used frequency. Noah’s earpiece was currently set to receive only.
 
   “Arrangements, you say? Do tell.” She set down her teacup. In the distance a paraglider could be seen rising up over the water behind a curving speedboat that cut through the surf.
 
   “I have merchandise I am sure you will find fascinating, they are not far from here. A private residence used by our organisation for the purposes of our negotiations. You will be able to view them under ideal conditions and of course in the strictest privacy. You will not pressured to buy, you have my word, although if a transaction is to your liking, it can be facilitated there.”
 
   Orla nodded. 
 
   This was exactly how she expected a high-dollar black market exchange to be handled. Even so, the thought of going to a private residence didn’t sit well with her, cover or no cover, but it would completely blow the cover if she were to back out now, having sought them out.
 
   She made a show of looking at her watch, a dainty jewelled piece that really wasn’t her. “I’ve got a couple of hours. Lead on.” 
 
   Omar smiled broadly and stood. “Most excellent. Let us be on our way. I would like for you to have plenty of time to consider your purchases.”
 
   Orla gazed into the man’s mirrored glasses. She would have preferred to see his eyes—because even if there were no mind readers in this world there were liars, and hiding the eyes made deceit easier. She had no idea if Omar was an opportunist, tuned into the underground world of stolen relics, or if he had connections to Al Aler’eyh. 
 
   She decided to angle for more information about their destination. Otherwise Noah would have to risk tailing her. 
 
   “Where exactly are we going?”
 
   She immediately regretted her choice of words. Exactly would certainly be off-putting to a man engaged in illegal activities.
 
   “Have you been to our Islands of The World?”
 
   “You mean the man-made map of islands?”
 
   “Yes, that’s it. The ones you worry might be sinking,” he added with a smirk.
 
   “No, I haven’t.”
 
   “You must have seen them on your flight in?” Was it just assumption, or had Omar let something slip? She had flown in, but air travel wasn’t the only way to get to Dubai. Cruise ships were docked all along the harbour. Noah had driven. He could well have friends in interesting places, and checked her itinerary, or he could just as easily have been playing the odds.
 
   “Briefly. I didn’t pay much attention.”
 
   “A client of ours has a residence there he is kind enough to permit us to use from time to time. Come, the only way there is by a short boat trip. I have one waiting across the street in the harbour.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
   Cambridge University
 
    
 
   “Somebody’s here!” Ronan Frost rasped. 
 
   He was already moving—back behind the desk, dropping low. He eyed the window with its closed curtains. It didn’t offer an easy way out. If he took the time to open the window and the intruder was heading straight for the office, he wouldn’t make it. He heard the footfalls in the outer room purposefully approaching. The newcomer was headed for the inner office.
 
   Ronan pulled out the desk chair and dropped to his knees on the floor. 
 
   He crammed himself into the space underneath the desk and pulled the chair back in place. 
 
   The front of the desk went all the way to the floor; anyone entering the room wouldn’t be able to see him without going around back. If he’d been a religious man he’d have been praying to every god or devil out there trading his soul to keep them on the other side of the desk. 
 
   “…hear anything?” Jude Lethe’s voice was low and calm in the earbud, but Ronan hadn’t caught most of what he’d said in his scramble to get out of sight. 
 
   The door to the office opened. 
 
   Ronan heard not one, but two pairs of feet enter the office.
 
   “I don’t show any scheduled activity for Portnoy’s office.” Lethe’s voice seemed incredibly loud in his ear. Ronan could only imagine the systems Lethe had access to, but none of them answered the most telling question: Were these intruders Al Aler’eyh or were they local authorities? He cursed himself for being lax with his situational awareness. Case out a university crime scene after the fact? He had to admit that, while the terrorist group might have left some tentacles trailing behind its slimy body as it slithered back from whence it came, he personally had considered that an unlikely possibility. Oxford? 
 
   But the voices dispelled all doubt.
 
   “No sir, no one’s been in here at all, not even to clean. Just you guys when you taped it all up right after it happened.”
 
   “Open that window, would you?”
 
   Fuck. The window was right in front of him, behind the desk.
 
   “I can flip on the overheads if you want more light, sir.”
 
   That’s it. Keep him over there. Fear walked hand in hand with the intruders. He fought it back. It wasn’t about his personal safety. He could talk his way out of this if he had to, or fight his way out if he couldn’t. If he suddenly came up from under the desk, the pair would be considerably more scared than he was. That fear would be all he needed to get out. The old man would have my bloody head if this shit gets out! 
 
   “No, just go ahead and open the window. Let’s get some real light in here. Not to mention some fresh air. Place fucking reeks.”
 
   Ronan’s mind raced with possible excuses he could offer if discovered. He couldn’t very well claim he was an employee who’d wandered through the police tape into the wrong room—not when he was hiding out under the desk. 
 
   Ronan watched the feet from under the desk. Two boots stepped up to the window. The room flooded with daylight as the curtain was slid aside and the window raised with the squeaky protest of old wood. The man at the window turned around as the curtains billowed inward behind him, a cool breeze filling the room. Shadows created by the open window danced about his impromptu office furniture hideout.
 
   “Now what, sir?”
 
   “Go ahead and disconnect the computer for me. No need to worry about the monitor or the peripherals, just the box. We’re after the hard drive.”
 
   Silence. 
 
   To Ronan it sounded as though his breathing was like a waterfall crashing around the little room. 
 
   The sound of a throat clearing filled the air. “I—I don’t think we have permission to take the computer, sir. Or anything from this room, really.”
 
   “Is that so? Sure about that, are we?”
 
   “I’m quite sorry, sir, it’s just that—“
 
   “Turn around and go back to the window. Look down there and you’ll see my Super, Captain Engles, the man in charge of the entire fucking county. Shall I be the one to inform him that we have a problem, or would you like to do the honours?” 
 
   Ronan saw the boots swing around on the floor but remain in a fixed place. And then he could see the lower half of the man—his trouser legs—at the window.
 
   “I don’t see anyone down there.” His voice sounded curiously distant, as though he was leaning out the window, trying to see who was down there from his fourth floor vantage point.
 
   “You can’t miss him. Southwest corner of the quad, last I saw. Go on, have a look.”
 
   Ronan watched as the man at the window got up almost on tiptoe to further crane his neck outside for a better view. Ronan instinctively shrunk further into the recesses of his crawlspace as the second man’s black trainers came into view in front of him. Not standard police issue footwear, Ronan thought.
 
   “Bollocks! I’m telling you, there’s no one down there with—“
 
   The man at the window never finished his sentence. 
 
   As Ronan watched, the man and running shoes crouched low beneath the other man and in one swift and fluid motion, lifted the legs of the other man. 
 
   From outside, the other man’s voice came in a terrified rush of bewilderment: “What the fuck are you doing? Put me down! Jesus fuck. Pull me back in!”
 
   “By the light of The Prophet, may peace be upon him, you will now embark upon your final journey.”
 
   Ronan’s earpiece rumbled with Lethe’s low voice. “What’s happening?” 
 
   Ronan didn’t breathe. 
 
   His blood ran cold at the reference to the Prophet. 
 
   He watched the back of the Al Aler’eyh man twist with effort and then heard a scream of agonising defeat—the last utterance of a man who knows he has just been killed but still has a few seconds left in which to think about it.
 
   He didn’t move.
 
   The man took his time, pulling the window shut, drawing the curtains with cruel efficiency. They would have been closed before anyone on the ground thought to look up. They’d still be staring at the body on the ground. 
 
   He didn’t move.
 
   He heard a sliding sound above his head as the PC was dragged across the desk. 
 
   He heard little snapping sounds as the plugs and wires were disconnected from the machine in haste. 
 
   “Ronan, did you send that file? I haven’t yet got it!” 
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “Did you send it?”
 
   Ronan wasn’t about to speak. 
 
   Above him, more scraping as the intruder slid the computer into his arms. Then footsteps as he began walking away.
 
   The office door opened and closed. The Al Aler’eyh man was gone. 
 
   Ronan breathed a sigh of relief, but knew it could only ever be short lived. People would be combing the building in the wake of the other man’s fall.
 
   “Frosty?” Lethe was getting impatient.
 
   “An Al Aler’eyh guy just carried off the professor’s computer.”
 
   “Fuck.” 
 
   “That about sums it up.”


 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Noah had to think on his feet as he left the café. 
 
   A minute ago Orla had left on foot with her contact, heading to a waiting boat across the harbour. Walking to avoid drawing undue attention to himself, Noah made his way over to the marina. He pulled a baseball-style cap from his pocket and put it on. It wasn't much in terms of a disguise, but he hadn’t been wearing one at the café. He dropped the sunglasses he had been wearing into a rubbish bin can and put on a different pair; to the casual observer he wouldn't immediately look like the same guy. People just picked up on broad sweeping details. Memory was unreliable like that.
 
   He peered down from a railing overlooking the water in time to see Omar and Orla standing down on the main dock. Omar pointed out to a sleek powerboat tied in a slip. Then he and Orla started walking toward it. This is not good. Once on the water he would have no means to follow Orla. He could hardly swim behind a speedboat, and hijacking a water taxi with a cry of "Follow that boat!" might work in the movies, but it wasn't exactly subtle.
 
   As if reading his mind, his earpiece crackled and he heard Orla’s voice. “Boat rentals, four hundred bucks an hour, those must be some luxury boats,” Orla said, making conversation.
 
   “Copy,” Noah said, understanding. He was already moving down the gangway to the marina’s floating dock system. A brightly coloured sign to his left promised boats to tourists. He wanted to tell her that she was fucking crazy, that she was putting herself in ridiculous amounts of danger just to follow a possible lead, but there was no time for that. Not that she would have listened. She was already grabbing Omar’s hand and stepping onto the rear deck of the speedboat.
 
   Noah made his way down to the docks as fast as he dared. He avoided staring out at Orla and instead turned left toward the boat rental dock. The sound of water lapping gently against the hulls of the boats in their slips did little to calm his nerves as he approached the rental outfit. A European family of four stepped away from the rental stall to board their runabout, and a young Arabic man with that annoyingly gregarious manner common to beachside workers everywhere greeted Noah with a 'let me help you with your money' smile. 
 
   While the boat guy explained the available options, Noah saw Omar’s boat pulling out of the slip. He was getting left behind.  Five minutes later he had the keys to a vessel of his own, albeit much smaller and slower. Five minutes was a lifetime in love and war. Noah pretended to pay attention to the last minute safety instructions the rental guy was going over. All the while Orla’s boat was disappearing into deep water. 
 
   Noah put the boat into gear and eased out of the slip, mindful of the employee’s watchful stare. He kept the boat under careful control, the speed painfully slow until he had turned out into the main channel. Once he was safely out of sight of the rental stall, Noah opened up the throttle, ignoring the posted NO WAKE signs while he pointed the craft’s nose at the marina entrance.
 
   If he couldn’t get a visual on them once he reached open water, he wouldn’t be able to do much for her. That thought chilled him. The range of the comm gear was a couple of klicks. Lethe had geeked out over the tech specs of all his gear at one time or other, but Noah had predictably switched off. He couldn’t recall the exact range of these earbuds. One klick, two, twenty.  He wasn't about to call up Jude and ask. 
 
   He eased his small craft through an eclectic mix of seagoing vessels, all of them worth a small or in many cases not so small fortune, as he made his way out to the marina entrance—old wooden dhows were side by side with sleek modern megayachts. On one of the latter a bevy of bikini-clad beauties sunbathed on the foredeck. One of the girls gave him a friendly wave, another held up a champagne glass in a toast. Noah being Noah couldn’t resist tipping his cap to return the greeting, but he kept his focus very much on the open water ahead. He slipped past the end of a rock jetty and then jammed the throttle up to high with the heel of his hand.
 
   He looked right, toward the Gulf of Oman, and saw only a pair of smaller sailboats that looked like they might be racing. A smattering of other craft could be seen far in the distance, but Noah didn’t think Orla’s boat could have gotten that far. He peered straight ahead, deep out into the Persian Gulf, but he didn’t see many vessels in that direction. Gazing left, toward the Palm islands and nearer still—the artificial island group that made up The World project, he found a steady stream of vessels to search amongst. From this distance they all looked the same—like white dots. 
 
   He searched about in the small console beneath the steering wheel, hoping there might be a pair of binoculars. No such luck. There was a VHF marine radio, that was it. Noah stared out into the Gulf once more, then swivelled his head left toward the manmade islands. No choice. He activated his transmitter and addressed Orla.
 
   “I’m just outside the marina in a boat. Which way?” He hoped the desperation in his voice conveyed how powerless he felt to help her right about now. A few seconds went by during which Noah thought she must have gone out of range, and then her voice reached his ears, bubbly, exuberant, effervescent. 
 
   “You’re taking me around the world, are you? All in one day? Trying to impress me?" Noah drowned out Orla’s peals of bogus laughter by jamming his throttle full up and pointing the boat’s nose to the left. He’d heard all he needed to. Orla had received his communication and managed to work her destination into her conversation with Omar. They’d gone to The World. Yes, it was a large island group, but at least now he knew in which direction to go.
 
   How exactly he would locate them once he reached The World, he wasn’t sure, but for now he aimed for what he guessed ought to be “China.” He wished she could just leave her earpiece set to transmit, but the batteries would not last long if they did that.
 
   Suddenly his earpiece came to life. “I’ve always wanted to go to Japan, Omar!” Then it clicked off. But again, that was enough. Noah adjusted course and willed the little motorboat to go faster. He maintained a decent clip, skimming across the placid surface of the Persian Gulf, but he knew that Omar’s craft had made much shorter work of this passage. He hoped that his runabout’s smaller size might translate to increased manoeuvrability once they actually reached the convoluted spread of islands.
 
   Light boat traffic marked Noah’s arrival at The World. He squinted at the identical looking land masses ahead and tried to gauge which was Japan. From above, it was easy to identify the characteristic shapes and patterns that comprised The World, but from sea level telling your Japan's from your Costa Brava's was not so straightforward. 
 
   Noah aimed the prow of his little boat at a beige strip of sand he hoped marked the edge of the rising sun.
 
   


 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   Cambridge
 
    
 
    
 
   “Shitfuckshit, Ronan. You’ve got to get it back!”
 
   The operative backed out from under the desk. 
 
   “Shhhh! I can’t hear what’s going on with you blathering off in my ear. Gimme a second.”
 
   He listened for any sounds in the adjoining room. Nothing. 
 
   “Okay, back into the lab…” He eased the door open and slipped into the outer room. The main door had been left wide open. Ronan recoiled at the sight of the open hallway. But could it be a ruse? In his day, Ronan had seen it all. Deception was one of the best tactical advantages a soldier could possess. He scanned the room left and right for any signs that the thief had tried to fake him out, if in fact he even knew about him, by opening the door and then remaining hidden in the lab.
 
   But instigating the gambit cost him precious time. There was no one else in the lab. Moreover, Ronan heard footsteps and voices in the hall.
 
   “I don’t hear you breathing heavy, Frosty, why aren't you running like your arse is on fire?”
 
   “Company’s coming.”
 
   Jude Lethe let out a heavy sigh. “Christ almighty, tell me you didn't just push that guy out the window?”
 
   “Not me." 
 
   “It's all over the police scanner. They’re coming your way now. I don’t have a visual. Get out before you have to answer a lot of questions. We need that hard drive.”
 
   “Pretty sure it’s official Al Aler’eyh inventory now. Fill you in on that later. Standby…” Ronan looked left and turned right into the hallway. He could hear people just about to turn the corner but couldn’t see them. He wouldn’t make it all the way to the end of the hall before they turned into the same corridor. He pushed open a men’s room door. No one visible, three stalls, doors closed. He bent down and looked underneath. Nothing. He ran to the farthest stall and entered it. Heard the voices outside grow louder, the blaring of two-way radios. 
 
   Police responding to the body outside. 
 
   Ronan looked around the stall. Unremarkable, save for the window overhead. Long and rectangular in shape, tilted open on cantilevers, outside air flowing through, no screen. 
 
   He leapt onto the toilet cistern. He could just about see out of one end of the window. Spying down on the grounds below, he saw no one directly below him, but a mass of people gathered to his right, where the body lay.
 
   Wait a minute…
 
   “What’s your twenty?” Lethe queried.
 
   A body lay on the ground, with some blood on the grass around it, but it was upright and…Ronan squinted as he sought to take in the details from a distance… the person was talking, by the looks of it, to the people around him. And he recognised the trousers from Portnoy’s office.
 
   The guy had survived! Pushed out of a fourth story window and he lived… Jesus.
 
   “Ronan, you copy?”
 
   Just then the restroom door opened. The trammel of footsteps echoed inside the bathroom, followed closely by cries of, “He’s in here!”
 
   “Just taking a dump, mate, but I’m not the only one who has to go right about now if you get my drift.” The possibility of a confrontation wasn't ideal. He was sure he could take out all…four, by the sound of it…of these workmen if need be, but he'd rather not. No doubt the Al Aler’eyh guy who’d just stolen the PC and defenestrated the hapless officer was already well on his way to some high class lair with a bunch of higher end escorts to bide his time until he could reach his fifty virgins in heaven or whatever the hell it was they believed in these days. He knew one thing from dealing with his fair share of extremists, and that was that when it comes to religion, fundamentalists are not afraid of death; they were more afraid of laughter.
 
   Ronan patted a couple of pockets in the tactical vest he wore underneath his dull civilian jacket until he found what he was looking for. A length of 550 paracord, the same semi-stretchy stuff used for making zipper ties and webbing on backpacks and the like. Only now he was in the unfortunate position of needing to depend on it quite a bit more than that. 
 
   Taking the same folding blade that he would have to use to incapacitate the newcomers with if this idea didn’t pan out, he quickly unravelled what he hoped would be sufficient length. He sliced it from the small bundle and looped it around the window frame handle on his way out the window. The stuff was technically capable of supporting his static weight but was absolutely not designed for climbing or any kind of shock load. 
 
   But it was all he had. 
 
   With Lethe yammering in his ear and a bunch of guys kicking in the first stall to shout, “Clear,” a second later Ronan let himself drop outside the window. He used the ivy covered brick wall to provide some resistance with his feet as he rappelled rapidly toward the grassy quad. 
 
   His lead foot caught on a chip in the brick edifice and he felt the thin cord snap when he was about ten feet above the ground. 
 
   He hit the grass running toward the guy who’d landed nearby.
 
   “That's better, I can hear your breathing now, mate.”
 
   “Quick interview to do. Standby. Sticking on transmit.”
 
   Transmit-only mode would allow Lethe to hear whatever Ronan heard, including his own voice, but that wasn’t the only reason he favoured it. Blessed silence. He wouldn’t be able to hear Lethe nagging at him as long as he was transmitting. 
 
   Ronan knew he didn’t have much time. He sprinted over to the fallen man where the first paramedics were now arriving on scene. Altogether a circle of about ten people immediately surrounded the man, with another fifteen or so straggling around nearby. 
 
   Ronan didn’t need to say anything, to ask the obvious question. He could hear the EMT imploring the victim while he shone a light into his eyes, “What happened to you? Can you tell me what caused your fall?”
 
   “Baphomet…“
 
   Suddenly the man began shaking violently, a river of vomit issuing from his bloody mouth.
 
   “He’s convulsing. Back up, people, we need room,” said one of the EMTs.
 
   The victim’s eyes rolled up forcefully until only the whites showed, and then his body went limp. 
 
   “We’re losing him,” the EMTs said. Ronan could tell from experience that the guy had just flat-lined. He glanced back across the quad to see the first cops running toward him. Time to go. No one would be getting any more information from this poor bastard.
 
   He ended transmit-only mode as he broke into a run. 
 
   “What about the guy with the computer—you see him?” Lethe didn’t waste any time asking what had just happened. That was irrelevant. 
 
   “Sorry, bro. Long gone. You’re going to have to earn your pay the hard way." 
 
   "Okay, well just try and keep your ugly mug out of the evening news, eh? Or the old man'll have your bollocks for yoyos.”
 
   Ronan half-ran half-walked under one of the arches out of the quad, then down a narrow byway until he reached the main street. A city bus pulled up with the hiss of air brakes, open doors beckoning. 
 
   He got on.
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   Noah was lost. 
 
   The World was a big place. 
 
   He’d come in on what he'd thought was Japan, but there was no sign of Orla’s boat, and no real landmarks or signs to indicate where in the world he actually was. brilli-fuckin-ant. He found himself in a maze of what amounted to an endless array of dull, brown sandbars devoid of any distinguishing features. A few of showed evidence of construction—a bulldozer here, a pile of building materials there. He even spotted a small building or two. But the vast majority of them had nothing at all. 
 
   Floating deserts. 
 
   As impressive as the concept was, and no doubt was when viewed from the air, down at sea level it was far less inspiring. There's only so much awe you could have for sand dredged up from the bottom of the sea, Noah thought. The trick, he figured, was in stopping the sea from reclaiming them.
 
   Seizing on an idea, Noah cut his engine and let the small powerboat drift up onto the beach of one of the low-lying islets. 
 
   In the absence of his motor noise, he listened. 
 
   He could hear several boat engines behind him, on the open water from where he’d come, but none in the other direction—further into The World’s convoluted waterways. 
 
   He activated his transmitter.
 
   “I’m beached up on one of these damn sandbars.”
 
   “…is that your house, the yellow one?”
 
   The transmission ended, but Noah smiled. She was good. A yellow house. He listened for a moment more, but heard nothing else. He decided to get moving again. 
 
   Firing up his engine, Noah backed off the beach and headed deeper into the islands of The World, in search of a yellow house.
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   Orla eyed the yellow house as Omar piloted their boat up to a small concrete pier that jutted just far enough into the water to allow a yacht of this size to dock. 
 
   “As I said, I do not actually own it myself, but our business uses it to entertain clients such as yourself,” Omar said, deftly manoeuvring the craft up to the side of the pier while tossing a line onto one of the cleats. He put the engine in neutral and jumped across onto the pier, securing the lines. 
 
   With the boat tied off, he held out a hand for Orla. “Come, I have such delights to show you.”
 
   She took his hand and stepped gingerly from the boat to the dock. 
 
   “I don’t see a lot of other houses around here. On the other islands, I mean,” she said, walking side by side with him down the pier toward the beach. 
 
   “When the global recession hit in 2008, much of the development came to a halt. New houses didn’t get started even though the land had already been purchased, and those that were only half finished remained so. It is a cost of business in the modern world, being dependent upon paper economies.” They reached the sand and Omar guided them to a walkway of crushed coral that led up a gentle slope toward the house.
 
   “Is your ear okay? You keep touching it.”
 
   The question startled Orla. She had been adjusting her earpiece after it jiggled loose when she’d jumped onto the pier, to make certain it was optimally placed. She’d thought she had disguised the motion as a casual scratch.
 
   “Just some salt spray in it, I guess. It’s nothing.”
 
   “I understand,” he said, and she was rather worried that he did. 
 
   “So who lives here, at the house?” She said, changing the direction of the conversation.
 
   “At the moment it is unoccupied. Perhaps if our business picks up we will move forward with improvements, but it suits our needs right now.”
 
   Cresting a dune covered with landscaping plants that looked dangerously thirsty, Orla could see what he meant. The house, while architecturally impressive with its winding staircases, multiple terraces and expansive layout, was obviously unfinished. The majority of the windows had no glass. Sections of the outside were unpainted. Patches of used sandpaper and other construction debris lay discarded around about it. The large fountain sat dry. A stack of lumber was piled next to the driveway. She found herself doubting very much that the enigmatic Omar or his company had any rightful ownership claim, but were more like hermit crabs taking residency in another abandoned McMansion that had succumbed to the global economic crisis.
 
   She followed Omar’s billowing white robes up to the house’s front door. He surprised her by using a key to gain entrance, so perhaps he did have some legitimate right to the building after all? 
 
   He held the door open for her and swept an arm invitingly toward the mansion’s interior. 
 
   “Please, dear lady, do come in.”
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   Finally.
 
   Noah slumped behind the wheel of the rental boat into the captain’s chair. He’d brought the vessel around the curve of one of the sand islands and then spotted the white yacht berthed to a pier, and the bright yellow walls of a house beyond it.
 
   He’d found her. 
 
   He eyed the yacht for any signs of people. 
 
   One thing he hadn’t seriously considered—until now—was the possibility of deckhands and servants on a yacht this size. He watched for a full minute, but no one moved on deck. He ran his gaze across the portholes below deck. There was no tell tale ripple of shadows to suggest anyone was down there, either. Orla and Omar were both ashore. 
 
   The Persian sun beat down on his neck while he turned his attention to the island property. It didn’t look like much, but probably retailed for multi-millions, such were the vagaries of real estate in this part of the world. 
 
   It was all about greed. 
 
   It was the height of hubris to believe you could dredge up riches from the seafloor in the form of tons of muck and sand and use it to support ridiculously overpriced mansions. 
 
   This was the only island he’d seen so far with a house on it. 
 
   The isolation concerned him.
 
   He wondered if Orla had known what she was getting into, but knew even if she had suspected there was no way she’d have backed down. She wasn’t that kind of girl. Her radio silence wasn’t worrying. Not yet.
 
   He was about to send a transmission when he heard her voice come in crisp and clean in his earpiece.
 
   “What the hell is that?”
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   Inside the house, Orla caught her breath. 
 
   She stared at one of the walls of the grand foyer. 
 
   A crude line drawing of black spray paint occupied most of the surface all the way from floor to the ceiling. 
 
   The image slanted to follow the staircase leading to the second floor: a goat’s head sat atop a body with one arm raised and the other down. 
 
   Baphomet.
 
   The fact that she knew what it was in no way diminished the earnestness of the question she had asked Omar and deliberately transmitted across the sands to Noah. What the fuck is it doing here? Does this mean you’ve made my cover? Even this basic likeness caused her to shiver, recalling the images Jude Lethe had shown them of Kytaine’s dead archaeology team.
 
   Omar, who was about to cross into the living room from the entrance hall, stopped and turned around to face Orla. He appeared surprised. “Why, that is Baphomet, of course! The Prophet. May the peace and blessings of Allah be upon him.”
 
   Orla looked from the painting to Omar and back again. 
 
   Omar’s eyes narrowed just a bit. “Surely, as a knowledgeable dealer of cultural heritage items, you’ve encountered this figure before?”
 
   Orla sniffed in with her nose, as if clearing her sinuses. Keep calm. “Yes, yes, I’m familiar with the figure, but it isn’t every day you see a daemonic entity graffitied on the wall of a palace…” 
 
   Omar stared at her while he stroked the stubble on his chin.
 
   “In this case it is an artistic representation that we welcome with open arms. Our Prophet,” he finished, unfolding a hand to present the depiction as though it were a fine work of art. “No demon, believe me.”
 
   Orla smiled. “I thought that it was blasphemous to physically represent the Prophet in any way?”
 
   Omar returned a grave expression. “Allah alone gives success. We depict our Prophet only when we must in order to carry out Allah’s wishes, and even then only with the most reverential treatment. Do not worry for my soul. Now, come, allow me to show you some of our treasures. I trust they will excite your interest.” 
 
   With a sidelong glance at Baphomet, Orla trailed after Omar into the living room. There was a sunken floor and what looked to be the beginnings of a wet bar. Omar crossed the large room and went to an oak door set off to one side. He waited for Orla to catch up with him before he opened it. 
 
   They entered the room. 
 
   Surprisingly large, it featured plush carpet, and compared to the rest of the house she had seen so far, it had a lived-in feel to it.
 
   Leather couches surrounded a coffee table with a tabletop resting on a cluster of massive quartz crystal columns. Omar picked up a remote control and window blinds descended from the ceiling to darken the room at the same time as the track lighting bathed them in a bright yet soothing glow. 
 
   Traditional Arabic music emanated from a hidden speaker system.
 
   But none of that held Orla’s attention. 
 
   She was looking at the large worktable that dominated the centre of the space—it was a tiled surface, about chest height, the top covered with artefacts: golden figurines, a bowl of ancient coins, delicate scrolls, elaborate jewellery, bladed weapons that had been used in wars forgotten centuries ago, an assortment of amphora, bowls and plates, thousand-year old incense burners and a variety of crucifixes—some bejewelled, others starkly fashioned from a single material. Orla had no doubt that these relics were authentic. Equally, she had no doubt that all of them were illicitly obtained. It was a literal treasure trove.
 
   One item in particular commanded Orla’s interest. A jar of sorts, it was made of clay on the outside but with what looked like a copper cylinder and metal rod penetrating the clay and running its entire length. 
 
   Orla pointed to it while she made a slow circle around the table so as to take it in from every angle. “And what is this one?”
 
   Omar gazed at the object while he spoke. “It’s known as a Baghdad Battery. An electrolytic solution such as vinegar or perhaps lemon juice was poured into the metal cylinder and conducting rod, and it produced about a volt of electricity.”
 
   Orla’s eyes widened. “And this dates from when?”
 
   “About 225 BCE. A most ancient technology.”
 
   “Electricity, two hundred years before Christ? What was it used for?”
 
   “A number of these so-called Baghdad Batteries have been recovered in the wake of the Iraq War. It is thought that they may have been used for an electro-plating process in making silver- and gold-plated items. There may have been other uses as well.”
 
   Orla contemplated the unusual article. “Ah, that is quite fascinating. Do you have any idea of the other uses?”
 
   Omar shrugged. “It is all speculative at this time, of course, but some believe these batteries may have been used in conjunction with other objects. And no, I’m sorry, I don’t know much more than that,” he pre-empted her. “By all means, have a look at our other—“
 
   “May I see it work?” Orla ran her fingers along the length of the supposed battery.
 
   Omar appeared piqued by her curiosity rather than irritated.
 
   “It would be worth significantly more if it actually works, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Omar grinned mischievously. “Then perhaps it is better for you not to see it work, no? But, I believe I can find the necessary things to fulfil your request. Wait here, please.” 
 
   To Orla’s surprise, Omar did not leave the room but instead went to a cabinet against the far wall. She watched him as he opened its doors. Continuing her appraisal of the artefacts, Orla circled the table slowly, keeping Omar in view. 
 
   “Noah?” she whispered, barely vocalising the sound.
 
   His familiar voice filled her head. “I’m here.” 
 
   Orla heard the cabinet door snap shut and looked up in time to see Omar striding across the room carrying two objects. 
 
   She risked one more word, “Baphomet.” She hoped Noah would understand the connection.
 
   She looked up and smiled broadly at Omar as he set a bottle, two small but thick metal rods and a pair of white rubber surgical gloves on the table next to the Baghdad Battery. What he was doing with such stuff to hand, she didn’t ask.
 
   “Shall we have a little fun then? You will recognize this, I’m sure,” Omar uncapped a bottle of yellowish liquid. The label was in Arabic, which Orla could read well enough, but she didn’t have to. The smell wafting out of the container told her it was vinegar. 
 
   Omar removed a cap of some sort from the top of the Baghdad Battery and gingerly set it aside onto a foam square inlaid into the tabletop. Next he carefully positioned the vinegar bottle’s mouth over the exposed copper tube that was positioned upright inside the battery’s outer clay shell. He poured until the vinegar reached about two-thirds of the tube’s height, then backed off with the bottle. 
 
   He picked up one of the metal rods he’d brought. Orla could now see that it had a red wire leading from it. Omar donned the pair of gloves, pulling them high up onto his wrists with a final snap as his eyes met hers. He wrapped the exposed copper filaments of the first rod around the iron dowel protruding from the Baghdad Battery. Then he repeated the process with the other rod—this one sprouting a black wire lead—before laying the two rods next to one another on the table and then taking a step back.
 
   “You are going to feel a small shock,” he smiled. “Nothing dangerous, but enough to convince you that electricity flows from the battery two thousand years after its creation.”
 
   “Okay,” Orla nodded, less sure now that this was a good idea. She picked up the black wired rod with her left hand and held it loosely with her fingers curled around its length.
 
   “When you pick up the other rod, the electrical current produced by the battery will begin to flow through your body as it tries to complete the circuit from one rod to the other. Again, this may feel mildly uncomfortable, but rest assured it cannot hurt you. I have seen children play a game using the same kind of rods, only connected to a motorcycle battery, to see who can hold on the longest without letting go.” He grinned. “Those batteries are twelve volts, while this one is approximately one. Have fun.”
 
   Orla gave a smile. She took one last look into the tube of vinegar. Then she picked up the red-wired rod. 
 
   Electrical current sizzled through her as it tried to jump from hand to hand. The jolt was more than she expected and it caused her to jump as she gave a little cry. She could hear Omar chuckle. “You see, it really works! You can let go now. Let go!” But his voice sounded far away, as if he were deep inside a tunnel. The current made her feel as though her hands were stuck to the rods.
 
   She managed to drop the left one and the flow of current stopped. 
 
   “Does that satisfy your curiosity?” Omar said, looking at the dropped rods. 
 
   Orla heard a noise, something falling, hitting the table, and saw Omar’s stare fixated on a point on the tiny silver ball that had fallen from her ear. Noah’s tinny voice, sounding angrier than usual demanded confirmation she was okay.
 
   She was anything but.
 
   Omar’s face transformed into a mask of rage as he turned on her. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
   Orla was so stunned by this rapid turn of events that it took her a second too long to realise the Arab wasn’t waiting for an answer. He had a gun in his hand, and his arm was in motion, swinging. The butt of the pistol struck Orla over her left eyebrow turning the world to red before it went black. 
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   Konstantin Khavin completed yet another perimeter walk around the small island. 
 
   He wasn’t happy, but then happiness wasn’t part of the Russian Condition.
 
   Upon his arrival local law enforcement still lingered around the slaughter site, but they had gradually straggled off after documenting the crime scene and collecting what little evidence remained. There wasn’t much. In fact, he found it difficult to believe that so many people had been murdered here in so gruesome a manner only a few hours ago. The place had been utterly sanitised. 
 
   Konstantin kicked a sea-smooth pebble back into the ocean while pondering his next move. He checked his mobile. No news from Lethe, just those spinning gears, the time elapsing in a little window in the corner of the display.
 
   He didn’t like waiting. 
 
   Listening was an option. He could head into town and occupy space in one of the few pubs, but midday was too early for drink to have loosened local tongues. A few hours yet. 
 
   He looked around the windswept rock. That was a lot of time to kill on a place like this, and not a lot to kill it with. This island, in his opinion, was for the birds. There was absolutely nothing to do here. Most visitors got off their boat, walked around for an hour or maybe two if they brought a picnic lunch, saw the castle ruins and left. He would quite happily have done the same, but the old man wanted him watchful. Not that he expected the Al Aler’eyh men to return. They were done here. He was a great believer in always considering your enemy to be more intelligent than you were, meaning they wouldn’t have left any glaring clues behind either. They were smart, organised, and had already proved themselves ruthless.  
 
   Speaking of which, Konstantin turned back up the rocky promontory—the same one the woman had struck after being thrown from the helicopter—and looked toward the castle ruins. He couldn’t help but flash on the image Lethe had shown them at Nonesuch. That, of course, was why the old man had had him show them. He knew his people. He knew it would get under their skin. Konstantin shuddered. What kind of monsters were these people? Monsters. That was label the Russian didn’t apply lightly. But then, he was a monster to some. It was all about the contextual framework in which he operated. But these people were different. No level of comprehension could justify the slaughter that had happened here. 
 
   Konstantin trudged up a grassy hillock, eyes on the ancient castle. 
 
   He wouldn’t have minded if the Al Aler’eyh men had lingered. He’d have been quite happy to teach them about terror.
 
   Konstantin was special. He wasn’t like the rest of Sir Charles’ team. He embodied the ethos of Ogmios. He did not fail. Ever. He was the best at what he did, and what he did involved hurting people who deserved to be hurt. He had chosen this life, but it had chosen him, too. He had that much in common with the extremists he battled. It helped him understand them.
 
   The little isle was mostly flat. Konstantin took the opportunity afforded by the knoll to survey his surroundings. 
 
   He could see the ferry that departed ten minutes ago. There were about a dozen people on board, heading back to Port La Rochelle. That left him alone on the island with the natives. 
 
   Konstantin walked the well-worn dirt path until he came to the ruins. 
 
   Grey stone rose from the grass. 
 
   It looked like little more than a ruin, in truth, but that was what it was. It didn’t matter that it was once a grand castle, that it had guarded this part of the world from hostile invaders. Now it was like the tired old soldier who couldn’t get out of his chair, mind riddled with dementia. It had served its purpose, now it was spent. He didn’t care about its secrets. Its only use now was as a hiding place.
 
   He kept low, skirting around to the far side of ruin, until he came upon the existing entrance. He’d already done a thorough sweep of the interior rooms when he arrived. But that was hours ago. Always expect the worst. Expect eyes on you. Expect pain. Plan for it. Move past it. Konstantin broke into a jog. The ‘door’ was nothing more than a break in the rubble, really. Stones on the dirt road crunched under his feet. Konstantin paused on his haunches, covered in part by a chiselled block that resembled a natural boulder but clearly wasn’t. 
 
   He peered into the castle, and then watched the sky. The birds often gave away unpleasant surprises, but there was no odd activity up in the sky. 
 
   No one was lurking just inside. 
 
   He walked in through the main entrance.  
 
   He stepped inside a few paces, felt the temperature drop a few degrees. The light grew noticeably dimmer. He didn’t call out, “Is there anybody there?”  He wasn’t trying to raise the dead, just avenge them.
 
   Konstantin walked further into the remnants of the old castle. 
 
   He advanced through the structure until he came to a narrow stairway, crudely fashioned from rough-hewn stones. It led down. He knew from the site briefing at Nonesuch that these stairs were the only access point to the excavation chamber. 
 
   He descended the centuries-old steps. 
 
   Just as it became almost too dark to see, a massive shaft of light penetrated the space from high above. Looking up, he could see that part of the ceiling was exposed, its masonry long since crumbled away. A superstitious man might have taken it as a sign. Konstantin wasn’t superstitious. 
 
   He took note of the myriad footprints on the dusty stone—most, if not all of them belonged to the dead. They lingered, and without the wind to blow them away they would linger a good while longer. There was a metaphor in there, the big Russian thought, but he wasn’t interested in finding it. 
 
   He followed a narrow walkway as it made a gradual decline, deeper into the former stronghold. The archaeologist’s equipment hadn’t been removed yet, but it would be soon, bagged and tagged as part of evidentiary procedure. He recognised the site of the relic extraction from Lethe’s briefing and ducking under the low doorway, went inside.
 
   There was no crime scene tape. Nothing to stop people trampling all over the scene, but why would there be? They hadn’t been butchered down here. There was an opening, like a gaping black mouth in the ground where the ancient computer had been unearthed.
 
   It was next to impossible to see anything down in the belly of the hole. The shaft of light didn’t illuminate much beyond the doorway, and he hadn’t risked the lights the archaeologists had rigged up. He didn’t need them. He had a tactical flashlight—very compact, but also extremely bright—in his pocket. Bright enough to temporarily blind anyone on the receiving end of its beam should they be hiding down in the pit. 
 
   He directed the light into the hole. 
 
   One end of it was deeper than the rest, a hole within a hole where the ancient computer had been dug up. He eased himself down into the main pit. 
 
   Konstantin shone the light around, looking for any detail he might have missed earlier. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   He walked the short length of the pit until he came to the edge of the deeper opening. 
 
   There were fresh trowel marks in the dirt. 
 
   Squatting, Konstantin swept his high intensity beam back and forth along the deepest part of the excavation. 
 
   The dirt appeared to be undisturbed; no footprints or tool marks.
 
   Konstantin focused his torch on this area, trying to picture the box of cogs and gears laying in this depression. 
 
   He shone his light from the deepest part of the hole up through the rest of the pit and then farther up into the main room, the way the machine would have been carried from its resting place, imagining their excitement at that moment. Had they looked for additional artefacts after they’d removed the computer contraption? Had they even had time? 
 
   He shone his light beam back downward and traced it along the deepest part of the hole, lingering on the area where the machine had been found. A smooth dark patch barely protruded into the dirt nest from deeper inside the ground. Just a wisp of slate colour, different from the dirt. He concentrated his flashlight on it.
 
   A stone?
 
   Grunting, Konstantin moved down to the anomaly. 
 
   He swept his hand back and forth over the object, feeling it out, then paused. He didn’t care about disturbing the integrity of the site. He wasn’t an archaeologist. He swept some more of the loose dirt away and was surprised to see what looked like a stone corner. Probably a leftover stone from the construction of the castle, he reasoned.
 
   But as he tugged at the hard corner, he was surprised a sizable section of earth fell away into some recess behind. 
 
   He stopped, directing his torch beam into the newly discovered space.
 
   A hollow chamber of some sort. Not large; perhaps a quarter-meter square. 
 
   The beam picked out an object inside.
 
   Konstantin sucked in his breath. 
 
   He used his hand to sweep away more dirt. 
 
   A vase?
 
   It looked like a vase, lying on its side in the secret chamber. 
 
   He reached out for it, then paused. 
 
   What if this wasn’t a relic, but something Al Aler’eyh had left behind? An IED left to clean up the last of the mess?
 
   Gingerly, he removed as much dirt as he dared, exposing as much of the object as possible. He couldn’t completely rule out the possibility he was dealing with an explosive device, but if it was, it didn’t look like any pipe bomb or pressure plate he’d ever seen. And he’d seen more bombs than he cared to remember, and far more than he could forget. 
 
   His light in one hand, the fingers of his other clasped around the vase, he brought it slowly towards the light, and hoped he wasn’t doing the same to his soul. 
 
   A bead of sweat raced the contours of his neck. 
 
   He hesitated. 
 
   He didn’t have to do this. 
 
   He cursed himself in the dank space. 
 
   Not so bored now, are you? he thought grimly, remembering the dead, innocent people, arranged as they were in that hideous way, who had merely wanted to spend their lives helping people to understand the past. 
 
   Well I’ve already lived longer than I have a right to, he shrugged and removed his mobile from his pocket, composing a quick text to Jude Lethe, explaining he was about to dig something up that might well blow him to Kingdom Come. He didn’t send the message—everything that went through Lethe made its way to the old man. He didn’t need the grief in the event it didn’t blow up in his face. And if it did, well that’d save him some pain anyway. The text was a failsafe. He wanted Lethe to know what happened. He held the device with his thumb over the Send button, knowing the last impulse of his brain would be to press it in the millisecond after the bomb detonated. He began to move the rest of the dirt away from the object.
 
   In a few minutes he had carefully removed the vase from its chamber and set it down on flat dirt without it vaporising him. He wiped sweat from his forehead and took a few deep breaths. It still looked like a vase of some sort, but it was obviously no ordinary one. 
 
   Earthen on the exterior, it contained a metal tube on the inside.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Noah stepped from his boat onto the shale of the manmade beach.
 
   He was two hundred metres from the pier. The water lapped around the yacht.  
 
   Three minutes had elapsed since Orla’s cry. 
 
   Three minutes with the other end of the line dead.
 
   He glanced around one more time. Saw no one. 
 
   He triggered the earbud. “Orla, give me a word. Anything. Let me know you’re alive in there or I’m coming in guns fucking blazing, kiddo.” 
 
   “Who do you work for and what do you want?” The voice was male, Arabic accent. 
 
   Shit.
 
   He had choices: answer the man, remain silent, reach out to Jude in Nonesuch. Each option was fraught with problems. Each had merit. 
 
   In the end his choice was made for him.
 
   A gunshot rang out across Japan. 
 
   That single sound transformed the moment into one of life and death. This remote, hiding two bodies wasn’t a problem. That same voice: “She is fine. The shot, a warning. But if you hear a second shot, she is dead. Do I make myself clear? Leave your weapons on the dock. Walk slowly toward the front door of the house with your hands in the air.”
 
   Noah hesitated, trying to process the sheer scale of the fiasco. 
 
   The whine of an approaching motor became audible. 
 
   “I am loading the next bullet.” 
 
   Hello bad, I’m worse. He thought, bitterly. “How do I know you didn’t kill her with the last one?” 
 
   “All you need to do is listen.” Noah heard the sounds of scuffling. Then the man’s voice, “Speak. Wake up. Speak now.”
 
   “Go!” Orla’s voice stirred some primitive protective urge in Noah. She was one of them, which by itself enough for him. He’d put his life on the line for her, no questions. But beyond that, she was Orla. Beneath the tough exterior and calculating mind, she was Orla, and he didn’t want to think about what that meant to him. He could be a complete shit most of the time, but not when it came to her. For her, he’d walk into Hell and walk back out. Or across Japan. 
 
   Al Aler’eyh. She’d walked willingly into their hands…
 
   Noah heard more scuffling and then the male voice again. “You will go nowhere, understand? We have business to discuss, you and I.”
 
   “Fuck you. Fuck her, too. You can have her.”
 
   Aim one: goad the guy, find out what he knew, if anything. Had Orla blown her cover? That was unlike her, she was smart. A pro. She wasn’t some damsel in distress. She was more dangerous now, cornered, than at any time over the last couple of days. That was the only reason he could ignore his base instinct to go in there guns blazing. He trusted her with his life, and her own. 
 
   But admitting he worked for HRH the Queen wasn’t an option. 
 
   Since the house wasn’t visible from the beach Noah didn’t think he could be seen. It was a gamble. There could have been cameras, but he didn’t see any obvious hardware in the landscaping either—cameras or traps. He ran to the boat. 
 
   A third motorboat approached the island. He could hear the noise of the engine rise. He didn’t turn to watch it come in.
 
    “I already have her. One more stupid word and you will see her body tossed out the front door. Then you can have her. You have ten seconds to show yourself. One…”
 
   Noah maintained radio silence as he revved up the boat’s on-board motor; it ought to be close enough to catch Omar’s attention. That was all he needed right now. It’d give the Al Aler’eyh man something to think about.
 
   He lifted a couple of seat cushions, looking for any kind of weapons. Maybe a knife, a spear gun, flare gun, filet knife. Harpoon gun. He wasn’t fussy. Anything would do. He found a line cutter—a blade tucked into a compact U-shaped hook—it wasn’t much of a weapon. He opened one last seat and found a box of flares stashed beneath. They were the kind designed to be handheld or left in place, unfortunately not the ones fired from a gun, but again, they would have to do. He dropped the line cutter into his pocket and snagged the flares.
 
   The third boat came around the little sand spit and into view. 
 
   Noah centred the steering wheel so that the boat was pointed out into the open water of The World. With the gear still in neutral, he jammed the throttle up to full. He remembered Lethe’s all singing, all dancing mobile in his pocket and yanked it out. No way was he about to get taken with it. No time to talk to anybody, he hit the speed dial for Lethe back in Nonesuch and just left the connection open. Lethe was a smart boy; he’d be able to trace his location. 
 
   Noah threw the gearshift up to full and bailed out, hitting the wet sand hard and rolling away from the surf. 
 
   He scrambled up the beach, casting a glance back over his shoulder as his boat skimmed the waves, ploughing on toward the next nearest World Island. Hopefully anyone looking for him would think he was on it. At least for a few minutes. If he could buy a few minutes, that might shift the entire balance of the coming confrontation.
 
   He dropped and rolled into the scant foliage in front of him as a blue speedboat roared into view, cutting power just enough for two armed men to jump out onto the beach. 
 
   The boat kept going with one person aboard. 
 
   Noah watched the driver bypass the pier and continue on around the island.
 
   Four vs. Two. Hardly fair for the Al Aler’eyh men, he thought grimly.
 
   There was a burst of radio chatter from the handhelds carried by the newcomers. Then his earbud came to life. 
 
   “In case you are curious, the men who just joined you on the beach are with me. I will make this offer only once, surrender yourself to them. They will escort you to the house. Failure to do so will be seen as an act of aggression on your part. Do you understand what that means?”
 
   Noah kept quiet. 
 
   If they’d bought his deception with the boat, the earbud would be out of range by now. If they didn’t buy the deception, then they knew he was a few feet away from two men with automatic rifles and God knew what else.
 
   The sudden puffs of sand leading up to his hiding place dispelled any notion he had about trying to stay hidden. 
 
   But that didn’t mean he was about to go quietly. 
 
   Noah uncapped one of the flares, lighting it and leaving it in the dry bushes as he rolled out to one side. 
 
   The flames took root a lot faster than he had anticipated. 
 
   For a second there was a four-foot high wall of flame, crackling and popping with dried plant debris, and then the acrid smell of black smoke drifting on the breeze toward the men with the rifles. 
 
   Noah felt a searing pain on his lower left calf. 
 
   At first he thought he’d been hit, but as he scrambled toward a stand of stubby palm trees, he realised he was on fire. 
 
   He dragged his leg through the sand, smothering the flame, while uncapping another flare. He chucked this one directly at the shooters. Nothing fancy. No tricks. He didn’t need them. The flare came at them through the wall of existing flames. 
 
   One shouted, returning fire aimlessly into the smoke.
 
   His earpiece blared. 
 
   “You seek Baphomet. I know this to be true. You think I do not know of the race for our mighty and all-giving Prophet, may Allah bless his soul? You think I am a fool? I am no fool.”
 
   No, but you talk too much, Noah thought, suppressing a pain-driven grunt as he scrabbled like a land crab to wedge himself between the trunks of the palms. 
 
   The two commando types split up and came at him from opposing directions. 
 
   Noah had nowhere to go. 
 
   He uncapped both of the last two flares and chucked them against the house, hoping to get one through one of the open windows and set it ablaze. Both bounced off the frame and fell short, fizzling out in the sand.
 
   Bollocks.
 
   And then the two gunmen were standing over him and there was nothing he could do but put his hands up as they raised their muzzles on him. 
 
   One said something softly into the external mic mounted on his shoulder.
 
   Noah’s own earpiece spoke to him once more. “I can have you killed now. You understand the power I have over you? One word. That is all it takes. One word.”
 
   Noah remained silent, on his knees, hands up. 
 
   “I could fuck the girl, then give her to my men to fuck. She would enjoy it.”
 
   Noah said nothing.
 
   He and Orla had walked into a web. The Al Aler’eyh men were prepared. The race could only be to the head of Baphomet, if as Orla suspected that was the long lost Templar treasure. The skull of Mohammed. He shuddered to think of the repercussions that discovery would have on both the East and the West.
 
   “I want proof of life,” Noah said, breaking his silence
 
   A cruel chuckle filled his head. “You want to see her? I will show you.”
 
   The gunman on the left waved his rifle barrel toward the house. His companion yelled a single word at him in Arabic. Noah didn’t know the language like Orla did, but it wasn’t hard to guess what this meant. It was all about context.
 
   Go.
 
   Move.
 
   Get up off your fucking knees and walk.
 
   “Walk slowly to the front door.”
 
   Noah’s brain processed a female scream from two sides—inside his own skull, through the earbud, which was so loud he thought his eardrum was going to rupture, and the natural sound of terror carrying through the air. 
 
   “I have always been a fan of American films,” the voice said. Noah’s eardrum still rang from Orla’s scream. “Especially westerns. There was something primitive about them when the Indians would scalp the cowboys. Come to the front door now. I have something to give you.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Nonesuch Manor
 
    
 
    
 
   Jude Lethe chewed on his lower lip as he concentrated on the gear ratio formulas displayed on his jumbo screen. Konstantin hadn’t been able to recover Portnoy’s damned digital renderings of the ancient device, so he was stuck reinventing the wheel, so to speak.
 
   He registered a blinking light on the desk in his peripheral vision. Frosty, he thought, scooping up the advanced mobile unit he used to communicate with the guys when they were out in the field. Last he’d heard he was riding a city bus through London. He tore his gaze away from the cycling numbers. It wasn’t Ronan; it was Noah. He triggered the hands-free pick-up. 
 
   “Hey sexy, what’s up? Bored with the lap of luxury? Orla not playing fine.” 
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Don’t sulk. Here’s me slaving away, numbers bloody numbers, they’re making my eyes bleed and you’re getting to hang out poolside, drink banana daiquiris and pretend to be James Bond.” 
 
   Still nothing.
 
   “Listen mate, stop messing about, why don’t you—” and then he heard an obnoxious motor noise filling the speaker to the exclusion of all else. 
 
   It was positively roaring.
 
   And then with a start Lethe placed the sound as that of an outboard motor at high RPM. Noah didn’t make mistakes. This wasn’t a pocket dial.  
 
   Position… 
 
   That was the first thing. Get a fix on him. An unscheduled call-in was only ever trouble. The boys didn’t just ring home to say hi. It was like he was their mother, he only ever got calls on Birthdays and Christmases or when they were neck deep in the shit and needed bailing out. 
 
   The noise stopped. 
 
   That was worse than when it had been there. 
 
   Silence.
 
   He didn’t like it.
 
   It made his flesh creep.
 
   Lethe cocked his head to the side while he listened. Not stopped, exactly, but more like faded. He realised the engine was still running but the phone had been left behind. Lethe shouted into his transmitter. “Pick up!”
 
   No answer.
 
   Switching modes on his device, Jude activated a GPS trace that should have told him exactly where Noah’s phone was thanks to fourteen satellites. But the signal was dead. Gone. Completely. No more motor noise. 
 
   The GPS application scrolled a message across its screen: unable to locate signal.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   


 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Noah saw the blood first. 
 
   Then Orla’s captor, standing there in the front doorway to the house, a large fixed-blade knife—a classic American Marine Ka-bar—in a sheath on the golden rope tied around his waist.
 
   Then he saw Orla, wearing a burlap sack over her head, stained at the top.
 
   “If you’ve hurt her…” Noah rasped. His legs shook. He got down on his knees, not out of supplication, but to steady himself on the open ground in front of the house. “I swear to fucking Allah I’ll kill you. O—”
 
   He started to call out for her by her real name, but stopped himself. Barely. That was how strained he was. How far he had slipped from his usual detached, slightly self-destructive self. He needed to get a grip. Fast. He began to see how the captor would be able to tell easily that he had genuine feelings for her, that they knew each other far more than he had let on.
 
   Omar directed a bemused glance at his henchmen, their AR15’s trained on Noah’s chest and head. His expression grew serious. He removed a mobile phone from a pouch at his belt. He pecked at its tiny interface for a couple of moments, then started talking into it, fast. He spoke in Arabic but Noah picked out the name, Khalid.
 
   Noah heard what sounded to him like small talk, some good-natured laughter, and then the word Korea, before Omar terminated the call and dropped his phone back into the leather pouch. He fixed his gaze on Noah, who stared at the thin yet steady drain of blood running out of the burlap sack to pool around the wearer’s feet below. 
 
   “Who do you work for?”
Noah hesitated. 
 
   Omar’s faced flushed crimson.
 
   The simple fact that silence riled the Arab so much kept Noah quiet.
 
   “So you won’t do it the easy way? What is it with you people and your hero complexes? So be it. I am a man of my word. It is time you learned that.” 
 
   As Noah watched, Omar whistled and then they heard the clacking of nails on tile flooring. A dog—a German Shepherd—trotted out of the house, carrying something in its mouth. 
 
   Black. Messy. Dripping blood. 
 
   “This is Kadin. A good, loyal soul.” Omar said, introducing the dog. He turned to the animal and issued a brusque command in Arabic. Noah could only catch the animal’s name Kadin and only because Omar had already used it a moment before.
 
   Kadin shook his head a couple of times, causing liquid to fly from the congealed mess clenched in its jaw. 
 
   “Sometimes, like you Englishmen, he is slow to understand, unfortunately.”
 
   Omar issued the command a second time. 
 
   This time Kadin obeyed, dropping the sloppy mess at Omar’s feet before retreating back inside the house. It hit the terracotta tiles with a wet bloody slap.
 
   “Come, satisfy your curiosity my new friend. This is how a man honours his word in my world,” Omar said. There was no gloating in his voice, no joy. It was just plain, matter-of-fact reportage. Omar was dangerous. There was no aggressive glee or fanaticism about the man. Not for the first time Noah cursed Orla for getting them into this mess, but his mind was already racing, eyes darting from the congealed mat of bloody mess on the floor to the guards, to Omar, working out the moves he’d need to neutralise them, disarm the first guard, kill the second, and deal with Omar before the dog was on him. It was all fantasy, of course. He was helpless. And he hated that.
 
   Noah stayed on his knees. 
 
   One of his guards gestured with the barrel of his gun, the other continued to point his weapon right at Noah’s torso. Biggest surface area, less chance of missing than with a head shot. 
 
   “I said come,” Omar beckoned, almost childlike in his enthusiasm. 
 
   He toed the blood soaked mess with the tip of his shoe. 
 
   Noah got to his feet. 
 
   He walked the remaining few steps up the path to Omar, who reached down to pick the thing up with his bare hand, and held it high, like a trophy.
 
   Orla made disturbing snuffling noises beneath the stained burlap. 
 
   “If you’ve hurt her,” Noah said, but this time the words sounded empty.
 
   “Off the top of my head, I would think I have hurt her very much.” Omar tossed the bloody mess towards Noah. He flinched instinctively, stepping back so that it landed squarely on his right shoe with that same sick wet slapping sound.
 
   He saw clumps of black hair, rifts of skin, smears of blood. 
 
   Orla?
 
   The blood soaked into the burlap sack covering her head.
 
   His mind refused to process the individual pieces of horror to understand what the bastard in front of him had done to Orla. He looked at her bloody scalp on the floor. He looked at her, struggling to stand, stumbling, the blood-soaked shroud over her head…
 
   …and lost all control.
 
   A guttural rage rose from deep within him. 
 
   “I’m going to tear your fucking balls off and feed them to a fucking goat, cocksucker!” Noah roared. 
 
   It all came out as one single rolling sound: 
 
   I’mgoingtotearyourfuckingballsoffandfeedthemtoafuckinggoatcocksucker. 
 
   He lunged for Omar.
 
   The last thing he recalled before the rifle butt slammed into the back of his skull was his foot slipping on the ruin of Orla’s scalp as he grabbed the Arab around the throat.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Noah snapped awake with the burn of smelling salts in the back of his nasal passage. 
 
   He tried to bring a hand up to his face to brush away the astringent chemicals, but couldn’t. His hands were bound. His eyelids fluttered open. The blurred images around him slowly came into focus. 
 
   Inside now, a small room, dank, stale air, on a carpet. Must be in the house. 
 
   How long have I been out?
 
   The sound of snuffling approached and a warm tongue licked his face.
 
   The dog. Kadin. The animal that had carried Orla’s bloody scalp in its mouth.
 
   He could smell the animal’s putrid breath. 
 
   Knowing what had just been in its mouth made Noah retch. 
 
   “Get away from me you damn dirty dog,” Noah growled at the animal. 
 
   “Not an animal lover?” Omar’s voice brought clarity to his predicament. 
 
   “Where is she?” Noah spat. He rolled over onto one side to avoid the licking dog, but it easily jumped over him and continued to slobber on his face.
 
   “He likes you,” Omar chuckled from across the room. 
 
   Out of sight.
 
   More laughter. 
 
   The animal’s sandpaper tongue lashed at Noah’s eyes and cheeks. His front paws scraped on Noah’s chest. Noah tried calling the dog by its name. 
 
   “Down, Kadin! Sit! Kadin, back!” It didn’t help, but it amused Omar.
 
   The Arab chuckled as he lit a cigar. “He doesn’t understand English,” he explained, conversationally. 
 
   Noah felt something inside him slip beneath the surface of reason.
 
   Kadin lowered his head to lick Noah’s mouth, and Noah seized an opportunity. He raised his head as quickly as he could command his muscles to do it and brought his teeth down on the top of the dog’s muzzle. He clenched his jaws together, hard and fast, his attack brutal, feeling warm blood pulse into his mouth. He felt his own teeth stab into firm flesh and bone up to his gums. He wedged the dog’s head into the floor with his own and shook from side to side, utilizing the same type of motion as the animal he fought. 
 
   He emptied his pent up rage on the dumb beast. 
 
   The room filled with the dog’s shrill cries. They carried with them a true animalistic terror that gave Noah a sense of adrenaline-fueled madness he surrendered willingly to. He didn’t care that it was a dog. Right now pain was the prescription and he was the doctor.
 
   “Enough! Stop!” Now it was Omar’s turn to ask for a reprieve, but Noah was in no mood to be merciful. He held the dog down to the floor with his teeth until its eye was pressed against the carpet, scarlet rimmed and wide open with pure shock boring into Noah’s own. The canine twisted and managed to gain purchase with its back legs, and began to push back from Noah’s jaw hold. 
 
   Noah heard Orla start to cry out from somewhere in the room, followed closely by Omar’s footsteps as he crossed the room to intercede in the man-dog fight.
 
   Noah felt and heard the sickening tear of gristle and flesh as the dog literally pulled out of its own face to escape the grip of Noah’s incisors. 
 
   Realising he had just won the grotesque battle did nothing to quell the revulsion he felt at a chunk of dog flesh in his mouth. 
 
   He spat it out onto the floor beside his face.
 
   Then he saw the bayonet come down hard into the carpet about an inch from his neck.
 
   “Who is the animal here? You?” Omar snarled. 
 
   “You left me no choice,” Noah choked, rolling away from the bayonet point onto his back. He looked up at the Al Aler’eyh man. “You are the animal. All you had to do was call your dog off...” Noah rolled onto his side and vomited.
 
   At the mention of the dog Omar took two steps back from Noah and looked over at Kadin, who had limped a few feet away but now convulsed on the floor, wiping his partially skinned head back and forth without control. Omar stepped over to the German Shepherd and raised his rifle, pointing the barrel at the dog’s head. 
 
   Then he slowly moved the focus of the barrel until the small black circle was aimed squarely at Orla’s bagged face. 
 
   “Go on then you fucker!” Noah screamed. “Do it! Shoot her! Sign your own fucking death warrant!”
 
   Omar remained impassive, but lowered his weapon, pointing it at his dog once more. 
 
   He pulled the trigger and the canine’s whimpering ceased along with the echo of the gunshot report. 
 
   Orla whimpered. 
 
   “It’s okay, it was the dog,” Noah called out to her. He had to be her eyes while she was in the dark. 
 
   Omar said a brief prayer in Arabic, then turned back to Noah. 
 
   “It is clear that you are a very dangerous man. In other situations we might have been friends. But you have wronged me.” 
 
   “None of this would have been necessary if you had just let her go. It didn’t have to be this way. We could have all walked away from here.”
 
   “No. I don’t think that was ever an option. Explain to me how it is you are capable of killing a trained hunting and fighting dog with only your teeth while tied up on the floor? I am curious. I like to know my enemies.” Omar paused but Noah remained silent. “You must be extraordinarily disciplined to be capable of such violence. In fact, I would go so far as to suggest yours is the type of discipline only developed by necessity in combat.”
 
   Still Noah said nothing. 
 
   “I wonder,” he said idly, nodding towards Orla, who was slumped on the couch. “How does she have the strength to sit there so calmly knowing the extent of her injuries? Before you returned to us she suffered the indignity of watching Kadin parade around with her scalp in his mouth, May Allah watch over his soul. She is no antiquities dealer. Neither are you, my friend.” 
 
   Orla made a strange mewling sound. 
 
   Noah wormed around on the floor like he was trying to get up. 
 
   “Why don’t you make it easy on yourself tell me who you work for?” Omar pressed. “Why did you seek me out?”
 
   Noah said nothing. 
 
   He pulled himself up into a sitting position. 
 
   Orla slumped sideways, rolling off the couch onto the floor while strangled coughing noises gargled out of the sack.
 
   “You can end her suffering right now,” Omar said. “You can tell me what I want to know, or you can continue to insult my intelligence by pretending that I don’t know you work for an intelligence agency, that I don’t realise there has been increased in surveillance and other activity in this area since certain archaeological discoveries were made in France.”
 
   Noah held his breath. 
 
   “I see I have touched a nerve. Good. We are finally being honest with each other.”
 
   Noah looked at Orla’s fallen body, at the guard pacing the room’s perimeter, at Omar, who seemed…focused… 
 
   Omar gave a theatrical sigh. “I had hoped that scalping your partner would prove sufficient motivation to loosen your tongue. I am curious who you are communicating with, what these earpieces are for,” he reached a hand into his pocket and pulled out two of the tiny earbuds. “I took the liberty of removing yours while you were unconscious.”
 
   Noah smiled as he felt himself begin to go crazy. 
 
   Special fucking forces…special fucking forces…special…fucking…
 
   Omar’s voice brought him back from an abyss.
 
   “If you are not going to cooperate, then neither you are of use to me. Khalid, kill them.”
 
   Omar’s guard flashed a grin at Noah as he pointed his firearm at Orla’s head. 
 
   “Should remove bag first?” the guard asked. His broken English was heavily accented but understandable. “Fun to watch eyes go dead…” 
 
   Omar appeared to consider this but shook his head. “No.” 
 
   “As you wish.” The guard raised his weapon once more.
 
   “…fucking special forces!” Noah muttered.
 
   Omar turned to him. “Do you have something to say? Some last words?”
 
   “I used to be a soldier.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “I’m nothing. Ready to die.”
 
   Omar shrugged. “Good. She is first. Wait your turn.” He nodded to the guard, who took aim at Orla once again.
 
   “With a secret.”
 
   Omar put a hand out toward the guard and took a deep breath. “You are trying my patience, Englishman.”
 
   “I know where your Prophet’s head is, cocksucker. It goes one of two ways, to a museum—a museum in the West—or up for sale to the highest bidder. If it ends up in any Middle-Eastern country besides yours, well you’re fucked then, right? They’ll rule over you as the word of the Prophet—may peace blah blah whatever the fuck it is you say—I don’t give a shit. Just shoot me now.”
 
   Omar merely made an accommodating gesture. “As you wish.”
 
   “You don’t know bloody shit or you would already have Baphomet.”
 
   Both Arabs looked Noah in the eye. 
 
   “I can find it, but only with my partner,” he said, thinking fast, making it up as he went along, knowing every word could buy or sell his life. “She needs medical attention before she dies. She is the smart one; I’m just the muscle. Without her you’ll never find it.”
 
   “Yes, I would agree with that. However, as you say…fuck it…” He raised his own rifle and pointed it at Orla’s head. 
 
   “No!” Noah heaved himself to his feet, still tied hand and foot.
 
   Omar pulled the trigger. 
 
   Noah heard a female grunt and then looked up in time to see the body roll once and then lie still on the floor.
 
   Noah crumpled to the floor. He’d failed her. 
 
   “Lift your head up, soldier.” Omar said. “When I remove the bag, you must look her in the eye. You must see her soul depart. By the power of Allah I command you to watch.” There was no fight left in him. 
 
   “Kill me.”
 
   “Soon.”
 
   The guard grabbed a handful of his hair and tugged his head back, forcing him to watch as Omar stepped up to the body on the floor and knelt. Taking a corner of the bloody sack, he pulled his arm back and peeled it away from her face.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   Nonesuch Manor
 
    
 
    
 
   Jude Lethe was frustrated. Neither Orla nor Noah’s GPS trace worked. Neither responded on their earbud. They were lost to fourteen satellites. Ghosts. He tried every trick he could imagine trying to find them, but nothing. They just weren’t there. All he could do was monitor their frequencies and hope they checked in.
 
   He went back to work on digitally recreating the ancient computer. 
 
    After an hour he smiled, one of the last pieces of the puzzle slotting into place, and turned his attention to the bank of wall-mounted screens. He clicked the play button on a video and watched as all but one of the simulated machine gears worked together.
 
   Before working on the last gear, he made another try at radio contact with Noah and Orla. No signal. 
 
   Now it was really starting to bother him. Silence wasn’t golden in their trade, but he was loathe to stop working on the gear translation this close to cracking it. 
 
   Jude lost himself in the work. 
 
   Accurately recreating the functionality of the discovered relic in this way was beyond painstaking, but he knew that Al Aler’eyh, with the real thing, had a tremendous head start. He performed calculations and refined his code until he was satisfied that the wireframe reproduction on the screen was functionally faithful to the real thing. 
 
   Jude hit the program’s Play button to start the digital machine rolling. 
 
   He confirmed his results by using the machine to tell him what time the sun would rise in Port La Rochelle tomorrow, and then looking up the sunrise time on the Internet. Both sources gave him the same time to the minute.
 
   A chill washed over Lethe as the implications of the relic’s precision hit him. It was like he was working with a ghost. An intangible representation of a centuries-old relic. The work of long-dead men creating an impact right now in today’s world. The latitude-longitude coordinates would be just as accurate. 
 
   He opened a mapping application and fed it the coordinates given to him by the programmatic representation of the analog computer. 
 
   He froze as the implications of the location sank in. 
 
   Then he bolted from his chair and snatched up an ultra-secure landline phone with a connection to one number and one number only. Jude spoke first, before the man on the other end had a chance to say anything.
 
   “I know where the Templar treasure is.”
 
   “It’s about time, Mr. Lethe. Tell me.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   London
 
    
 
   Ronan Frost looked up from his fish and chips. His mobile vibrated on the table beside him. 
 
   He sat alone in a lively pub down by Covent Garden. He was alone at a front-facing table in the back of the place. He let the gadget rattle away for another ten seconds while he took another bite before he picked it up. The food wasn’t that good, but he was hungry. 
 
   It was Lethe.
 
   He had his geek on, and Ronan knew that was rarely a good thing. 
 
   “Frosty, how’s the pub? Full of beautiful people, no doubt. Hope you didn’t get the fish and chips, mate. Actually hope you’re not eating anything there, I’ve seen where they source their food. We’re talking dodgy Romanian horsemeat, you mark my words.” 
 
   “Did you want anything in particular, Jude?”
 
   “The old man needs you to get to Heathrow, pronto. Ticket’s waiting at the BA desk. You’re off on an impromptu summer holiday, old bean.”
 
   Frost slid his mostly finished plate aside. 
 
   He’d known Lethe was tracing his position with the mobile GPS, hence the horsemeat crack.
 
   “I broke the code, cracked the puzzle box, looked into the heart of Pandora and found, well fuck, I have no idea what I found, but I know where I found it.” 
 
   Noah stood up and dropped some bills on the table. 
 
   “Okay, Jude, spill. Where am I going?”
 
   “Bermuda, my friend. Pack your trunks.”
 
   


 
    
 
   TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Noah stared at the open head wound in disbelief. 
 
   Whatever thin hope he had been harbouring that perhaps Omar was faking the bloody sack as some form of psychological torture disappeared along with the top of Orla’s head. She had been scalped, and it had been done badly. The top portion of her face was gone. 
 
   Her face…
 
   The gory head wound was so visually magnetic it took Noah a moment to process the fact that what remained of the woman’s face was most certainly not one he recognised.
 
   The woman was either of Pakistani or Indian descent, her colouration all wrong for Orla.
 
   In addition to the head trauma, Noah saw the bullet wound in the middle of the woman’s chest. 
 
   He took a microsecond to compose himself, then looked up at Omar, who gazed at him expectantly. 
 
   Noah noticed with distaste that the second guard had slipped into the room noiselessly from outside. Understandably Omar had wanted both of his men in here to protect him should Noah lash out again. He was still perilously close to doing just that. It took every ounce of will he could muster to master his anger. Anger that would see him taken down in a hail of bullets.
 
   It was not Orla. Did that mean she was already dead? Or was she still alive, bound and gagged in some other room?
 
   Noah rose slowly to his feet, he kept his head down, not meeting his captor’s gaze. If they could have seen his eyes, seen into his soul, it would have scared the hell out of them. 
 
   He finally looked up. “One chance, Omar, where is she?” 
 
   Omar swept a hand at the bloody corpse on the floor and delivered a line dripping with bogus incredulity. “You mean to tell me I just executed an innocent woman? That this whore is not your partner?” He made a show of squinting while he looked down on the scalped woman. “She looks the same, surely…” he grinned at Noah and then tired of his little charade. “Do you see how annoying it is when you know someone is lying to you?”
 
   Noah said nothing.
 
   “I asked you a question. Answer it: Do you see?”
 
   “Fuck you. I don’t give a fuck if you’re annoyed. I couldn’t give a fuck if you’re having a bad day, if it’s your period or you’re just your excited to lick cum out of your rag head buddy’s arse. Nothing you have, nothing you are, nothing you dream of becoming means shit to me. I know what you really are. And I know what you are not.  Bring her out and we all walk away from here. Don’t make an enemy of me.” Noah said, flatly, sure he was about to be killed. Surprisingly, he didn’t care. He hadn’t cared about dying for a long time. That was why the old man had saved him.  
 
   Both of the guards raised their rifles at Noah.
 
   Noah held Omar’s gaze.
 
   “You speak of your Prophet, of Allah, but this, this is not Islam,” Noah said. “There is no positive spiritual force that would condone your actions. Your faith is misguided—mutated from its intended purpose to something monstrous.”
 
   “And yours, Englishman? What faith do you have?” 
 
   “I have faith only in the human spirit, that men like you will someday be overcome by better souls, that before this life is over—not some fantasy afterlife you choose to fill with endless virgins—that you will know the justice of man.”
 
   Omar seemed to think about the accusation. 
 
   The second guard came in from outside the room. He walked a wide circle around Noah and then approached him from behind while the other guard trained his AR15 on his chest.
 
   “Faith in the human spirit, you say,” Omar said, icily. 
 
   The guard walked up behind Noah and gripped his wrists. 
 
   Omar raised his own rifle, pressing the end of the barrel into Noah’s chest. 
 
   He tilted his head to one side, then dismissed the second guard, sending him off with instructions in his native tongue. 
 
   The remaining guard began tying Noah’s wrists behind his back with cord.
 
   “If we cannot agree ideologically, perhaps we can find some common ground in technology, my stubborn new friend. Tell me about these transmitters of yours,” Omar said, pulling one of the earbuds from his shirt pocket. “They must be relatively simple to operate,” Omar said, pinching it between his fingertips. “How does it work?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “More lies. I had hoped they were behind us. Very well.” Omar clapped his hands sharply. 
 
   Noah heard footsteps echo as they neared. The door opened and the guard returned with Orla, pushing her forward at gunpoint.
 
    Omar grinned widely.
 
   “I have already killed her once. Perhaps this time I shall not be so careless. Now, would one of you care to tell me how to operate these toys of yours?”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Isle de Yeau, France
 
    
 
   The big Russian stood outside the castle ruins and surveyed the island. 
 
   In the distance the ferry was cutting back across the channel with another load of tourists. He knelt and removed the object he’d found from his rucksack. He needed to tell Lethe about this thing. Setting it aside, he consulted his mobile and saw the animation of the computing expert dancing atop the ancient device. He double-tapped his earbud to send Lethe a call-tone that would let him know he wanted to talk. 
 
   A few seconds later he heard in his ear, “Koni, big man. Was about to call you.” Konstantin looked up from the artefact to stare out across the empty sea. “Should be a ferry coming in your way. Take it to the mainland and get your arse to Charles de Gaulle. There’s a ticket waiting for you at the Air France desk. You’ll be meeting up with the rest of the team in Bermuda. Briefing and coordinates to follow.”
 
   Bermuda?
 
   Konstantin stashed his strange artefact back into his bag and made his way toward the dock. No questions asked. That was the Russian way.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
   TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Nonesuch Manor
 
    
 
   Deep inside the Nest beneath Nonesuch Manor, Jude Lethe paused for a breath. 
 
   Konstantin and Ronan were en route to Bermuda. 
 
   Once they were on the island he’d deliver the GPS coordinates of the Templar treasure. Bermuda was definitely far enough away from Europe that no one would think to look there. Have to give those Templars credit. Good idea to send would-be treasure looters, pirates and various ne’er-do-wells a couple of thousand miles across an ocean in an age where slow sailing ships were the main mode of long distance travel.
 
   But something bothered him. 
 
   Although the well-known vacation spot, today a British territory, had been under one kind of English rule or another since the 1600s, it was not discovered by Europeans until the 1500s according to the history books, at any rate, while the Templar trials occurred in the 1300s. Was it even possible they knew of Bermuda’s existence before it was officially discovered? And if it was, how did they transport the treasure there? 
 
   Who, if anyone, had been entrusted with the secret of the Baphomet machine?
 
   Lethe was pondering these questions when the upstairs phone rang. 
 
   “Sir?” 
 
   “You have satellite feed of the location?”
 
   “Of course. Nothing startling. Nothing more than an open field with what looks like brown crabgrass. Blessedly undeveloped. According to the historicals I pulled up of the region, it has occasionally had small wooden farmhouse type structures on it throughout the decades, but it’s never been paved over or anything like that.  I’ve triggered geophys scans of the land and ordered excavation equipment. It’s on its way over there now.”
 
   “Good man. And the team?”
 
   “Konstantin and Ronan are en route now.”
 
   The old man said nothing for a moment. “And the others?” 
 
   “Sir, we’ve lost contact with Noah and Orla.”
 
   A beat. The old man thinking. “How long?”
 
   Jude matched the beat. “Ninety minutes now.”
 
   “Ninety minutes with both of them out of contact?” The emphasis on “both” made it clear that Sir Charles was fast growing unhappier.
 
   “It happens,” Lethe said, more defensively than he intended. “Satellites fail to respond. Solar flares, orbital debris. There are dozens of reasons the uplink can go down. It’s not failsafe. I’m monitoring their channels now, but—”
 
   Suddenly a thickly accented male voice cut across the frequency. 
 
   “How does it work?”
 
   And Noah’s voice. “I don’t know.”
 
   The Arab again. “More lies. I had hoped they were behind us. Very well. I have already killed her…” and then it cut out.
 
   Lethe paled as he turned his attention to the long-range transceiver linking the earbuds. Unlike the tiny earbuds the field agents wore, Lethe’s communications unit was a desktop radio console with a vast array of dials, buttons, LCDs and knobs that looked like something that belonged in the cockpit of an airliner. The radio equipment was wired to an array of large-scale antennae discreetly mounted on top of the manor, in effect making the nest half supercomputing resource centre and half radio station. It was necessary both for communicating securely in the field and during times of power grid failure and satellite uplink difficulties. 
 
   He made a couple of adjustments to the transceiver’s settings and then spoke into the telephone to confess, “We’ve got a problem.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   “The batteries will be dead by now,” Orla said in answer to Omar’s question. “They don’t last forever.”
 
   “Are you okay?” Noah called to Orla as she walked across the room. The armed guard was two steps behind her. She reached the centre of the room and stopped when she saw the woman’s corpse on the floor, the dead dog splayed out beside her. The guard jammed his gun barrel into her back. She didn’t so much as flinch as she called back to Noah, who sat cross-legged on the floor with his hands tied behind his back. 
 
   Her voice was emotionless, flat. “They made me watch what they did to her. I thought it was you.” Which would have been worse than any physical punishment they could have inflicted on him. Noah had survived tortures of every vile description during his time on active service. They all had. You didn’t exactly become inured to it, but you reached a tolerance. They could do horrible things to your body and mind, but watching someone you loved die? That would break the strongest man.
 
   “You’re still alive. Consider it a gift from me to you,” Omar said. He tossed one of the earbuds into the air with his thumb and caught it in his other hand. “So, next question: How can these be recharged?” 
 
   “They can’t be,” Orla lied. “Disposable units. A one shot-and-done kind of thing.”
 
   Omar scowled as he turned the earbud over between the tips of his fingers. 
 
   “Who is she?” Noah asked, looking at the dead woman. 
 
   “Far from me to lecture you on the subtleties of your language, but she was one of our maids. Who she is now, only Allah knows.” Omar said. “She was caught stealing from us and her fate was sealed from that moment.” He paused to look back at Noah while the other guard stood nearby with a rifle trained on him. “And still you see me as an animal, don’t you? I don’t need to reinforce that sentiment. You would not understand. Sacrificing her now, while she might be of some use, was a most worthy end to her life.”
 
   “Just who the fuck do you think you are to say what is and what isn’t a worthy end to someone’s life?” Noah spat. “Are you God? I don’t see any white bloody beard, so I don’t think so. How about Muhammad? Have you come down from the Kingdom of Heaven to save us all with your infinite wisdom? Again, you don’t look that fucking smart to me, so I’m thinking no on that, too.”
 
   At this the two guards looked on in disbelief, rage seething barely beneath the surface of their gaze. Orla shook her head, the slightest movement. It was all she needed to do. He could read it: shut up or they’ll kill us right here, right now.
 
   Omar strode to Noah’s sitting position on the floor. “I have tried to be as civilised as possible, but you are making that impossible. One more blasphemous word from your mouth and I shall cut your tongue out.”
 
   “Yes, so very civilised,” Noah said, looking at the bloody scalp and the broken body on the floor. 
 
   Silence settled between them. 
 
   Omar broke it by speaking quietly. “Think on this, Englishman. If you find the civilised side of my nature barbaric, perhaps it would be better for you if you didn’t see my uncivilised side? I am a devout man. Deeply. Unfortunately for you that means your transgressions against our Prophet and Allah Himself are not something I can overlook.” 
 
   Noah said nothing.
 
   “You must atone for your sins. Let me read to you what the Quran has to say about blasphemy.”
 
   One of the guards brought a small leather-bound book to Omar. 
 
   He found the passage and began to read aloud. “The punishment of those who wage war against Allah and His Messenger, and strive with might and main for mischief through the land is: execution, or crucifixion, or the cutting off of hands and feet from opposite sides, or exile from the land: that is their disgrace in this world, and a heavy punishment is theirs in the Hereafter, Except for those who return repenting before you apprehend them. And know that Allah is Forgiving and Merciful.”
 
   “Exile from the land works for me,” Noah said, with a shrug. 
 
   One of guards said something in Arabic.
 
   “My friends prefer execution,” Omar said, matter-of-factly. He flicked the earbud at him. It hit Noah on the side of the head. It rolled across the floor and came to rest in the middle of the room.
 
   “I, on the other hand,” and Omar grinned at this. “Would prefer to stuff your own severed hand into your blasphemous mouth and silence you that way. Choices, choices.” 
 
    “Do that and you’ll never find your fucking Prophet. Simple as that. I know where he is. Well, his head. I know where it has lain rotting for one thousand years. Cut my tongue out and I’ll not be able to tell you. Dead men can’t talk.” 
 
   Orla’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. Noah stared at her. “What? You’d rather wait for them to do to you what they did to her?“ he nodded at the dead woman—“We’re not walking out of here unless Allah wills it, right? So maybe we were meant to find each other? Ever think of that? We’re both looking for the same thing: Baphomet, the head of the great Prophet.” He stared at each person in the room in turn.
 
   Omar shook his head. He looked at Noah, then Orla. “I already know where the treasure of Baphomet is. That’s the trouble. At first I thought I might need you to show me where it is, but my partners have informed me only today that they have created a very accurate map from the ancient machine and are already en route to the location as we speak. You are of no use to me.”
 
   The room was silent as they digested the bombshell. 
 
   “So you’re going to kill us?” Orla said.
 
   Omar stroked his chin through his thick beard. “It would seem that way, wouldn’t it? But until my associates confirm the actual presence of the Templar treasure I think it best to contain you until the treasure is safely in our possession.” Even with them all knowing exactly what that treasure was, Omar never referred to it as the head of Mohammed. He seemed to have an aversion to calling a spade a dead holy man, Noah thought grimly. Omar turned to Noah. “Of course, I don’t need both of you for that, and you have tried my patience enough for a thousand lifetimes.”
 
    
 
   


 
   TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   Nonesuch Manor
 
    
 
   A personal appearance by Sir Charles himself down in the Nest was about as rare as some of the artefacts the team recovered. 
 
   Lethe couldn’t help himself. He really didn’t like visitors down here. This was his castle. 
 
   “Explain,” the old man said. It might have sounded reasonable, but it wasn’t. 
 
   “It’s not good, Sir.” Lethe pointed to a screen displaying a satellite image of The World island group. “This is recent but not real-time. There’s no video feed. Noah and Orla are both somewhere in this artificial group of islands.” He pointed to a machine that looked like an oscilloscope, with a small round window displaying a bouncing green line. 
 
   “Signal strength measure from Noah and Orla’s earbuds. They are together—the same ambient sounds are being sent by both buds—but they’re no longer wearing them. Meaning they’ve been compromised, boss.”
 
   “Let me hear.”
 
   A male Arabic voice speaking in English came through the speakers.
 
   “I don’t need both of you for that, and you have tried my patience enough for a thousand lifetimes.”
 
   Jude fine-tuned the transceiver controls. They heard Noah’s voice—thin, hollow and distant, but unmistakably him. 
 
   “What kind of fucked up saviour do you follow? Oh right, one that demands endless blood for the slightest transgression. One angry fucker, your boss in the sky.”
 
   “Allah is compassionate and merciful! He is kind, loving and wise! He is the sustainer, the healer. He is the redeemer. He is the one who guides, protects, and the one who forgives. Only through your ultimate sacrifice can you show you are worthy of His forgiveness. You will rise now!”
 
   “No.”
 
   Lethe very carefully fine-tuned the receiver controls. This audio downlink was the sole tie they had to Noah and Orla. Without it they would be alone. Properly alone. The whole concept of Ogmios was out of sight, out of mind as far as the Crown was concerned. There would be no last minute reprieve from Special Forces teams storming the beach. There’d be no delegation to barter for their lives. They were the team, the old man and Lethe, Frost and Konstantin. That was it, the alpha and omega. 
 
   “Tell me, why do you think we want this treasure?”
 
   “Money?” Orla cut in. Lethe closed his eyes. She was alive. He would have thanked God, but it didn’t seem appropriate given the whole Allah is merciful thing going down in Dubai. 
 
   “Don’t be so banal. Use your imagination. Look around you. You can see I don’t need money. So what else could it be?”
 
   There was a slight pause and then Orla’s voice: “Thinking about putting on a one man show? Hamlet? Alas, Poor Yorick and all that?”
 
   Noah cackled loudly in the background, a coldly detached sound.
 
   “Noah sounds like he’s struggling,” the old man said. 
 
   “Have faith. He never had it.” Lethe said, starting to grin and then remembering who he was with. The Arab’s voice cut in: 
 
   “I was never much a fan of Shakespeare. Too many words.”
 
   “You want to control the head,” said Noah. “
 
   “He who controls the spice controls the world,” Lethe said, quoting Frank Herbert’s Dune. 
 
   “Closer. We seek to destroy the head of Baphomet,” the Arab corrected him. “Allah is beyond visual representation. There is only one God and that is Allah. He cannot be recreated in any way, shape or form.”
 
   “So you will deny the world an incredible piece of its history because it goes against your faith?” Orla asked.
 
   Sir Charles gripped Lethe’s shoulder. “Can you pinpoint their position based on this radio signal, Mr. Lethe?”
 
   Jude frowned. “I can try. It’ll be make it up as I go along stuff, it’s not bouncing off local telephone towers, but the longer the connection lasts the better. The fact that they’re coming to me via shortwave and not the sat-uplink means that they’re operating from the earbuds only.”
 
   “I don’t need to understand, Mr. Lethe, I only need it to work. Make it work.”
 
   “Sir. The trouble with that,” Lethe said, finally allowing himself to think about it, “is that the battery in the earbuds won’t last long in transmit mode.”
 
   The Arab’s voice drifted once again from the speaker. “I think of it less as denying them something and more like I am giving them something—I am giving them the truth: that Allah’s unity is sacred and uncontestable. That He can never be manifested in any form whatsoever without grave repercussions.”
 
   Noah’s strained voice rode the airwaves down into the Nest. “And this woman you butchered to fuck with my head? This humble servant of yours, she had to die because you’re so frightened someone else might get to a few old bones first? I hope Allah’s feeling fucking benevolent when it comes to judging you, mate. On the whole karmic balance thing, I’d say you’re fucked otherwise.”
 
   Lethe muttered under his breath. “Shut up, Noah.”
 
   Sir Charles backed his chair away from the communications console. “If I didn’t know any better I’d say he’s trying to get himself killed.”
 
   Are you sure you do know any better? Lethe thought, but didn’t dare say it aloud. He knew Noah Larkin as well as anyone could. He’d read his files, he’d carried out extensive surveillance on the guy when he was out on his own, and had got him out of trouble more than once. Noah wasn’t a loose cannon so much as a primed one. He had a self-destructive streak that was dangerous, and right now they seemed to be listening to his last stand.
 
   “I am confident that Allah will see my actions as testament to His unity and righteousness.”
 
   Noah laughed heartily. “Have you forgotten what you did to those kids on the French island—the ones who discovered the Templar’s mechanical device? I haven’t. I’ve seen photographs. I know exactly what you did. No god’s going to be happy with that kind of slaughter in his name. Believe me, I know. Me and God, we’re like that. I talk to the bugger all the time. He never talks back, of course, but that’s because he doesn’t exist, right?” 
 
   The photo Noah was talking about was taken in dim light inside the castle ruins, but the use of camera flash made it easy to discern detail. The photo was a shot of Baphomet himself—goat head, hoofs, breasts, human torso—one arm pointing up and the other down, but with an odd patchwork feel about it. Looking closely at the image, it was easy to see that the head was that of a real goat, the fur still matted with blood. Infinitely worse, the human parts were those of real humans—the students on Krytain’s archaeology team, sans the woman who’d gone skydiving without a parachute. The arms were actual arms, the legs real legs. But the skin colour was different from limb to limb. The upward pointing arm was darker skinned and more muscle-bound than the downward facing arm, which was pale and thin—feminine. Each arm and leg composing Baphomet had come from a different person. The legs had been hacked off at the ankles in order to stuff a goat’s hoof into them.
 
   It was all burned into Lethe’s brain.
 
   Worse still, the eyes sitting in the goat head’s bloody sockets were too small for the animal—they were human, too, torn from the skull of one of the dead kids.
 
   A voice from the radio broke Charles and Jude out of their grim trance. 
 
   “They who would unearth that which is meant to stay buried must pay the price,” the Arab declared.
 
   “But what of your price, Omar?” Even the tinny quality of the reception and the fact that the words were being transmitted halfway around the world couldn’t mask the joy in Noah’s voice.
 
   “My price?”
 
   “When you arranged those murdered people like that—in the form of Baphomet—you created a likeness of your Prophet—peace be fuck it I can’t be arsed—a portrayal that you yourself just finished telling us is bad juju.”
 
   “You stupid small minded fool. You think I have not already considered that? A fatwā has been issued in our land declaring any physical interpretation of Muhammad and the prophets permissible if it is implemented with the utmost of respect. It is my firm belief that our actions are in keeping with this fatwā.”
 
   “So it’s okay for you to make pretty corpse-collages of the Prophet, but not for anyone else? Jesus, you guys are fucked up. You’re just making it up as you go along, aren’t you?” Noah said.
 
   The Arab ignored his goading. “Furthermore, some say that the reason Baphomet was taken to be the Prophet—may Allah’s peace be upon him—was because the goat’s head and other animal features disguise him from looking like the Prophet. I, however, do not agree with such conjecture. Baphomet is a significant symbol of Muhammad.”
 
   At that moment Lethe and the old man were startled by Konstantin Khavin’s terrible rendition of “Hey Juuuuuude…” booming through the field radio. 
 
   Jude ignored the old man’s frown and keyed up the mic for the big Russian straight away. The conversation in Dubai carried on in the background with Sir Charles monitoring it while Lethe spoke to Konstantin.
 
   “Not a good time, Konni. What have you got?”
 
   “Slight problem with customs in Heathrow.”
 
   More problems wasn’t what he needed right now. 
 
   And Konstantin didn’t exactly sound worried, but then again, Konstantin never sounded worried.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “They’re giving me a trouble about an item I tried to bring with me.”
 
   Jude furrowed his brow. The team had special access clearance. He couldn’t imagine something as straightforward as a commercial flight from London to Bermuda being a problem for Konstantin, who knew the procedures to go through in order to check his weapons.
 
   “I found something in a chamber underneath the castle, where they pulled the machine out. I have it with me. Customs aren’t too happy.”
 
   “What the hell is it, Konni?” The old man was fully focused on the conversation now. Jude put the conversation on speaker as Konstantin began describing the artefact he had extracted from dig site.
 
   “Send me some pics when you can. The old man will sort customs for you. Here he is.”
 
   Sir Charles looked at Lethe, who realised he’d just called him the old man to his face. Lethe handed over his phone. The old man took it off speaker. Lethe could hear him asking Konstantin to get the badge number of the security detail as he switched back to monitoring Noah and Orla in Dubai, where bad was rapidly going to worse.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Omar addressed them both. “Oh yes, that comes as a surprise to you? You think we are all idiots in your world? Sorry to burst your bubble, but my brethren are already en route to Bermuda.” He dropped his mobile phone back into its leather pouch. “And of course you know what they will find there, don’t you?”
 
   “Sandy beaches and expensive hotels?” Noah said.
 
   “It is good you keep a sense of humour in the eye of death,” Omar said, ignoring the bloody messes on the floor. “I admire it. So I will give you one last chance to buy your life.” He nodded to one of the guards, who quickly strode over to stand behind him.
 
   The guard removed a coil of thin gauge wire. 
 
   Noah stiffened, expecting it to loop around his throat and slice into his vocal chords. He took a deep breath, making himself big, holding it. Ready. 
 
   But not accepting.
 
   Not acquiescent. 
 
   Ready to fight back.
 
   If he was going to die, then he was going to go down fighting.
 
   A dead dog was no balance on the scales of life. His life weighed more than that.
 
   The guard yanked his right arm back painfully, pulling his shirt cuff away from his wrist to expose the bare flesh. The rope bonds stopped Noah from striking out. He needed to think. He could drive his head forward, snapping his forehead into the guard’s face, rupture his nose, spray blood into his eyes. That would buy him a second or two…
 
   The guard began to wrap the thin wire around his wrist.
 
   “As I explained, Englishman, we do not tolerate Blasphemy in this house. You should consider yourself lucky that I only intend to take one of your hands. Normally I would claim your left foot to mark you permanently for what you are—an infidel.”
 
   “Go head, punk, make my fucking day,” Noah said, bitterly. He was no Dirty Harry. He sucked in his breath as the guard cinched the wire tightly down and down until it cut into his flesh. 
 
   He bided his time, biting back against the pain. 
 
   He would not scream.
 
   He would not give them the satisfaction.
 
   “Stop!” Orla demanded. “Touch him again and you might as well kill me, because I won’t help you,” the second guard stood a few feet behind her, rifle aimed squarely at the small of her back. 
 
   “You think you are in a position to negotiate? I know I said I appreciated humour, but this is a joke too far, woman. You already have. Think about it. Everything you have done up until now has only proved that ours is the stronger cause, the more dangerous organisation. We are superior. So, why not come to work for me. I believe that Allah has marked you.”
 
   “Thanks, I think, but your Human Resources department leaves something to be desired.”
 
   Omar’s eyes seemed to brighten. 
 
   Noah’s eyes brimmed with tears as the guard gave the wire a final cruel twist, drawing a thin line of blood as it cut through into the meat.
 
   “I could have ordered your friend’s hand simply chopped off,” Omar said. “But there is no grace in that. Any barbarian can wield a blade. But, cut off from circulation like this, deprived of blood flow, it will gradually begin to wither and die. It will be useless. After a few days gangrene will set in and what remains of it will need to be cut away to save his life. Of course, by then he will be beyond pain because the nerves will have long since been damaged beyond repair. It is an ugly way to lose your hand.”
 
   Noah struggled to rise, trying to get purchase on the floor to launch himself up at his guard, but the man drove the stock of his rifle into the top of his skull, hammering him back down before he could even get to his haunches. 
 
   “You will experience suffering greater than you could have imagined. But, by the grace of Allah for He is merciful, as long as you cooperate with us, you will leave here with your life.”
 
   This time Noah couldn’t help it. He cried out in pain as he tried to stop himself from sprawling across the floor at Omar’s feet. As his weight shifted it placed additional stress on the wrist wire, causing it to cut deeper.
 
   Omar continued. “But I warn you, should you become more of a hindrance than a help…you have another wrist and two ankles.” The guard with the wire smiled at the threat.
 
   “Nothing will change by hurting him,” Orla said, trying to sound reasonable.
 
   “Really? I think you will find he will most certainly change. Both physically and mentally. He will think twice about opening his mouth in the future.”
 
    “And if he does, you’ll be there to punish him further. You or someone like you. There will always be some ‘transgression’ to punish, because people like you don’t know what they are looking for. You talk of faith, but you have no idea what awaits us in the next life. Do you fear what waits on the other side so much you kill in the hope of learning more? Is that it?”
 
   Omar said nothing for a moment, seeming to evaluate her judgment. “You have a way with words, woman. Unlike your friend, you say very little but when you do speak what you say has much value. We need more people like that in the world. Thinkers. Provokers. My organisation could use someone with your particular skill-set. Will you not reconsider my offer? Perhaps you would like to teach in one of our schools—in your beloved London where you have been working as an antiquities dealer, for instance?”
 
   “I’d sooner lose both my hands and feet, have my eyes gouged out and be fed my own tongue,” Orla said quite matter-of-factly.
 
   Omar continued to stare into Orla’s eyes. 
 
   They’d both heard of “schools” for the suicidal. 
 
   Their goal was to take in the mentally instable, or simply depressed souls, and reprogram them to commit some final act that would achieve some personal goal as well as a tactical one for Al Aler’eyh and their ilk. One much-publicised case involved a city trader who had lost millions of his clients’ funds in risky trading activities. After setting up a thinly veiled prevention hotline, Al Aler’eyh operatives had convinced the man to come to a twelve-step style meeting. There, over the course of several sessions, they had sympathised with him, commiserated, empathised and pleaded just enough to establish a layer of trust. 
 
   It was not your fault what happened, it was the fault of those you work for, those who control the corporate banking machine you are a slave to. Do not let them make your life meaningless. Make it so that they will remember you, that you will achieve something in death that eluded you during life… strike back… tear down the paper tigers they erect. 
 
   On and on for days, weeks, even months it would go in regular sessions. 
 
   And then one day, the evening news lit up all over the world with reports of a disgruntled stock exchange floor trader who showed up for work one morning with a bomb belt taped to his waist beneath his trench coat. At the precise moment the opening bell rang under the golden hammer of some celebrity CEO, the bomb detonated, killing himself and four other traders unfortunate enough to be around him as he went off. 
 
   One survivor interviewed later was teary eyed when he recounted how the bomber had asked him to go get them a cup of coffee right before the blast. He said in a thick London accent, “It was weird, you know, because I said ‘nah I’m good’ but he kept pushing it. We’d normally joke around about stuff, but not today. He looked me straight in the eye and told me to go get coffee. I had just finished getting a couple of lattes out of the machine when I heard the explosion. He didn’t want me around. He saved my life. It was a strange way of looking at it. He’d saved my life… but he had. He could just as easily have taken a fifth trader with him.”
 
   Orla and Noah had been privy to several such stories over the last couple of years, the lives of desperate people made even more so by Al Aler’eyh ‘suicide schools’. 
 
   “Teaching isn’t my strong suit,” Orla said. 
 
   “One who is blind cannot see which path to take, or even that a path exists.” Omar raised his rifle and pointed it at Orla’s face. “Where will you be going when these bullets enter your head? Perhaps when you come face to face with the true power resting within Baphomet’s skull, that you will come to respect the ultimate light that shines down upon us all as benign and unequivocal truth?”
 
   “And I hope the same of you.”
 
   Omar turned away from Orla and picked up a remote control off of the bar. He clicked on the wall-mounted plasma to a football match and lit another cigar. One of the guards approached Orla with a piece of black fabric in one hand. 
 
   “You will put this on.”
 
   A veil. 
 
   Omar picked up the Quran again and read from it: “Believers, do not enter the houses of the Prophet for a meal without waiting for the proper time…If you ask his wives for anything, speak to them from behind a curtain. This is more chaste for your hearts and their hearts.”
 
   “I am not your wife.”
 
   “Put it on or you will join your friend.”
 
   One of the gunmen jerked his rifle muzzle in hers direction. Slowly, she put on the veil and gazed out at Noah from behind the black lace. Noah’s head hung low, eyes open but staring listlessly at the rug pattern, now stained pink with his blood. She was worried about him. Not because he seemed broken, but because she knew he wasn’t, but he wasn’t giving her any clues as to what was going on inside his head. She couldn’t read his mind.
 
   “You will clean up this mess.”
 
   


 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   Bermuda
 
    
 
   Ronan Frost adjusted his pack as he trudged up a narrow paved road to the crest of a hill. There sat a lone figure, also with a backpack, atop one of the chest-high crumbling walls that bordered both sides of the road. The air was humid but not hot, though compared with temperatures back home it was positively tropical.
 
   The man on the wall spoke without turning around. “The only patch of open land that’s not a golf course. Did you have fun in Cambridge?” 
 
   Frost stepped up to the wall where the big Russian sat and took a perch beside him. They faced away from the road, looking down a mild but long slope to a brownish field below. 
 
   “Better than Dubai, judging by the noises coming out of Nonesuch. Missed the Prof’s hard drive, had a security guard die on me, so could have been better.” 
 
   “That would explain our friends down there.” Konstantin handed a pair field binoculars to Frost. 
 
   He studied them. Two men ran over to a third, had an exchange and then ran back to the hole they’d been digging. The dig was already well established. It would be drawing attention of the authorities soon.
 
   “Looks like they’ve been at it a while.”
 
   “I’ve been watching them an hour now. They haven’t found anything.”
 
   Ronan opened his backpack and took the single item it contained out. 
 
   He set it down on the road, and flipped up a folding metal push handle, making it look like some sort of futuristic lawnmower. Four stout rubberised wheels meant it could be rolled over any kind of terrain.
 
   “Nice toy. Won’t help us down there against a field full of religious extremists,” Konstantin said as Frost flipped a switch on an LCD screen attached to the Ground Penetrating Radar’s frame and ran through a few diagnostic checks to verify the equipment was properly functioning. 
 
   “I’m a boy scout. Always prepared.”
 
   Konstantin nodded and took the field glasses back from Ronan. “Hmm.” The Russian wasn’t the most vocal soul. That single sound was delivered with as much gravitas as a Shakespearean soliloquy.
 
   “Hmm what?”
 
   “Activity. One of them just called the others over. Not a digger. Looks like a supervisor.” Konstantin watched as the men assembled near the centre of the field. 
 
   “Think they’ve found something?” 
 
   The big Russian shook his head. “They don’t look happy.” 
 
   “Well, that’s something.”
 
   “One of them is on a mobile. He’s quite animated.”
 
   “Talking of mobiles, time to check in with Lethe.” 
 
   Frost keyed in the shortcut for Lethe’s ultra-secure connection. He waited through a series of key tones while the authentication took place and then Jude Lethe answered. 
 
   “How’s the sun?” 
 
   “Shining. Got some bad news.”
 
   “I’ve had enough of that to last a life time. What’s up?”
 
   “We’re playing catch up. The field’s already full of Al Aler’eyh guys with shovels. They’ve turned over the entire field.”
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   
  
 

 
 
   Nonesuch Manor
 
    
 
   Jude Lethe gazed at an oversized satellite image of the Mount Pleasant area of Bermuda. He’d killed the uplink to Frost. He wanted to concentrate. He needed to think. Al Aler’eyh getting the jump on them was no surprise. They had the puzzle box and Portnoy’s hard drive with his extrapolations. Of course they knew where to go, but the fact they hadn’t found anything, that changed things. He was thinking wrong. Must be. There had to be another way of interpreting this stuff that Portnoy missed. They’d just followed him to the same conclusion assuming he was right. They hadn’t questioned his interpretation of the data. But Lethe had reached the same conclusions…
 
   Sir Charles wheeling himself back and forth in the small area behind him didn’t help his concentration any, either. Neither did the occasional burst of conversation from Dubai.
 
   “The transmitters are beginning to fail,” the old man said. It was like a death sentence hanging over Orla and Noah.
 
   Lethe rubbed the back of his neck. He tried to think fast. 
 
   There were no absolutes. 
 
   He didn’t know if Al Aler’eyh had actually completed their analysis of the relic machine’s output. They may have decided just to use Portnoy’s results... But they’d been on site for over a full day. The dig turning up empty handed, surely they’d decode the actual machine to verify Portnoy’s conclusions? Even the slightest deviation in the images the professor had based his calculations on could have moved the coordinates miles… they must realise that? 
 
   But a quick glance at the real-time sat-feed he’d borrowed didn’t show any indication the Al Aler’eyh team making ready to move on. On the contrary, they appeared to be settling down for the long haul. The resolution of his image was high enough to make out individual faces. It was more like watching tiny ants moving about on a map. 
 
   Seven centuries had passed since whatever was encoded into the ancient machine had been put there for safekeeping. 
 
   Plenty of time for something to happen to a skull.
 
   Maybe it’s decomposed? He thought bleakly. Wouldn’t that just be their luck? 
 
   The field was open now, but who knew how many farmhouses, how many stables, barns, sheds, encampments and other random structures had stood on it during the last seven hundred years? Some, for sure. Someone could reasonably have come across the lost Templar Treasure during the construction or modification any one of those long gone buildings. Most of Bermuda was highly developed now, but not this patch of ground… which in itself made it interesting to Lethe.
 
   Lethe eyed the flagging readings on the signal strength meter. “Signal strength is weaker than it was,” he agreed. 
 
   “The situation is deteriorating quickly, Mr. Lethe. Noah, especially is in terrible danger. It is imperative you determine their location before the radio link fails.” 
 
   “There is no try, only do or do not,” Lethe mumbled, but the old man was right. Noah was counting on him. The whole buried treasure riddle could wait. He had the GPS results from Noah’s mobile. Still moving. And obviously not where Noah and Orla were now, but closer than anything else they had. He’d also turned up visual footage of Noah renting a speedboat a few hours earlier. Two and two made four. Ish. 
 
   “Noah’s mobile put them in The World artificial island complex off Dubai, on the island they call South Korea. We don’t have anyone in the area to aid with that search. And South Korea has no structures on it. This island, though, only about a mile away, does have a sizable building.”
 
   Sir Charles squinted at the giant screen. “Looks like a house.”
 
   Lethe nodded. 
 
   He made some adjustments to the image, calling it slightly more into focus. “Still under construction. Typical once the recession hit.”
 
   A computer beep sounded and the icon of an incoming email swirled on one of the smaller screens. “It’s Konstantin,” Jude announced.
 
   “He can wait.” 
 
   “Sir, Konni doesn’t email a lot from the field, Christ, he doesn’t email a lot, period. There’s an attachment.” 
 
   The old man cursed under his breath while Lethe opened Konstantin’s mail. 
 
   This better be good Konni… 
 
   Killing time while the Happy Jihad Club get their shit together. Doesn’t look like they’ve found anything. Meanwhile, here’s that picture you wanted. Still have it with me. Will ditch if it’s junk. Advise –K
 
   Lethe brought the photo up on screen. 
 
   He was looking at a more or less top-down view of a vase, probably clay, but with what appeared to be metal tubes inside of it. Konstantin had been thoughtful enough to include his boot in the photo for scale. 
 
   “The Dubai signals are fading fast, Mr. Lethe.”
 
   “Thirty seconds. Let me try something. If it doesn’t work, well…” he let it hang as he uploaded the photo to a pet project of his—an image identification database he’d been working on that cross-referenced source objects to existing Internet pages. He’d tested it with “easy” matches before. A picture of a golden retriever would yield web pages with dogs. He’d never tried it with an obscure object, but maybe just maybe that uniqueness would work in his favour now?
 
   Lethe saw the search results come up and grinned as he spotted good agreement among the results: the phrase “Baghdad Battery” came up several times. 
 
   He clicked open one of the pages and skip-read for a few seconds: Parthian battery… Mesopotamia… galvanic cells…250 BC…electroplating…electrochemical couple…copper…wet cell…produce usable electricity… 
 
   “Mr. Lethe!” 
 
   Lethe saw the old man glaring at him. “They are barely audible now.”
 
   He didn’t answer. His brain was caught up in a kaleidoscope of tenuous connections, associating images with memories, historical facts with modern realities, intel with actions, probabilities with outcomes. 
 
   “This is un—“
 
   Lethe jumped from his chair. “We need the machine!”
 
   The old man frowned. “It’s a little late for that! Al Aler’eyh has it, but we don’t know where.”
 
   Lethe was out of his seat. “No, no, no. I mean we all need it—us, Al Aler’eyh—anyone else who wants to find the Templar treasure and the head of Baphomet.”
 
   “This isn’t the time.” 
 
   “No it is. It’s exactly the time! This can buy Noah’s life.” Lethe spoke in a rapid-fire blur, as though separating the actual words could mean the difference between success and failure, life and death. “The coordinates cranked out by the machine are a blind. They’re meant to send treasure seekers on a wild goose chase. It was too obvious—an engraving of Baphomet on the side of the thing with some gears to crank and get a set of coordinates? Do you think the Templars would allow the cornerstone of their wealth to be guarded by such simplicity? No. Never. They were sending anyone who wasn’t worthy on a wild goose chase across the Atlantic.”
 
   “Okay,” the old man said. “And this relates to Konstantin’s discovery?”
 
   Lethe’s eyes gleamed with intensity. “Oh yes. It’s a battery.”
 
   The old man gazed in wonder at the image of the ancient clay artefact, struggling to see the connection.
 
   “Crude, yes, but well ahead of its time—just like the analog computer itself—remarkably sophisticated but demonstrably achievable with available materials of the day.”
 
   Static-filled interference and intermittent Arabic issued from the shortwave radio.
 
   “They were found together, or would have been if the archaeology team had been able to return to the dig. They work together.”
 
   The old man looked to the radio, wanting to lead Lethe’s eyes to it. Time. Time. Time.  “How?” 
 
   “I’m not sure. But think. Why would they be together otherwise? Prime the battery, connect it to the Baphomet mechanism, it has to cause the machine to do something else. To ‘speak the truth’. Maybe it’s some kind of rudimentary memory function.”
 
   Sir Charles massaged his temples. “I don’t see how this saves Noah…”
 
   “Leave that to me,” Lethe ran to the radio transmitter. “Even if I’m wrong, it doesn’t matter, the theory can buy them the time they need. It’s all about time.”
 
   The old man nodded. 
 
   Lethe curled his fingers around the transmitter microphone and spoke loudly. 
 
   “High priority message for Al Aler’eyh, radio station The World. High priority message for Al Aler’eyh, radio station The World. Please respond. Urgent contact regarding Baphomet. Battery power on your transmitters is almost gone. To transmit tap the round transmitter and then talk.”
 
   Lethe let go of the microphone and waited.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   Noah was unable to feel his cord-wrapped hand. 
 
   He didn’t know how long it would take before the damage was irreparable.
 
   That uncertainty made him desperate.
 
   A tinny burst of static followed by Lethe’s tiny voice had everyone looking for its source. One of the earbuds lay on the floor nearby Omar, while the second was closer to Noah. Both began transmitting the same thing, producing an odd stereo effect. 
 
   “…message for Al Aler’eyh, radio station The World. Please respond. Urgent contact regarding Baphomet. Battery power on your transmitters is almost gone. To transmit tap the round transmitter and then talk.”
 
   “Nobody move.” Omar said. 
 
   They listened as Jude repeated his message again, the words faint but audible. Barely.
 
   “You better pick up before the batteries die,” Orla said.
 
   “I thought you said they were already dead?”
 
   “I was wrong.” 
 
   Noah rocked back and forth on a prayer rug stained with his blood.
 
   Omar ignored him. He stooped down to collect the earbud nearest him and picked it up. 
 
   “This is The World. Do you hear me?” Turning to Orla, he said, “Should I say over when I’m done talking? Ten-four?”
 
   His henchmen laughed in the background.
 
   “That’s not necessary,” Lethe’s voice came out of the earpiece. 
 
   “I have an important message for you. We cannot track you from this device. Once the battery dies we will lose all communication with you.” 
 
   “Then talk.” Omar said. 
 
   “First let me hear the man and woman you are holding. I need to know they’re alive or all bets are off.”
 
   Omar nodded in Orla’s direction. “It’s me.”
 
   Then Noah spoke up. “And this is me. Make it good Jude, I’m fucked here.” The guard closest to Noah made a menacing gesture with his rifle and he said nothing more.
 
   Satisfied, Lethe continued. “We have information you need. Your dig has turned up empty handed, hasn’t it? We know how to find Baphomet.”
 
   “And you would trade that information for your operatives lives? How very sweet of you.”
 
   Omar’s mobile trilled a sitar ringtone from his belt. 
 
   He snatched it up and spoke in rapid-fire Arabic. 
 
   “That’s your confirmation that I’m right,” Lethe said. “Think of me as a prophet, if it helps.” Omar conversed for a few seconds more, ignoring Lethe and clearly not liking what he was being told. 
 
   Far away in Nonesuch, Lethe recorded the exchange, including the Arabic coming from Omar’s caller, which was just audible because he held the phone in one hand and the earbud in the other.
 
    “I know they found nothing because the treasure isn’t there. It never was.”
 
   “You mean to tell me that it is in your possession?” 
 
   “I could lie to you, but no, it’s not. I have reason to believe that the coordinates produced by the artefact were meant to mislead those who sought the treasure. What better way to get rid of their enemies than to send them half way around the world.”
 
   “And you know this because?”
 
   “There’s no time to explain. Hear me out and you can make a decision. You have the power here. You have the choice.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Something else was discovered at the French dig site. Something that I believe works together with the machine to produce the true location of the treasure—including Baphomet’s head.”
 
   “Nothing else was recovered.” 
 
   “Do you really want to waste what little time we have arguing?”
 
   “So what is this other thing then?”
 
   “That’s not important just yet. What is important is that without it, and the machine itself, neither of us will ever be able to find the treasure.” 
 
   “Why should I believe you?”
 
   “Don’t believe me. Believe the empty field full of holes in Bermuda. That’s all the proof you need.” 
 
   Noah chimed in. “You stupid fucks.” 
 
   “Hang in there, young man,” Lethe said to him. 
 
   So far they’d avoided using any names and he wanted to keep it that way. 
 
   “What is it you propose?” Omar asked. “Should we become firm friends?”
 
   Behind her veil, Orla stared in turn at the guards. They couldn’t see her eyes. That gave her the slightest of advantages should she choose to cash it in.
 
   “Your people have the machine. We both have the supposed coordinates that the machine pointed to. We have what is essentially the key that will unlock the machine’s proper potential. I propose that we work together to use this key to unlock the machine’s secret and then go to the site of the treasure together. Once there, you will keep the object of your desire—the head of Baphomet—while we will find a home for the rest of the Templar treasure, whatever that may be. Probably just gold and jewels that would be of little consequence to men of your great wealth.”
 
   “Nothing is of any consequence compared to the Prophet.”
 
   “Then do we have an agreement?”
 
   “I find those terms to be acceptable,” Omar agreed. “But how do I know we are not walking into a trap? We must meet somewhere to join the two pieces.”
 
   “Is the machine at your current location?” 
 
   Orla winced behind her veil. Lethe was good, but he wasn’t a field operative. He wasn’t devious enough. His handling of the terrorist had been deft up to a point, but that was just clumsy. It came across as a fishing expedition.
 
   “I am not prepared to discuss the precise location.”
 
   At that moment the transmitter nearest Noah died, and Jude’s voice was twice as faint as he replied.  
 
   “I know that. I didn’t phrase the question well. What I meant was how long will it take you to get to it?”
 
   “Not long.”
 
   “Good. I don’t need to know where it is. I can give you the information without us having to arrange for any kind of rendezvous, but we need to switch communication modes. These transmitters won’t last. Do you have access to computer with a webcam?”
 
   Lethe gave him a username from a well-known video-chat service. 
 
   No sooner had he relayed this information than the other earbud followed the first into battery-dead silence.
 
   Omar spoke to one of his guards who promptly left the room. Less than a minute later he returned with a notebook computer and handed it to the Arab. Omar went to the table and plugged in the computer. “I am curious about your mysterious friend,” he said to his guests, waiting for the notebook to boot up. “His intercession was awfully convenient for you, was it not?” 
 
   Orla merely stared silently out from behind her veil while Noah grunted as he tried in vain to relieve the pressure on his wrist. 
 
   Orla could barely see Omar’s screen as he opened the chat program. She craned her neck for a better look, while Omar covered his face with part of his robe for the video.
 
   “Forgive me for not looking my best,” he said into the small webcam. “Who else is on the line?”
 
   Orla could see that Lethe had simply turned the video portion of his call off, going with audio only. Omar furrowed his brow at the black square in front of him on his monitor.
 
   “You can see me but I am not permitted to see you? Hardly fair.” He said to Lethe.
 
   “There is no reason for you to see me. Before we begin, please put the camera on your captives.”
 
   Omar picked up the notebook and aimed its integrated webcam behind him first at Orla, standing under close guard, and then Noah, bound and with a swollen, purple hand on a blood-soaked prayer rug. 
 
   “Both of you please remain silent throughout this meeting,” Lethe said. “Omar, that is your name, right? I am about to show you where lies a treasure of incalculable wealth. In return, I ask that you release your captives without further harm.”
 
   “Once we have been reunited with our Prophet, we shall release them. Not before.”
 
   Lethe gave a heavy sigh. “Please understand our position. We cannot give away our only bargaining chip based on nothing but good faith.”
 
   “Perhaps if you had more faith to begin with you would not mind relying upon it.” 
 
   On the rug Noah made sharp grunting sounds while he strained to rotate his wrist enough to alter the position of the wire, but the motion only caused it to bite in deeper.
 
   “Or conversely, perhaps I have too much already,” Lethe said. “Let us not debate theology. You have something I want. I have something you want. Quid pro quo. Giving on both sides. That’s what that means. I had hoped you would be receptive to a simple partnership.”
 
   “Let me demonstrate to you a simple partnership, as you put it. Since you like to watch, I will give you something particularly visual.” 
 
   Omar spun the computer on the artefact table so that its webcam pointed toward Noah. He gave a curt nod to the guard nearest him, who raised his rifle and took two steps toward Noah, holding the barrel up to his temple. It was as visual a demonstration as could be given without pulling the trigger.
 
   “You will present me with this new object. If you do not, you will witness your man’s execution. And she…” Omar paused turning the webcam to Orla—“…will lick his blood from the floor until it is clean.”
 
   The connection was silent. 
 
   Noah was silent with the gun barrel itching his temple. 
 
   Orla was silent, waiting for the wrath of a god she didn’t believe in.
 
    
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   Lethe still heard every word, but the visual feed transfixed him. 
 
   Sir Charles had stopped moving. 
 
   He was waiting for Lethe to say something.
 
   Lethe just pointed to the monitor. 
 
   When Omar had turned the laptop to show Noah, it also revealed a greater expanse of the table it rested on. In the foreground now was the table’s polished surface, and in the background—slightly out of focus but still perfectly recognisable—was a Baghdad battery.
 
   He pulled up Konstantin’s picture.
 
   The old man saw it, recognised it and what it meant, and for once was speechless. 
 
   He stared at the video feed from Dubai.
 
   “They already have everything they need.”
 
   Jude Lethe nodded. “They just don’t know it.”
 
   “Yet.” The old man said. Yet. It was a powerful word.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   Dubai
 
    
 
   “You must understand, I am a suspicious man by nature. You offer me nothing but words and a blank screen and expect me to trust you while you attempt a trace on my location.”
 
   Lethe’s reply was immediate. “Negative, Omar. As negative as negative gets. Double negative. I’m not looking for a confrontation. Believe me I’ve got no interest in big swinging dick contests. I’ve been trying to come up with a solution that works for both of us.” 
 
   “Indeed? And such a magical thing exists?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Entertain me.”
 
   “Okay, you bring the Baphomet machine to the room you are in now and I will show you how to use it. We must have the physical machine to unlock its secrets, a simulation won’t do.”
 
   Orla expected Omar to lose his rag completely, but instead he grinned amiably, like this had been his intention all along and said, “We think the same way, you and I.” He snapped his fingers at the guard, spoke to him in rapid-fire Arabic and sent him out of the room.
 
   “One moment, please. You see, I promised you that these infidels would meet a most unkind fate were we not to be reunited with our Prophet, may Allah bless his eternal soul.”
 
   “Yes, licking the blood, how could I forget?” said Lethe. 
 
   “Indeed. But perhaps that can be avoided? I had planned to give them one final chance with the machine, in case they felt the urge to share. We do not shed blood unnecessarily, contrary to popular belief.”
 
   “Is this necessary?” Noah said through gritted teeth. He held up the arm with the strapped hand, which was now bruised and purplish. Rivulets of blood ran down the mottled flesh. It didn’t look good. 
 
   “I am tired of hearing your voice, Englishman,” Omar said quietly. His restraint was far more frightening that any rage would have been. Rage implied a loss of control. Weakness. Restraint, calm, that was deadly in this world. “Silence or you will find out precisely what is necessary.”
 
   “Let’s not get excited,” Lethe’s voice came from the laptop. “Everyone stay calm and we can all walk away from this. That’s got to be our endgame here.”
 
   Noah said nothing. He kept his arm stubbornly in the air, like a child in a classroom with a question he knows will go unanswered but doesn’t care.
 
   “Is it possible to unwrap his hand?” Lethe asked. “A sign of good faith?”
 
   “No. He suffers until Baphomet is ours.”
 
   “His hand may not last that long.”
 
   “Then you must work quicker, no? His fate rests with the will of Muhammad. You are a tool of His will. If we are unable to obtain Baphomet, then the blasphemer’s’ life will be sacrificed to atone for the sins that have angered Allah.”
 
   Noah strained against his tight bonds, rocking back and forth, causing blood to flow all the more. 
 
   The rattling of wheels across a tile floor heralded the return of the guard. He pushed a utility cart bearing a sizable, shrouded object in front of him. He brought it to the artefact table, within view of the laptop’s lens.
 
   Omar lifted the sheet from the object with a flourish. The analog computer lay in full view, much of the dust still on it from where it had lain in the Earth.
 
   “It’s not a reproduction, is it?” Lethe said. “Generated by a 3D-printer or something like that? It won’t work if it is.”
 
   “This is the genuine article,” Omar said.
 
   “Bring the laptop closer to the machine.”
 
   Omar frowned in the webcam’s direction but then nodded at the same guard who had wheeled it in. 
 
   “You said there was an object that works with it? Now is the time to talk.”
 
    “There is. It’s there on the table, a primitive device known as a Baghdad battery.”
 
   “How did you—“Omar started, but tracing the webcam’s line of sight across the table and past the battery, made the connection for himself. 
 
   Lethe continued. “Okay, confession time. I don’t know exactly what is going to happen, so we’ll both have to learn as we go along. You will need to fill it with lemon juice or vinegar.”
 
   “It is already filled. How did you make the connection?”
 
   “We recovered a Baghdad battery from the dig site after your team left. I believe the coordinates cranked out mechanically were a ruse designed to send treasure seekers on a wild goose chase.”
 
   “And we both fell for it.”
 
   “Yes. But now the battery will reveal the truth.”
 
   “Where does it connect?”
 
   “Looking at Kytain’s photographs, there should be two terminals on the Baphomet plate, they’re not obvious... do you see them?”
 
   Omar bent down to inspect the machine. He spun the cart so that the Baphomet side faced him. Both of his guards watched with rapt attention. Lethe could see that they weren’t watching Noah or Orla.
 
   “I am looking at the Baphomet plate. I hadn’t noticed this before, but you are right, there are two metal stubs protruding from it.”
 
   “Disguised within Baphomet’s hoofs.”
 
   “Cunning craftsmanship.”
 
   “Now, the actual Baghdad battery that was found with the machine had a bifurcation of the metal rod—the top of it split into two thinner rods. I believe these were meant to be the wires that connected the battery to the machine.”
 
   Omar lifted the Baghdad battery carefully from the table and held it up to the laptop as he spun it in his hands for inspection. “As you can see, there are no wires. Only the central rod.”
 
   “That’s okay, we can improvise. You have some wire leads you use to demonstrate the battery?”
 
   Omar reached across the table and dangled a pair of black and red electrical wires with metal clamps.
 
   “Perfect. Connect the positive to the copper tube of the battery. Then connect the negative to the central rod.” Omar followed the instructions and then looked back at the webcam, where Lethe’s calm waited.
 
   “Now take the other ends end connect them to Baphomet’s hooves.”
 
   “Which is the positive?” Omar laughed uproariously at his own joke.
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine.”
 
   The room was silent.
 
   Omar looked up from the machine. “You decide. If this does not work, and somehow the machine is damaged, they die.”
 
   “Sounds fair,” Lethe said. “Okay, red wire to the right side, from your point of view.”
 
   Omar did as he was told, then picked up the black wire. 
 
   He hesitated, looking around the room.
 
   “Perhaps you know something I do not,” he said, leaning into the webcam. 
 
   “Such as?”
 
   Omar spoke to his guards in their native language and then one each went to stand behind Noah and Orla. They pushed and bullied them until they were close to the box. Noah’s swollen hand had turned a frightening shade of purple.
 
   “Like, perhaps this device is some kind of explosive?”
 
   “It might well be, but be serious for a moment, no kind of dynamite or gunpowder could have lasted for centuries,” Lethe said. “Not possible. But if you want to wait and have an explosives team check it out first...”
 
   Omar picked up the black wire again. 
 
   He brought it down toward Baphomet’s left hoof and then stopped himself. 
 
   He slowly brought the wire back up and motioned to one of his guards.
 
   “You connect it.”
 
   The guard frowned, but like a good little fanatic walked to where Omar stood, ready to do his duty. 
 
   Omar took his rifle from him and walked to the other side of the room. 
 
   He nodded. “Do it.”
 
   “What’s the matter,” Noah said, “don’t want to meet your endless virgins?” 
 
   “When the time is right, Allah will call me. Until then He guides me with His eternal light.”
 
   “Nice bit of coward’s logic there.” Noah said.
 
   “Just focus on the wire,” Jude Lethe told them all.
 
   The guard picked up the black wire that trailed from the Baghdad battery.
 
   “Allah is merciful and great,” the guard intoned. 
 
   Then he clipped the remaining wire to the machine.
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   Nothing happened. 
 
   Everyone in the room stood stock still, gazes fixed on the ancient box.
 
   Everyone except for Noah. 
 
   He appeared to be sleeping on his feet. 
 
   “It does nothing!” Omar yelled accusatorially. He began striding toward the group huddled around the machine.
 
   “Then switch the wires on the contacts,” Lethe said through the computer speaker. “Reverse the polarity of the neutron flow and all that.”
 
   Omar came to a stop.
 
   The guard looked to him for guidance. 
 
   Omar nodded and began to back up slowly.
 
   The guard pulled the wires from the machine, switching them. As he secured the second one he backed away from the wired relic. 
 
   Again they all stared at the contraption.
 
   And again nothing happened.
 
   “Enough of this nonsense. This is nothing but a waste of time.” Omar strode once more toward the centre of the room. “The machine does nothing. It might have, once. But it has decayed to the point of uselessness. Now it—and you—mocks us.” He turned to his guard. “Kill them and be done with it.”
 
   Noah took that as his cue.
 
   His good hand snaked up from the cut ropes that had been concealing it, the line cutter clutched between his fingers. He brought the four-inch loop of razor-embedded metal up in a quick arc toward the guard nearest him. He felt the bladed hook snag against the soft underside of the guard’s chin and ripped across and up with every ounce of pent up ferocity in his body.
 
   Life and death in one slash. 
 
   The resulting gash ran from Adam’s apple to ear, severing the jugular along the way. 
 
   The guard dropped to his knees, clutching his ruined neck. Blood that was almost black sprayed between his fingers as he tried to stop it pumping out of him. 
 
   Noah lunged the dead man’s assault rifle, but the carry strap caught in the guard’s arm. When he fell, gravity pulled it from Noah’s weak grasp. 
 
   Omar didn’t hesitate—he launched himself towards Noah. 
 
   The second guard turned his back on Orla to fire at Noah. 
 
   Orla moved instinctively, deflecting his arm and spending the spray of fire ricocheting off the metal machinery. 
 
   A window shattered. 
 
   A puff of plaster rained from the high ceiling.
 
   Bullet wounds scored the wall.
 
   No one was hit.   
 
   Omar ducked low at the sound of the discharged rounds. 
 
   The guard whose neck Noah sliced lay curled in a foetal position on the floor, his blood flowing freely around his hands. There was no way back for him. 
 
   “Say hi to the virgins for me,” Noah said.
 
   Orla moved fast, putting herself between Noah and her guard, driving the heel of her hand into his face and as it snapped back following up with a sucker punch to the balls, doubling him up even as his head spun. He didn’t know whether to stand or fall. 
 
   The assault weapon dangled between them. 
 
   Noah took two giant steps over Orla’s side. She didn’t need his help, but they needed the fight over fast, and even as the guard started to fall, swung a vicious right uppercut with the line cutter protruding from his fist—driving the punch into the guard’s left eye. It clouded instantly as the corneal fluid drained down his cheek.
 
   His cry was silenced as Orla wrested control of the auto-rifle and riddled the man’s mid-section with a close-range burst. 
 
   Omar came for her, but Orla stopped him in his tracks, training the firearm on him as she tore the veil from her face.
 
   “Well I’d say that changes things,” Noah said, one foot on the head of the dead guard. He used the line cutter to sever the wire eating into his other hand. He wasn’t very precise, but he didn’t care. He just wanted the thing off. Now. He shredded through the wire and part of his unfeeling hand in his haste to unwrap it, sliding off the bloody coils. He let the wire land on the dead guard’s face. He went to the other guard and made sure he was dead, breaking his neck with a single sharp wrench and leaving it on a grotesque angle. “And while I’m not the religious type, I’d say your Big Guy just dicked you, blessed be his name.”
 
   He was pleased to see the fear in Omar’s eyes. 
 
   “Right now’s where you drop your weapon and start saying those prayers,” he told the extremist leader.
 
   “I have no gun.”
 
   “Don’t make the mistake of treating me like an idiot yet again, Omar. The knife. Drop it. If I have to take it from you I’m going to use it to geld you.”
 
   Omar removed the Ka-bar from the sheath on his belt and tossed it onto the floor between them. 
 
   Noah picked it up. 
 
   He approached Omar slowly. 
 
   Noah held up his damaged hand. “I wanted you to see this.”
 
   “Perhaps it will still heal in time with proper first aid,” Omar said. “I can help.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Noah swung his ballooned, purple hand into Omar’s face. 
 
   He couldn’t feel the impact, but Omar could. 
 
   The Arab reeled backwards, blood covering his face. Most of it was Noah’s. Omar remained standing. He stared back at his attacker. “You will pay for this,” he said calmly.
 
   “You betcha,” Noah said, driving his heel into the terrorist’s kneecap, taking his legs out from under him. Omar went down. 
 
   Noah stepped in for the kill. 
 
   But something stopped him.
 
   A voice…
 
   The laptop.
 
   Jude Lethe. 
 
   “The machine! Look at the machine!”
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   “Look at it!” 
 
   Noah could tell Lethe was excited about something, but he couldn’t immediately see what because the top of the machine was flecked with blood. 
 
   More dripped down one side. 
 
   But the blood was the most normal thing about the relic at that moment. 
 
   Noah froze, half-reaching out, not daring to touch the puzzle box, or the metal Baphomet plate on the side of it. 
 
   “Is this some kind of trick?” Noah said to Omar. The terrorist was in no fit state to talk. He hadn’t done anything. Noah hadn’t taken his eyes off the man. Noah turned his attention back to the relic. The engraving of Baphomet was still there, but where it had been a dull worn-out gold, now it shimmered in metallic silver. 
 
   It seemed to pulse in spots, giving it the appearance of a living thing.
 
   “You were right, the electricity is doing something to it,” he told Lethe back in Nonesuch. 
 
   “Keep your distance until the battery’s spent. We don’t want it blowing up in that pretty face of yours.”
 
   Noah backpedalled along the side of the table until he was little more than ten feet away. There was nowhere left to go. Curious, Orla motioned Omar up to his feet. The terrorist tried to stand, but his leg buckled under him. Unsympathetic to his pain, she stared at him until he clawed himself upright and forced him to hobble toward the far side of the relic, curious to see what was happening to the Baphomet plate. 
 
   “It looks like it’s drawing lines,” she said, voice filled with wonder. 
 
   No one spoke as the machine’s Baphomet plate seemed to dance and swirl under the room’s track lighting. 
 
   “Let it finish,” Lethe said from afar. “The current supplied by that homemade battery won’t last long.”
 
   And true to Lethe’s words, there was less than another minute’s worth of juice left in it. The strange illuminations transformed Baphomet’s graven image into something devilish as liquid metal circulated through it, slowly solidifying as it cooled. 
 
   “The webcam resolution isn’t anywhere near good enough for me to make out the details. I need eyes on.”
 
   “Go on,sunshine, make yourself useful. Hobble over and take a peak.” 
 
   The Arab hesitated.
 
   Noah didn’t. He put a round into the tiled floor three inches from Omar’s sandaled feet.
 
   “Try again.” 
 
   Omar steeled himself and walked slowly toward the apparently dead machine. Even so, he stopped an arm’s length short of it.
 
   “What do you see? Don’t be shy. Get nice and close.” 
 
   Omar closed his eyes for a moment and then took two steps forward. 
 
   “Stare into your precious devil’s eyes and tell us what do you see.” 
 
   Omar bent down to the metal plate, squinting at first, and then shaking his head in denial.
 
   “What do you see?” Noah demanded.
 
   “The image has… changed? How can that be possible? There are…it might be…” He leaned in even closer to the metal plate. “...lines of some sort. And there are a few words. In English.” He turned his head back to look at his captors, as if the fact that their language was on the device was somehow implicating.
 
   “What are you waiting for? Read them,” Lethe said.
 
   Omar turned back to the machine and read aloud:
 
   “There are cracks in this Earth from where the Devil fell. To track His worth return Him to Hell.”
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   “I hate you. Have I told you that recently?” 
 
   “No luck?” The old man asked, ignoring Lethe’s foul mood.
 
   “A trillion webpages at our disposal and nothing. Not a single hit on that phrase or anything close to it. Screw you Google,” Jude Lethe said, his fingers skimming a keyboard. Not that he used the filtered search engine. He wanted his information raw, not tiered and search engine optimised. He wanted the information hidden away behind all of the corporate sponsored bullshit. That was why he’d built his own spiders and sent them out to trawl for the information he wanted, navigating the web the way god—or at least Tim Berners Lee—intended. 
 
   Behind him, Sir Charles had angled his wheelchair into the only available space inside the clutter of the Nest and was watching the video feed from Dubai intently. It showed a close-up of the Baphomet side of the machine. 
 
   “That can’t be part of the original artefact, can it? Surely someone has tampered with it?”
 
   “I don’t know, Sir. It has been in Al Aler’eyh custody since they took it from the dig team, but including transport time from France to Dubai, that’s not a lot of time to design and set up an elaborate deception—and more to the point, why? What possible purpose could it serve? They already had control of the machine. They didn’t need to scare us off.”
 
   “How would this type of…magic work, then, in the event that the machine was designed this way by the Templars?”
 
   Lethe looked at the monitor again. 
 
   He shook his head slowly as he began to answer. “My guess, some kind of chemically driven electro-plating catalysed by the electrical impulses from the battery to reveal a hidden layer on the engraving.”
 
   “And this isn’t beyond the technology of the Templar? You think it could be authentic to the artefact?”
 
   Lethe nodded. “I do. But let’s consider the other aspect of this. Besides the how, there’s the what. The revealed content.”
 
   “Go on. But hurry, Mr. Lethe. The situation there is still far from resolved. Al Aler’eyh could be sending reinforcements as we speak. And Mr. Larkin requires urgent medical attention if he is to keep that hand.”
 
   “I’ve already rerouted Konstantin and Ronan from Bermuda to Dubai. They’re in the Gulfstream as we speak.”
 
   Sending in only two men from thousands of miles away didn’t sound all that reassuring, even when those two were highly trained black ops specialists. But these weren’t just two men. They were the best they had. The old man would have backed them verses and army of terrorists. And did. Frequently.
 
   “Excellent. The content, then,” Sir Charles asked.
 
   “Let’s consider what we’ve got.”
 
   Lethe turned back to the Dubai video feed. 
 
   He pointed at the new engravings that intertwined with the Baphomet figure. 
 
   “I think it must be a map.”
 
   Sir Charles squinted at the complex image. 
 
   Lethe continued his conjecture. “A treasure map that, when taken in combination with the provided couplet, points to the resting place of Baphomet’s physical head, and by extension the remainder of the lost Templar treasure.”
 
   The computer expert wheeled his desk chair over to another part of the workstation where a laptop awoke from sleep mode. 
 
   He needed to think. He needed direction in the face of ambiguity, clarity amidst the chaos. He spoke while his fingers raced across yet another keyboard, the laptop monitor flickering in response as one screen after another came and went. “Okay, okay… think, think, think. Right… if this is a map it looks to be incomplete, or at least inaccurate in its current state. But I can compare it to a databank of known maps—not our maps… old ones… stuff dating back to the crusades. Hopefully it’ll come up with a match…” He trailed off while he thought for a moment and then clicked a mouse. 
 
   “In the meantime, let’s concentrate on the message, shall we?” 
 
   Lethe nodded, more to himself than in answer to the old man. “The first part… There are cracks in this Earth from where the Devil fell… clearly refers to Satan’s exodus from Heaven,” he said, hitting the Enter key and then leaning back in his chair to first check the video feed monitor and then to look at his boss.
 
   “Agreed. And the second? To track His worth return Him to Hell?”
 
   “Track his worth… could mean to do what we’re trying to do—find the head of Baphomet—which is sometimes a symbol of the devil—and the rest of the Templar treasure that is thought to lie with it.”
 
   The old man nodded. “Feasible. Return Him to Hell?”
 
   Lethe turned back to his mapping software. “No idea. We’re going to have to see what we can do based on just the map. Despite the fact that the first topographical maps only date back to the 1700s, don’t you think this looks like it’s representing the contours of a topographic map?”
 
   “Could they do that?”
 
   “Given what we’ve seen so far, advanced technology and a tendency to secrecy, I don’t think it’s beyond their capabilities; they just wouldn’t have told anyone about it. If they could create that machine itself, then what’s a topo map to them?”
 
   The mapping computer beeped and a panel of thumbnail map images filled the screen. Lethe executed another series of keystrokes and one by one some of the squares began to blink out until only two remained. 
 
   “The Geographic Info Systems algorithm has identified a potential match with two different mapping sectors,” he said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   Suddenly they heard an outburst of heated discussion emanate from the video feed computer. 
 
   “…then what? You don’t think that others from my organisation are en route to this very location as we speak? Are you so arrogant you think you can kill me and suffer no repercussions?”
 
   “Screw the repercussions. I just want to kill you. I’ll worry about what happens after that when it happens.” This from Noah.
 
   Lethe drew Sir Charles’ attention from the video transmission by pointing to one of the remaining map squares. He spoke rapidly. “Two areas here match the contours and scale of our engraving map. One is in…” he squinted as he leaned in toward the monitor and clicked a few keys. “…Arizona. Near the meteor crater.”
 
   “And the other?”
 
   They heard some scuffling from Dubai followed by Orla’s voice saying, “Here, Noah—take this.”
 
   “Noah? How fitting that your name is so biblical.” 
 
   “Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” They heard a loud percussive snap accompanying each word and then silence.
 
   “And the other, Mr. Lethe? Time is of the essence!” the old man urged.
 
   Lethe called up the remaining map square to full size on the screen. 
 
   His eyes lit with recognition. 
 
   “Iran! Qeshm Island—it’s almost right across the Persian Gulf from where they are now, in the Strait of Hormuz. A much more contextually appropriate location than Arizona, although oddly, it too has a meteor crater.” Lethe bolted to the video feed and took their mic off mute. 
 
   “Don’t kill him!” Then to Sir Charles, he cupped a hand to his mouth and lowered his voice. “We need him. He knows the area better than we do, he even has resources at his disposal that may be of use to us.”
 
   “And hostage value, should it come to that,” the old man concurred.
 
   “He’s not dead,” Orla replied. “Yet.” 
 
   “Listen to me,” Lethe said, not wanting to give out any more names. “We have new information based on the engraving. Move the camera so that I can see you and the room, please.”
 
   They heard footsteps and then the camera angle jolted crazily as the laptop was picked up and relocated to a wider vantage point. When the frame stabilized it showed Omar lying on the floor on his back with Noah leaning into his chest with one knee, a pair of scissors in the other hand jabbing at his thick beard which had begun to come away in random bloody tufts. 
 
   Orla stood a few feet from them with her appropriated automatic rifle trained on Omar’s head.
 
   Sir Charles’ voice cut through the mêlée like a scythe. “LISTEN TO ME. NOW!”
 
   At the sound of the old man’s voice, so rarely heard over communications channels, Orla and Noah froze. 
 
   They were too disciplined to look away from their enemy. 
 
   Orla replied without looking back toward the camera.
 
   “Listening,” she said on both of their behalf. 
 
   In the Nest, the old man nodded to Jude Lethe. The message was clear. I’ve gotten you their undivided attention. You take it from here.
 
   Lethe leaned up to the computer’s microphone. 
 
   He was about to speak when another voice made itself heard.
 
   “Who is that?” Omar whined in the background. “Is that your leader? Listen to me, whoever you are. You—” He went silent as Noah brought an elbow down into the middle of his face, rupturing his nose. 
 
   The old man shook his head. 
 
   “This is a code nine directive.” Ogmios had tactical codes only ever invoked during radio transmissions when those messages might be intercepted or overheard by others. Noah and Orla’s were suddenly all ears. 
 
   Lethe continued. “I need you to verify for me how much fuel remains in Omar’s yacht. You’re going sailing.”
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   “We are crossing into Iranian waters now,” Omar said from his perch atop the motor yacht’s fly bridge. Orla sat in the seat adjacent to him, a pistol she’d turned up in a search of the yacht pointed at Omar’s mid-section. The pistol, a Desert Eagle, wasn’t one she’d have chosen, but it kept Omar under control. Noah was down below in the main salon doing a patch up job on his hand with the on board medical kit.
 
   “How much longer until we make landfall on Qeshm?” 
 
   They’d left the island house about an hour before, and thus far the sea passage had been uneventful. They’d seen a few vessels just outside of The World and then, with the exception of the oil tankers in the distance they’d had the calm seas to themselves. 
 
   Omar looked off to their port side. A couple of smaller islands lay a few miles away, and then the much larger Qeshm in the distance ahead of them. “About forty-five minutes, assuming the Iranian Navy doesn’t intercept us,” he answered. 
 
   “You should be so lucky. Believe me when I say that you do not want to outlive your usefulness to Noah. He doesn’t like you very much.”
 
   Omar checked the GPS readout and made a slight course correction.  
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   “There’s no way to monitor them at all?” Sir Charles spoke loud enough to be heard over the hum of his wheelchair motor as he revved it in place. It was his equivalent of pacing. 
 
   Lethe drew once again from the seemingly infinite well of patience he had to draw upon when explaining the inner workings of the Nest to anyone on the team. 
 
   “There are limits to everything. For a start there’s no Internet connection while the yacht is at sea. Some of them have satellite uplinks, but not this one. I could try and use the boat’s high frequency radio to pick up our shortwave station here,” he said, waving an arm behind him at the bank of radio equipment, “but that comes with a risk of any transmissions being intercepted. And given where they are and what they’re doing I don’t think we want that.” 
 
   “Agreed. Best to stick to the plan and reinstate communications when Konstantin and Ronan meet them at the rendezvous point.”
 
   Lethe spun in his desk chair to consult the flight schedule displayed on a monitor. “They land in Abu Dhabi in an hour. From there they’ll take a charter helicopter to Qeshm.”
 
   The electric chair became silent. 
 
   “I was under the impression that there wasn’t much on this island? They land tourist helicopters on it?”
 
   “Oh yes. There’s an airport and Qeshm City on the east end, but it’s a big island, sparsely inhabited. It has some very interesting features, though,” Lethe said, pausing to slide over to another computer monitor where he called up a detailed satellite image of Qeshm. “For starters, there are the ruins of a Portuguese castle dating back to the 1600s. Not sure if that has anything to do with the Templars, but it’s an anomaly.”
 
   “Three hundred years too late,” the old man agreed.
 
   “Right, but the European presence got my attention. Call it a leap of logic, but the Templars were way ahead of their time, so if the Portuguese were there in the 1600s…”
 
   “What else is there?” the old man wasn’t convinced.
 
   “I turned up an Iranian underground submarine base. But staying focussed, there are natural salt caves. I think that’s where we want to start looking. There’s an extensive network—inside of what some believe to be a meteor crater—in particular an impressive cavern system known as the Cave of Three Naked Men.”
 
   “Dare I ask?”
 
   “It’s not readily apparent where it got its name. But it’s a deep cave system, not yet fully explored. Spelunkers the world over would love to have at it, but Iranian travel restrictions keep the traffic down and the cave as one more unexplored space taunting them.”
 
   “So Noah and Orla should have the place to themselves.”
 
   Lethe checked the Nest’s digital time display. It was synched with the atomic clock in Germany. 
 
   “Their boat should be within sight of Qeshm now.”
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   “Helicopter. Six O’clock,” Orla said from her seat on the fly bridge. 
 
   “They will be looking for me.” Omar said. 
 
   He lowered his head and said a quick and unintelligible prayer.
 
   “You better hope they don’t find you,” Noah said. He looked back toward Dubai and saw the low-flying aircraft approaching Qeshm fast. It was the second helo they’d seen in the last fifteen minutes. 
 
   “We’re not far from the coordinates Lethe gave us,” he said. “We don’t need you anymore, Omar. One vote says we should throw you overboard. Orla?”
 
   He stood on the fly bridge behind their pilot’s chairs. 
 
   The island itself lay off their starboard bow, only a couple of miles away, its vast tidal flats giving way to a series of reddish brown mountains.
 
   Orla stopped watching the aircraft to look at Noah. “Unfortunately we still need him. One vote no. If those helo’s are Al Aler’eyh and we end up in the cave with them? He’s our bargaining chip.” 
 
   “Plus he makes a good pack mule,” Noah said, grudgingly. The tarp-covered relic on the rear deck wasn’t getting down into the caves by itself. 
 
   “You are both going to die today,” Omar declared.
 
   “Maybe. Maybe we’ll die tomorrow. Or next month. Or next year. But however it goes for you, big man, it’s over very, very soon. You sold your people out to the West. Think about it… you’re collaborating with us Infidels. That can’t look good to your fellow nutjobs.”
 
   “You are a fool, one handed man, do you know that?”
 
   Noah ignored him.
 
   “We should move onto the shore tender,” Orla told him. She pointed at the small inflatable boat hanging off the yacht’s stern. “They’ll be looking for this yacht, and I don’t know about you but I don’t fancy swimming ashore.” 
 
   Noah waved the pistol at Omar. “You heard the lady, time to Park and Ride.”
 
   The rumble of the yacht’s big diesels quieted as Omar shifted into neutral. He flipped a switch on the control panel and they heard the whirring of an electric winch paying out the anchor chain, and then a splash as the anchor dropped into the water. 
 
   Noah kept his eyes on Omar, not trusting him in the slightest. 
 
   Orla scanned the skies. She could hear one of the choppers, but couldn’t see it. There were a smattering of vessels both at anchor and cruising about the island, but none of them were close enough for her to discern any details. 
 
   “The anchor is set,” Omar said.
 
   “Time to man the lifeboats, then,” Noah said, “Any funny business and it’s man overboard, body lost at sea and nowhere for people to make pilgrimages to your martyred corpse if you get my drift.” 
 
   Omar glanced briefly at the sky as he slipped off the captain’s seat and walked past Noah’s gun barrel to the fly bridge ladder. He climbed down to the rear deck while Noah and Orla kept their weapons trained on him. Noah walked down the ladder facing outward so that he could keep an eye on Omar. The machine lay positioned on two oars set parallel to one another. Noah pointed to the ends closest to the shore launch. 
 
   “You grab that end, I’ll get this end. We load it into the boat nice and easy.” 
 
   A few minutes later the unlikely trio occupied the tender vessel with the relic taking up most of the floor space. Omar sat on an overturned bucket in front of the outboard motor while Noah sat on one of the pontoons, the pistol concealed under a life jacket. Orla rode up on the bow, scanning the surrounding traffic—both air and sea—for signs of trouble.
 
   Omar put the outboard into gear and throttled up, aiming for the meteor crater on the west end of the island as per Lethe’s instructions.
 
   After a bumpy, spray-filled ride the scrape of the raft’s soft bottom skimming over the pebbly beach announced their arrival on Qeshm. 
 
   “You been here before?” Noah asked Omar.
 
   Omar mumbled something under his breath in Arabic.
 
   Noah took a step toward him. “What the fuck did you say?”
 
   “We need to move inland,” Orla cut across them, pointing at one of the helicopters that had just circled around the island again and was now headed in their direction.
 
   “Okay Omar, let’s go.” He waited until the terrorist had bent down to grip the oars that supported the relic. Only then did he reach down to grip his end. 
 
   Orla flanked them with her rifle aimed in Omar’s direction as they carried the machine across the muddy beach. The walk was made even harder by the low tide and the shifting sand beneath them. On dry land a cliff marked the edge of the crater. A few rotting wooden hulls of boats abandoned long ago were scattered across the miles-long beach, but other than that they saw no signs of human activity. 
 
   Omar walked in silence until they reached the cliff face that bordered the beach.
 
   “Through here!” Orla pointed into a cleft of rock that was only visible from close proximity. From a distance it was invisible, an illusion that hid it in plain sight. Once she was sure that Noah had seen her pointing, she ducked inside the opening. 
 
   Noah pushed his end of the poles up the sandy incline, forcing Omar to walk backwards into the crack in the wall. He stopped moving, one foot inside, one out. Still holding up his end of the relic, he glanced behind him into the dark of the waiting cave.
 
   The chop of helicopter blades grew louder and louder.
 
   Suddenly a swirl of sand was tossed up from the beach behind them as a green helicopter with white Arabic markings executed a hard landing. 
 
   Noah saw two robed figures scramble out of the helo and began to run up the beach toward the cliff. 
 
   He didn’t wait to see what they wanted.
 
   He shoved Omar inside the rocky fissure with the poles and scrambled in after him. 
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   “Which way?” Orla asked. 
 
   The opening they’d found led to a wall a few feet back, but side passages branched off to the left and right. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter. In. Now!”
 
   Orla didn’t need to be told twice. She dashed left and disappeared down a twisty little path that rapidly became so narrow jags of stone in the rough walls scraped her arms as she ran. Noah was all set drop his poles and jam the rifle barrel into Omar’s back to get him moving, but the Arab was fast to follow Orla, repositioning his grip on the poles so that he faced forward. They moved through the fissure, which after a minute of twisting darkness opened into a narrow open area. Light filtered in from through slender cracks. They still weren’t underground. It was more like a maze of stone and they were the mice in some giant’s mad game.
 
   Strange, white stalactites hung in patchy configurations from the above. 
 
   Random little nooks dead-ended here and there, and the temperature decreased as they made their way downward, until they were properly underground. “The longest salt cave in the world,” Orla said from the front of the line as she negotiated the tortured cavescape. “If there ever was a Hell on Earth, this place sure—”
 
   That was when they heard gunfire erupt in the distance. The weird acoustics of the place meant it was impossible to tell if it came from outside or inside the cave. 
 
   All three froze as the muffled reports were filtered through the labyrinthine system of fissures. 
 
   “They could collapse the cave onto us!” Omar said, slipping under the load of the machine and landing on one knee on the ground.
 
   “Up!” Noah yelled at him.
 
   “Just shoot me. Please. Be merciful.” He said, glancing about the chaotic natural architecture of the cave walls.
 
   “We’re not dying here. But we are going down there, like it or not. And believe me, the only reason I’m not taking you up on your generous offer is that we can’t even afford to leave your body behind to give away our location, so keep walking. Two seconds.” Noah pointed the automatic weapon at Omar’s face.
 
   “If you cannot shoot me, why put the gun in my face?” 
 
   The gunfire drew closer. 
 
   “Just shut the fuck up, wise guy.” 
 
   Noah called down to Orla, “Is the path clear?” She was out of sight behind a hairpin curve in the pathway.
 
   “Affirmative. Getting tighter, though.”
 
   “Keep going.” 
 
   The extremist started down the winding passage with Noah pushing him downhill faster than he could easily walk. 
 
   When they caught up with Orla it was painfully obvious they couldn’t carry the Baphomet machine any further on the makeshift stretcher of oars. The bend in the cave passage was too sharp. They’d have to carry it between them, and even then it was going to be an uncomfortably tight squeeze.
 
   “It opens down into some kind of space. Too dark to see it all from here.”
 
   Orla went through first.
 
   Noah set his end of the oars down and trained the automatic rifle on Omar. “Okay, Omar, time to earn your keep. Pick up the box.” 
 
   Omar did as he was told. Taking two short steps at a time, he forced himself through the narrow space, scraping the skin from his knuckles on the wall as he disappeared around the corner.
 
    “What is this place?” Noah heard him say.
 
   And that was when Noah heard the sound of footsteps pounding the cave floor in their direction, fast. 
 
   He raised his weapon in anticipation of a close quarters, subterranean firefight.
 
   “Last man standing,” he said grimly. 
 
   Ready.
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   Noah dropped to one knee on the earthen floor, lowering his centre of gravity and making himself a smaller target. He aimed his automatic rifle up toward the fissure entrance, bracing himself for a barrage of gunfire but instead was greeted with a voice.
 
    “Don’t shoot, you dozy fucker, it’s me.”
 
   Noah felt the jolt of adrenaline peak, and then give way to a heady cocktail of shock and relief. 
 
   He’d recognize that thick Irish brogue anywhere, anytime.
 
   Ronan Frost.
 
   “Frosty?”
 
   “One and the same. Is it safe for me to come around the corner without you putting two in my chest and one in my head?”
 
   “Just this once.”
 
   Noah didn’t relax. Not properly. It was definitely Frost, there was no mistaking that, but that didn’t mean Al Aler’eyh weren’t using him as part human shield part lure to hook Orla and him. Noah kept his firearm in a ready position.
 
   “Ready or not, here I come.” 
 
   Ronan Frost stepped into view, holding both hands above his head, his service revolver dangling from one finger by the trigger guard as a show of good faith in case Noah wasn’t the only one waiting for him.
 
   The two men saw they were alone and gave each other a brief bear hug. 
 
   “Orla?” Frost whispered. No sooner had he said her name than her voice carried up from the chamber below them.
 
   “Everything okay up there?”
 
   “We’ve got company of the Irish sort,” he called back down to her. “Be right there.” 
 
   It took less than a minute to brief Frost, filling in the gaps about Omar, the machine and the chamber they had just entered.
 
   “And I bet you thought you were having all the fun?” The Irishman proceeded to relate how Konstantin was now drawing Al Aler’eyh fire as a decoy so that Frost could make contact down here. 
 
   “Gotta get back up there, mate, but I’ve got presents for you.” He removed a small, black pack he’d been wearing and handed the whole thing to Noah. “Torches, food, water, a pistol with extra rounds. All the things you might possibly need to journey into Hell, I’m sure. Give my regards to Satan when you find his pit.”
 
   Noah clipped the bag around his waist. “Will do. Rendezvous point?”
 
   “We’ll be topside watching for you. There’s an Al Aler’eyh death squad up there. I think it’s time someone helped them find what they’re looking for.”
 
   Noah strapped on the pack. “And you and Konni are just the guys to do it.”
 
   The two men parted ways, Ronan ascending toward the light and Noah going down into darkness.
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   Noah switched on the Maglite Ronan had given him.
 
   He turned sideways to squeeze through the narrow space, feeding the oars through in front of him. Orla had ventured no more than ten metres inside. Omar stood a few metres off to her left. She had her pistol trained on him. 
 
   Dropping the oars on the ground Noah swept the torch beam in front of them. 
 
   He could see why Orla had stopped. 
 
   The three of them stood on the edge of precipice overlooking a yawning cavern. The blackness swallowed the torch beam as he shone it into the pit. “Nice.” Two more steps and they’d have been learning how to fly. 
 
   He played the light across the edge of the precipice.
 
   Precipitously narrow footpaths led down to either side of their entrance plateau. 
 
   “A Christmas present from the old man,” Noah said. “Frosty and the Russian are up top taking care of business.” He handed her another Maglite. She aimed its beam on Omar’s face, deliberately ruining his night vision. Noah’s beam played about the cave’s ceiling and walls, learning its limits. Inverted pillars of salt glittered as high as several storeys above them, although the cave ceiling wasn’t a uniform height. The sides of the rocky room appeared to be terraced. Noah traced his beam along the path leading away from their plateau and saw that what he’d thought were terraces was actually the same pathway winding around and around the chamber, coming closer to the ground with each turn.
 
   So intent had he been on finding a way down that he hadn’t noticed Orla’s beam exploring the cave bottom. 
 
   “Look,” she said, shaking her light back and forth across an object in the centre of the cave far below. 
 
   It sparkled red, green and gold.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   Noah shone his beam to their left down the path.
 
   “Let’s go find out shall we?” Noah suggested. He laid the two oars parallel on the ground beside the Baphomet machine while Orla continued to guard Omar. Then he told Omar to lift the device onto the poles. Once again he had Omar take the downward-leading carry position, forcing him to walk backwards. 
 
   Carrying the machine between them, Orla following close behind, they walked to the end of the precipice and started down the narrow winding path. 
 
   Before the first curve Omar grunted and set down his end of the makeshift stretcher.
 
   “I can’t see where I’m walking.” He sounded less than confident. 
 
   “You don’t need to. Trust me,” Noah grinned at him through the torchlight. “I won’t let you fall over the side.”
 
   “I don’t trust you,” Omar grunted.
 
   “Lucky you. Now pick up your end.” 
 
   They trekked down into the cave, each turn bringing them another level lower. Orla held the pistol in one hand and her torch in the other. The going was painfully slow, but the two men negotiated the uneven terrain with the unwieldy machine—and no one fell over the edge. 
 
   When they were no more than ten feet from the cave floor, Orla’s Maglite lit a cluster of objects that lined the lower wall below the carved path.
 
   “Candles?” she wondered aloud. 
 
   The men were too exhausted to speak beneath the weight of their burden. 
 
   They kept walking until they reached a broad earthen ramp that led to the cavern floor. 
 
   It was cold down here. 
 
   None of them were dressed for it.
 
   On flat ground once more, they set down the Baphomet machine and started walking toward the sparkling object in the centre of the natural room. 
 
   “I feel it is drawing me to it. Do you feel it?” Omar mumbled, his words slipping into an unintelligible prayer.
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   Omar reached the object first. Noah and Orla were a few paces behind him. 
 
   “Baphomet, I presume,” Noah said, doing a terrible impersonation of Sean Connery. A jewelled figurine—a bust, really—maybe a metre high, rested on the floor of the cave in the middle of one of many salt patches that were visible throughout the system.
 
   “Stunning,” Orla said. 
 
   He looked at it properly: horns of ivory, blazing red eyes powered by rubies, two emeralds in the nostrils, and countless amethysts covering the neck and scalp. The lower half of the figure was plated in gold. 
 
   Omar knelt reverently in front of the statuette and began to chant in Arabic. 
 
   “But where’s the rest of the Templar treasure?” Noah asked no one in particular. He reached into the pack that Frost had left him and pulled out a battery powered LED lantern. He switched it on and set it on the floor. It was bright enough to illuminate the walls of the cavern. Noah aimed his Maglite at the cluster of cylindrical objects they’d seen against the wall on the way down. “Let me get a look at those. Watch him,” he finished, nodding at Omar, who seemed oblivious to everything except the enigmatic icon. The extremist seemed to be genuinely entranced, but he was far too dangerous to assume anything. 
 
   Orla heard him utter the word “Muhammad” several times, but other than that his intonations were unintelligible to her. 
 
   “Incredible!” Noah called out from across the cave. 
 
   He shone his light beam on the group of cylinders that lined the wall there. 
 
   “There must be hundreds of them.” He grabbed one of the objects, tucked it under his arm and walked back to the Baphomet statue where Omar still prayed.
 
   “Oh my God,” Orla said upon seeing the thing Noah brought back. “Those are all Baghdad batteries?” she asked, quickly sweeping her beam along the cave walls which seemed to be lined with them almost all the way around. 
 
   “Looks like,” Noah said.
 
   “If one of them produces one volt and there are hundreds of them here…” Orla said. 
 
   “That’s enough juice to kill somebody.”
 
   “What do you think they do?”
 
   Noah shook his head. “One way to find out—connect them to the machine, see if we get additional information from it.” He stooped down to the analog computer and traced his fingers along its edges.
 
   “One problem. No juice. Literally.”
 
   Noah turned the battery over in his hands, then shook it a couple of times. “It’s already got liquid.”
 
   “After all these centuries? It should have evaporated.”
 
   Noah felt along one end of the battery. “Maybe not. Looks like it’s got a wax seal along the edge. That’d make it air tight. Assuming the others are all the same…”
 
   Orla pointed at the machine. “Do me a favour. Check the box.”
 
   “What am I looking for?”
 
   “Another set of terminals. Just a hunch, but if they’ve concealed one set, what’s to say there’s not a second set hiding in plain sight?”
 
   She was right. On the opposite side to the cloven hoofed Baphomet there were two slight protrusions in the now set metal that had spilled across its face.
 
    “You thinking we need to connect two batteries simultaneously to trigger a result?”
 
   Orla shrugged. “Got to be worth a shot.” 
 
   She looked over at the cave wall. 
 
   Noah glanced at Omar, who still knelt in supplication before the likeness of his prophet. 
 
   “Be right back,” he told Orla and trotted off once more toward the wall. He returned with another of the Baghdad batteries under his arm and set it down beside the first. Both of them had simple wires attached to their ends. He connected the two batteries to the new terminals. 
 
   Omar’s voice startled him. “Our fight is at an end, Englishman. I ask one thing of you. Allow me to leave here with our prophet, may Allah bless his soul. You may have the entire treasure at your disposal. We both have gotten what we want. We can walk away from this alive. All of us.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” Noah said. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
   Omar seemed to think about it for a moment, then said softly, “When my men win the fight outside, you will wish you let me go.”
 
   “They won’t, so don’t go worrying your pretty little head about it, Omar.” Noah set to work connecting the two batteries to the ancient machine. When he finished he stepped back and eyed his handiwork. A metal cylinder sat beside the machine on opposite sides. He watched it for a few moments. “Nothing’s happening,” Noah said.
 
   “What about the settings?” Orla asked, without taking her aim off of Omar.
 
   “What settings?”
 
   “Right now they’re set the same as how the archaeology team last set them. The gears and flywheels and such. All we’ve done is connect power, we haven’t changed the gears.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It’s a puzzle right… so maybe the flywheels need to be set in a particular configuration before the power will flow? Think about it, it was these two chambers here,” she said, pointing in succession to two of the machine’s main boxes, “that calculated the coordinates that led us here.”
 
   His gaze followed the machine’s contours until he focussed on the Baphomet engraving with its now empty terminal. Orla followed his gaze. 
 
   Then their eyes locked with recognition.
 
   “Three’s the charm,” Orla smiled.
 
   Noah was already running back to the wall. “Of course! The two new chamber connections interface with the Baphomet side. He leads to the treasure, after all.” He returned with the third chemical cell and placed it on the ground next to the others.
 
   Omar spoke while Noah worked to connect it to the machine. “Did it ever cross your mind that the treasure used to be here, but that it has gone? Look around you. This cavern is empty save for what we already see.”
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough,” Orla said. 
 
   “Ready for a miracle?” Noah asked, as he connected the third and final battery to Baphomet’s hooves completing the analog computer’s circuit.
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    “We stand beneath the ancestral sands of a holy land, a land imbued with the superstition, legend and history on which you focus the pinnacle of your science. Could this obsession with the past be because the Truth about our universe was discovered centuries ago?” Omar pressed.
 
   “What’s your point?” One of the sides of the machine began to bubble and glow, as it had back at the house when they had first connected a battery to it. Noah and Orla observed the relic carefully but Omar only had eyes for the Baphomet head.
 
   “What am I to you? A terrorist? An extremist? A religious ideologue incapable of understanding science and the modern world? But I ask you: are the two that much different? Do they not both require faith? Most people do not have any direct proof of global warming—they must put their faith in those who attest that evidence for it does in fact exist. Have you gone around the planet yourself taking temperature measurements over multiple decades or centuries? And yet you still believe it to be true, because you have faith in those who say that those things have been done and the data is being maintained and calculated and interpreted accurately. If that isn’t faith I don’t know what is.”
 
   “There’s a new image forming,” Noah said. “Watch Mr. Science over there,” he told Orla. There was every chance Omar’s oration was ploy, that he was moving towards a strike. That was how Noah would have done it. Goad his enemies into distraction, then hit them hard and fast. Orla looked at the top of Omar’s head while Noah described the details of the new engraving.
 
   “This one’s got a lot of lines, almost looks like a schematic, like a wiring diagram,” he said, kneeling to get a closer look. “And there are smaller shapes too—cylinders. I think it’s drawn the bank of cylinders, and they’re connected by the lines—“
 
   “The lines are wires?” Orla asked.
 
   “Yes, that would make sense. Connected by wires to…” Noah crab-walked around to the opposite side of the device, where Baphomet seemed to leap off its engraved plate. 
 
   “To what?” Orla asked.
 
   “What else but our good friend the prophet over there. It’s all about him.”
 
   “Anything else change on that engraving?”
 
   Noah got closer and looked carefully before answering. “Not that I can see.” 
 
   “So the other side shows the battery bank with wires leading to Baphomet,” Orla reiterated.
 
   “Yep,” Noah said.
 
   “Out of the way,” he said to Omar, who slowly rose from his prayer position on his knees. Noah approached the gem-encrusted bust of Baphomet, hands outstretched.
 
   “What are you doing?” Omar shouted. “Do not defile the prophet!”
 
   Noah did not respond. 
 
   Instead he began running his fingers over the statue, seeking out anything that might pass as terminals to connect the array of batteries to. Orla circled Omar with the pistol in a two-handed grip, eyes darting towards the curved path down the cave wall in case Al Aler’eyh men should pour down it at any moment. 
 
   “Found you,” Noah said with grim satisfaction. 
 
   He stood behind the bejewelled statue.
 
   “There’s a terminal on the back of Baphomet’s head. Same kind of shape as the ones on the box.” He grinned triumphantly. “The battery bank—all the rest of the batteries still over there,” he said, sweeping an arm at the far cave wall, “have to figure into it somehow, so we connect the prophet to the box, and the box makes the statue do its thing. Like magic. There’s got to be one wire to rule them all,” he rushed over to the bank of Baghdad batteries, shining his Maglite at them as he rummaged around the ancient ceramics. “Yep. Each individual battery is connected by short wires to the one beside it. There’s got to be a set of long leads somewhere.”
 
   “Dig under the dirt,” Orla suggested. “They’ve got to be there. It’s been centuries, plenty of time for dust to gather.” 
 
   Noah shuffled his feet through the dirt, scuffing it up as he aimed his Maglite at the ground, looking for anomalies. He started in the middle of the battery bank and worked his way towards the far end. He was about to give up and head back in the other direction when his foot dragged on something. He stooped and brushed more dust and dirt aside until he could extricate what was more like a metal rod than a modern wire. Rod or wire, didn’t matter, it would conduct electricity. 
 
   He held it up for Orla to see.
 
   There was a matching rod at the other end of the bank of clay batteries.
 
   One positive, one negative. 
 
   They needed both in order for electrical current to flow, Noah understood that much about rudimentary science. 
 
   After carefully freeing both of any debris, he slowly and deliberately walked back toward the Baphomet figure in the centre of the chamber, trailing one of the leads in each hand like some mad Doctor Frankenstein.  
 
   He wasted no time connecting the two wire leads to the terminal in back of the demonic head. 
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   “No! You cannot!” Omar yelled frantically. “You will destroy the Prophet!”
 
   “Great idea,” Noah said, “One less icon for people to kill themselves over. And didn’t you want to destroy this thing? Wasn’t that the grand plan? Make your mind up.”
 
   Omar gurgled in frustration, the words refusing to come.
 
   “Okay, no more objections? Let’s light this candle up, then, shall we?” Noah walked over to the old computer and connected the wire leads from the standalone battery to the terminal on the side of the box with Baphomet’s likeness engraved on it. Then he took the wire leads from that battery and wrapped them around the copper rods that now protruded from the back of the statue’s jewelled head.
 
   “So now the battery bank is connected to the statue, and the statue is connected to the machine?” Orla asked.
 
   Omar knelt directly in front of the supposed incarnation of his Prophet and began to pray once more, his voice coming in chant-like bursts. 
 
   “And the fist bone’s itching to be connected to the extremist’s head,” Noah said with a cruel grin.
 
   They all looked at the figure, expecting something to happen.
 
   Something miraculous.
 
   Maybe its head would melt.
 
   Maybe something would happen to the jewels.
 
   Its jewelled orbs stubbornly reflected back the lantern light, giving the beast a case of satanic redeye.
 
   Still nothing happened.
 
   Noah’s traced the connections of the wires from the machine to the statue back to the battery bank. There were no physical problems with the wiring he could see.
 
   His gaze drifted to the machine itself. 
 
   Was it damaged?
 
   “I really wish Lethe was here. But don’t you dare tell him that,” Noah said, trying to picture the gears and flywheels inside the box in his mind. It was easy enough to imagine them moving, pushing against one another as they turned… maybe eventually affecting the sprocket that came into contact with the rod the electrical terminal was wired to? “The machine behaves differently with electricity depending on how the gears are aligned inside, right?”
 
   “The Prophet only behaves one way!” Omar shouted before lapsing back into his hypnotic mantra. 
 
    “You said it yourself,” Orla said. “Inside and outside, it’s all connected. We need to set the coordinates.”
 
   Noah asked the obvious question. “Set them to what?”
 
   Orla stared at the ancient computer, her eyes seeming to bore into it as she contemplated the final puzzle.
 
   But that in itself was the answer wasn’t it? The gears weren’t pointing them here. They’d been set to create some false trail to Bermuda. They needed to change the array so the coordinates pointed here. 
 
   “Here,” she said. “Where else? The box gave a false trail, we have to give the box the true one before it offers up its final secret.”
 
   “That almost makes sense.” 
 
   Noah opened one of the machine’s panels and aimed his Maglite inside. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any idea what position these should be in? There’s a whole world of longitude and latitudes to fuck up.” 
 
   “You mean there isn’t a reset to factory default button?” Orla grinned.
 
   “Well, here goes nothing then,” Noah said, and began making minute adjustments to the machine’s gear positioning listening for some tell tale click or some vibration or other clue that the gears were aligning. 
 
   Sweat dripped from his face as he toiled underneath the relic’s metal frame. 
 
   He moved them an inch, then another, first one gear then another.
 
   “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”
 
   Noah shook his head, “Not in the slightest. Just yell if something starts to happen.”
 
   Orla was about to answer him, but broke off before she’d said a word. Omar still prayed at the foot of the Baphomet statue, head bowed reverently.
 
   But it wasn’t Omar she was looking at.
 
   It was the Prophet.
 
   Its gold plated body had begun to glow.
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   “That’d be right now,” Orla said. 
 
   They could hear a faint buzz crackling along the wires.
 
   The current hummed within the idol.
 
   Omar appeared oblivious to the transformation his object of worship was undergoing. 
 
   The base of the statue took on a dull shade of red. 
 
   Omar tilted back his head, eyes closed, and cried out, “I feel your radiance, O Great One! It bathes me with your wisdom…” in the grip of religious fervour.
 
   The ruby in Baphomet’s right eye fell from its socket as the figure’s thin structural metal began to contract under the heat of the electrical connection. 
 
   The base of the statue was perilously hot now, ringed bright red. 
 
   It put out enough heat for Noah and Orla to feel it several steps away.
 
   And then they saw the true heart-stopping transformation wasn’t to Baphomet at all, but to the cave itself.
 
   The natural floor beneath the statue—the salt deposit—had begun to bubble in spots, throwing off small chunks of molten salt rock in random directions.
 
   “It looks like the salt floor is…melting! Look at it,” Orla said.
 
   Noah did. 
 
   The salt blistered and bubbled and slowly became a sort of molten fire spreading out from the base of Baphomet. It resembled every Christian image of Hell he’d ever seen.
 
   “There are cracks in this Earth from where the Devil fell. To track his worth, send him back to Hell,” Orla recited.
 
   The salt layer beneath the statue fractured beneath its heat.
 
   And Orla and Noah were left staring down into open space where fissures in the salt had opened up.
 
   It really was like gazing into Satan’s pit.
 
   “What have you done?” Omar breathed.
 
   And then he was gone.
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   Rather than solid Earth, the salt deposit was little more than a crust of ice over a deep pool—a thin layer covering a chasm below. 
 
   An entire sheet of salt gave way and Omar fell.
 
   There was no scream. 
 
   He simply disappeared into the void below. 
 
   The statue of Baphomet’s head started to slide and then the salt sheet supporting it cracked in half, the sound of it like a hundred bones breaking at once, and then it too tumbled into the emptiness.
 
   Noah and Orla backpedalled, keeping as much distance between them and the fall into the Templar’s Hell. The salt perimeter looked anything but solid. It ringed a chasm where before the machine and statue had stood. Now there was only a pair of bare wires sparking into the darkness below.
 
   Noah gripped Orla’s hand. 
 
   The pair approached the jagged opening in the cave floor cautiously, feeling out every footfall, testing that the salt crust would take their weight. 
 
   As they reached the uneven wound in the salt they dropped to their hands and knees to lower their centres of gravity and better distribute their weight. They lowered themselves all the way to the salt then commando-crawled on their bellies and forearms until they were peering down into the pit. 
 
   Dangling one hand into the yawning gulf, Noah played his Maglite across the darkness not expecting it to have any impact on the overwhelming black. Orla followed suit.
 
   What they saw would stay burned onto their memories in the years to come. 
 
   Far below them, deep inside a salt crater beneath a well-known yet remote Iranian island, lay the lost treasure of the Knights Templar.
 
   Troughs full of gold coins reflected their torch beams in kaleidoscopic displays of dazzling light. Caskets of gemstones seemed to beckon to them, willing them to come down, but the broken body of Omar, lying atop a bed of iron spikes that were engineered for that very purpose, kept them where they were. The puzzle box lay shattered nearby, its intricate system of gears and cogs spilled over a small mountain of silver ingots. 
 
   There were other treasures, too. Precious things—works of art beyond rarity, ancient texts the likes of which the modern world had never known, and troves of animal furs, preserved across the gulf of time by the cool, dry air deep inside the crater. 
 
   The last thing Noah would recall laying eyes on was a life-size cross encrusted with gemstones-mostly emeralds, but with a trickle of rubies to mark the blood of Jesus Christ at the crucifixion.
 
   And then a rumbling in their own chamber drew them back to the reality of where they were, and what little there was between them and a fall to match Lucifer’s. 
 
   Noah rolled over onto his back in time to see a massive chunk of ceiling fall from the darkness far above. It came crashing down, through the raw wound in the salt floor of their chamber into the pit of golden treasures below, where it exploded into dust, dulling the beauty of lost treasures which had sat in pristine darkness for so long. 
 
   The impact echoed up to them, deafening.
 
   In the far corners of their space, the salt stalactites cracked and sighed and began to pull away from the stone they dripped from, and one by one started to rain down from unseen heights.
 
   “The whole place is coming apart!”
 
   That was all Orla needed to hear. 
 
   She was up on her feet and hauling Noah to his. Together they sprinted, heads down, arms and legs pumping furiously toward the inclined footpath that would lead them up out of Hell. 
 
   A deadly rain of debris came down around them.
 
   A chunk of rock the size of a cricket ball cracked off Noah’s shoulder, driving him down to his knees. Orla hauled him up again and dragged him towards the path. 
 
   She barely registered the pain as her hand dragged across the rock wall, or the sudden half-dark as she lost her grip on her Maglite. She just kept running, up, up, up, following Noah’s roving torchlight toward a distant sun she really hoped to see again.
 
   Around and around the side of the cavern wall they went, each loop elevating them significantly as more of the ceiling above them came down. 
 
   The ground shifted beneath them, like an earthquake. 
 
   But they just kept running and running. The roars and screams of the collapse chased them up into the cavern above, and through the fissures back towards the beach, getting louder and louder all the time. The earth screamed. And that scream brought another threat with it: what was waiting for them up there? Would Frost and Konstantin have things under control? Or was it a case of out of the fiery pits of Hell and into a shitstorm of gunfire? They’d lost of their weapons on the cave floor. Orla’s pistol against the wrath of Al Aler’eyh looking to avenge their Prophet? Not a hope in Hell. Or out of it.
 
   But there was no turning back.
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   The light outside was blinding after being underground for so long. 
 
   Noah and Orla stood side-by-side in the shelter of the tunnel entrance, hands shading their eyes while they surveyed their surroundings.
 
   They weren’t dead.
 
   That was a good start.
 
   They heard gunfire far off to their left. 
 
   Then to the right, a flash of light from a yellow helicopter, not random but in a pattern. Suddenly a figure in black slid down a rappelling rope in front of them so quickly they couldn’t even consider using their firearms, and there was Konstantin Khavin, grim-faced and forbidding.  
 
   “This way.” There were no wasted words. That wasn’t the Russian’s way.
 
   Noah looked down over the tidal flats and spotted a burst of muzzle flash; Ronan Frost was neck deep in the ooze, entrenched in a salty foxhole laying down machine gun cover fire at a cadre of Al Aler’eyh fighters ensconced somewhere in the pockmarked crater face. Beyond that by nearly a football field rested the yellow helo, rotors churning as their mercenary pilot waited.
 
   They picked a path down through the warren of fissures and rock outcroppings until they crossed a weedy beach and then stood along the edge of the tidal mud flats. 
 
   The sound from the helo’s engine increased in pitch as its rotors started to churn faster. The pilot was making sure he could easily break free of the mud’s suction. 
 
   They ran for it, Orla and Konstantin with their guns drawn, Noah empty-handed. The big Russian squeezed off a couple of rounds, returning fire toward the crater wall. 
 
   Once they passed Ronan’s foxhole they stopped shooting and ran as quickly as the muddy tidal area allowed. 
 
   Noah lost a boot but kept going. 
 
   Frost scuttled backwards through the mud, laying down heavy cover fire.
 
   They reached the helicopter. 
 
   The side door was already open. 
 
   They pushed, pulled and jumped their way inside in a jumble, Konstantin reaching out to pull Frost in by the hand as the aircraft lifted off. 
 
   An Al Aler’eyh soldier emptied a clip in their direction, hoping to bring the helicopter down, but the bird lifted into the sky and banked away from Qeshm and was out over the Persian Gulf before the last shell had fallen, hot, from the heavens. 
 
   Looking back over at the salt crater, they could see a large dust cloud mushrooming into the warm air. 
 
   Maybe it’ll stay buried for another seven hundred years, Noah thought grimly. And if it did, would that be so bad?
 
   They flew on in silence, each lost in deep thought. 
 
   Before long the towering skyline of Dubai came into view, a study in contrast between old and new. 
 
   Orla perked up at the sight of the city. 
 
   She tapped Noah on the shoulder.
 
   “I was thinking, maybe you should have set it for France,” she said. 
 
   Looking out the window as the islands of The World passed by, a smile tugged at his lips. 
 
   “Now you tell me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   


 
   OGMIOS ORIGINS SERIES
 
    
 
   Solomon’s Seal
 
   "Perfect for those DaVinci Code fans looking for another electrifying read combining Biblical history with modern-day Armageddon." -- Douglas Preston, NYT Bestselling author of IMPACT and BLASPHEMY
 
    
 
   With the discovery of the long lost Seal of Solomon—real or not—Ogmios Team members Konstantin and Orla find themselves in Jerusalem and Palestine fighting for their lives in a desperate race to stop all hell breaking lose. They don't know who they can trust. They don't know which way to turn next. All they know is they have to find the Seal while diverting the detonation of a dirty bomb at one of Jerusalem's most holy sites.
 
    
 
   BUY SOLOMON’ SEAL
 
    
 
    
 
   WarGod
 
    
 
   A search for the legendary sword of Julius Caesar draws the Ogmios Team into a web of intrigue, betrayal and violence that threatens the stability of the Realm, and the future of the entire planet….
 
    
 
   It all begins when Ronan Frost receives a plea for help from Tony Denison, his former commanding officer, who is now an outspoken opponent of globalization and intensely interested in Arthurian lore. Frost’s old comrade believes that he is the target of agents working for the New World Order, and that this shadowy conspiracy is trying to prevent him from finding the Crocea Mors, the sword of Caesar, and perhaps the very blade that King Arthur pulled from the stone to win his kingdom. Frost is skeptical, but there is no denying that someone is trying to kill Denison.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Sir Charles Wyndham has dispatched Konstantin Khavin to learn the truth behind the attempted assassination…and the truth is that the British government wants the man dead, at all costs. And because Frost is with him, Sir Charles is forced to make a choice—abandon Frost, or lose Ogmios for good.
 
    
 
   The race for the sword and search for the truth behind the plot will take both Frost and Khavin across Europe, into the murky place where legends meet history, and to the very brink Armageddon. 
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   SILVER
 
    
 
   "With Silver, Steven Savile delivers a barn storming tale of action, intrigue and suspense in a plot laced with ancient secrets and modern terror." --Matt Hilton, author of the the Joe Hunter thrillers. 
 
    
 
   "Silver is a cracker of a thriller. Savile's in a league of his own" --Jeremy Duns, author of FREE AGENT and FREE COUNTRY. 
 
    
 
   "Reminiscent of James Rollins and David Morrell." --Joseph Nassise, international bestselling author of the TEMPLAR CHRONICLES. 
 
    
 
   "Fascinating, gripping, horrific, tragic and compelling."
 
   -- Steve Alten, NYT Bestselling author of MEG and THE SHELL GAME
 
    
 
   "SILVER is a wild combination of Indiana Jones, The Da Vinci Code, and The Omen."
 
   -- Kevin J Anderson, international bestselling author of THE SAGA OF SEVEN SUNS and co-author of PAUL OF DUNE
 
    
 
   Silver was the first in an on-going series of adventures built around the Ogmios Team, and has been published in the US, Spain, Poland, France, Turkey and Germany in hardcover. It reached #2 on Amazon UK and was in the Top 30 Bestselling Ebooks of 2011 as published by The Bookseller in the UK.
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   "There is a plague coming....For forty days and forty nights fear shall savage the streets. Those steeped in sin shall burn. The dying begins now"
 
    
 
   With this chilling message a wave of terror unlike anything the world has ever seen sweeps the streets of Europe. Thirteen martyrs burn themselves alive in thirteen major cities simultaneously. 
 
    
 
   And this is just the beginning.
 
    
 
   A religious cult calling itself the Disciples of Judas has risen in the Middle East. They twist the words of ancient prophecies to drive home the fear. Everything you believe in will be proved wrong. Everything you hold true will fail.
 
    
 
   Day by day the West wakes to increasingly harrowing acts of terror. As fear cripples the capitals of Europe, the only question is where will be the next to fall? London? Rome? Berlin?
 
    
 
   In a race against time - believing the terrorists intend to assassinate the Pope - Sir Charles Wyndham's unique Special Ops team, codename Ogmios, track a labyrinthine course through truth, shades of truth and outright lies that takes them from the backstreets of London to the shadow of Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin and all the way into the heart of the Holy See itself.
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