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Foreword




When I first think of my fantasy/horror/metal
thriller The Armageddon Chord, I go back to the original
seed that was planted in my brain and germinated to make this story
take off. Someone—or maybe it was more than just one someone—said,
“Write what you know.” That stuck with me years ago. One thing I
“knew” was being a horror writer and being a guitarist in a death
metal band, so I figured maybe I could write about a guitarist. I
threw that idea around in my head and I liked where it was going—I
just had to flesh out a real story from the many ideas I had.

As I was hammering out what would become The
Armageddon Chord, I called upon what I had learned
writing my “first novel,” which was a huge steaming pile of
manuscript about a giant, shark-like sea monster. It was a complete
mess and went nowhere, but I cut my teeth hard on that one, I
learned a lot, got better, and one of the greatest things I got out
of that book was connecting with an awesome fiction editor, Ed
Stackler. Ed edited my sea monster novel and would later edit
The Armageddon Chord. Working with Ed Stackler was like
going to Novel Writing College and majoring in Fiction Craft 101.
Ed’s background in fiction editing and in the publishing biz was
immediately impressive: seven years as an editor for St. Martin’s
Press and New American Library (NAL)—two major trade publishers in
New York City; acquired and edited novels by New York
Times-bestselling thriller novelist Greg Iles; acquired and
edited novels by Mickey Spillane, Robert K. Tanenbaum, Gary
Hardwick, Ralph Compton and many others.

Ed Stackler had a profound impact on me as a writer.
He taught me about high stakes, tight character POV, revising,
editing, suspending disbelief and so much more. I cannot underscore
enough how much Ed’s skills and wisdom shaped me as novelist—and
still shape me today. All that said, it was Ed’s knowledge and his
work with me on The Armageddon Chord that made this novel
really shine and helped it become what it is now.

So, back to writing what I knew—being a guitarist. I
was always intrigued by the legend of the late Robert Johnson
selling his soul to the devil at the crossroads in exchange for
becoming the greatest blues guitarist in the world. That legend and
some cinematic influences contributed to inspiring my storyline for
The Armageddon Chord. Like the 1986 movie Crossroads
that featured Ralph Macchio and Steve Vai as guitar wizards who
battle it out for the devil—the head-cuttin’ duel is something I’ve
watched over and over countless times—had a huge impact on me. Take
all that and mix in some other influences, including the 1983
Canadian animated musical science fiction/rock-n-roll-fantasy
film, Rock & Rule and Raiders of the Lost
Ark, and you get The Armageddon Chord.

The Armageddon Chord was a fun book to write,
not only because writing about what I knew made it enjoyable, but I
wove in the vivid imagery I had in my head—and once the story
really got bones and solidified and became real, it just got better
and better for me.

I named the main character Kirk Vaisto, after both
lead-guitarist Kirk Hammett of Metallica and guitar god, Steve
Vai—I know, not much of a stretch there, but a definite nod of
respect to those guys in the form of my main character.

I wanted to make Kirk Vaisto literally go through
Hell—or rather, raise Hell—and he does so, as you’ll learn. My
final vision was a dark-fantasy/horror-metal novel that mixes up a
famous guitar rock star with some Raiders of the Lost
Ark-type shit and throws in Satan and heinous characters and
the Apocalypse into the pot…

I think the overview sums it up well: A long-lost and
buried pyramid of the demonic pharaoh Aknaseth is discovered and
dug out of the Egyptian sands; a malignant-minded Egyptologist
named Helmut Hartkopff cracks open the sarcophagus of Aknaseth and
finds the evil Song of Sethis written in hieroglyphics. The Song
possesses the power to unleash the Apocalypse upon the world and
grant immortality to the chosen, who will reign with Satan.
Multi-billionaire Festus Baustone III (who has bone cancer) will do
anything to bring the Song of Sethis to life. Kirk Vaisto, known as
the “God of Guitar” by his millions of fans worldwide, finds that
there’s a powerful evil lurking in his very guitar strings as he
transcribes the Song of Sethis for Festus Baustone and Helmut
Hartkopff. Kirk Vaisto sets off on a musical journey that takes him
from an unholy chapter in ancient Egyptian history to the Holy
Cross, to the concert stage and to the very edge of Hell itself as
he gives the performance of a lifetime… I’ll leave it at that.

I wanted to mention the time I first met my friend,
the legendary author Brian Keene. It was at the first Killer on in
Las Vegas in 2009. Brian and I immediately hit off. As we chatted
about books and music we both loved, Brian asked if I was writing
anything at the moment. I had just a sold a short story to an
anthology published by St. Martin’s Press and was neck-deep into
The Armageddon Chord, so I told him all about it. I recall
feeling funny explaining the synopsis to Brian, because at the
time, I had never been asked what my WIP was about, so I felt kind
of silly spontaneously telling this seasoned author about my
novel—one that was in the fetal stages at that time. But the cool
thing that I learned right away about was that he is an amazing big
brother and mentor; he’s patient and just cool as hell. He listened
to my overview of The Armageddon Chord and when I was done,
he was like, “That’s really fucking cool, brother. You got
something good there. Reminds me of the next The Kill
Riff.”

When Brian said that, I was relieved that he didn’t
look at me like I was dork… rather, I was excited and filled with
even more inspiration to finish The Armageddon Chord. Also,
I was amazed Brian Keene new about The Kill Riff, because no
one I knew at the time had ever heard of that novel by David J.
Schow. The Kill Riff was published in 1989, and involves a
metal band called Whip Hand and a man named Lucas who seeks revenge
on his daughter’s death, as she was trampled to death during a Whip
Hand concert. He stalks every band member one by one and murders
them.

To that end, Brian Keene showed me how cool he is,
how vast his knowledge of horror books is, and also showed me that
I had a legit novel on my hands and motivated me to finish it.

Fast forward to the actual publication of The
Armageddon Chord … it blew my mind:

The Armageddon Chord peaked at #4 on Barnes
& Noble’s Top 10 paperback bestseller list the first week it
was published, and it won critical acclaim from Publisher’s
Weekly, Rolling Stone, Decibel Magazine, and many other
reviewers. I did a book tour for it and earned a Hiram Award for
“Bridging the Gap Between Bookworms and Metalheads.”

Another cool story about publication: It came to my
attention that there was a mystery/fantasy/rock novel by George
R.R. Martin that came out in 1983 called The Armageddon Rag
that I knew nothing about. I was first told about this novel by
editor Ed Stackler, and then in 2011, I was trading The
Armageddon Chord with the amazing novelist Dan Simmons for
Simmons’ The Terror, when Simmons said, “my good friend
George R.R. Martin wrote a book years ago called, The Armageddon
Rag. Check it out.” So I did. The Armageddon Rag is a
cool read and tells the story of the murder of a legendary rock
promoter and is filled with rock ‘n’ roll, demonism, and guess
what? An apocalyptic tune! Haha! Joke’s on me, right? You, know, I
gotta laugh because Dan Simmons and George R.R. Martin would
probably think I borrowed a few ideas from the “Rag.” Though
the book titles and subject matter have uncanny similarities—I
swear it’s totally coincidental.

So, George R.R. Martin, if you’re reading this, in
the 28 years between The Armageddon Rag and The
Armageddon Chord, I was totally oblivious to your novel—but I
wasn’t oblivious to your other works which I love and
worship, sir.

*Maybe Martin will read The Armageddon Chord
and dig it. I can hope…

Well, here we are. I’m very proud of what The
Armageddon Chord has done since its original 2011 release, and
I’m very proud to see it re-released with Riverdale Avenue
Books/Afraid Books!

I’m beyond thrilled to report that this edition is
newly revised and expanded in big ways—including new and fabulous
cover artwork by Claudio Bergamin (Rabid Heart). The
Armageddon Chord is now available in hardcover and audio for
the first time.

Some readers may wonder why I overhauled The
Armageddon Chord and made it more of a deluxe edition. First,
my previous publisher and I didn’t share the same vision for this
novel when it was initially published, so I was never happy with
the original edition. That said, this revised and expanded edition
has my stamp of approval, and it’s only being published with
my blessing. I wanted to correct a few things, including improving
some of the writing and storyline in specific chapters, tightening
the timeline, splitting the novel into a three-act story, giving it
new cover art and interior art, and overall, injecting steroids
into it.

I’ve finally managed to make The Armageddon
Chord everything I wanted it to be. Again, I’m freaking
thrilled!

I hope you all enjoy this ride. Thank you for
reading.

 


—Jeremy Wagner

Miami Beach, Florida

March 21, 2019
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“Whether ye be denizens of heaven, or of the
earth, or of the South, or of the North, or of the East, or of the
West, the fear of me is in your bodies. I am he whose being has
been wrought in his eye. I shall not die again. My moment is in
your bodies, but my forms are in my place of habitation. I am ‘He
who cannot be known.’ The Red Fiends have their faces directed
against me. I am the unveiled one.” —The Papyrus of Ani, from
the Book of the Dead—the ancient Egyptian funerary texts derived
Partly from the earlier Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts (1550
BCE)

 


 


“A book has got smell. A new book smells great. An
old book smells even better. An old book smells like Ancient
Egypt.” —Ray Bradbury


Chapter One

 The Devil in Mr.
Vaisto
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I’ll make you a god.

Whoever spoke to him was unseen. From the corner of
his eye, he caught the shadow of a dark figure, but every time he
turned to catch who it was, there was nothing there.

The voice spoke to him as if it was on some delay
effect. “A god?” Kirk laughed at the suggestion. “I’m already a god
to many, dude. I’m a riff-laying, shredding motherfucker.”

More voices spoke, whispering in his ears and then
filling his thoughts. Many voices, yet he knew they were from the
same single entity.

You’re no god. And there is no God… but I will make
you one.

Kirk saw himself so far away. It was hot there, in a
desert that he walked through—and the heat promised to grow hotter
where he was going. That voice whose source remained unveiled
continued to speak and began to terrify him.

Then he began to see the most horrible things.

Chthonian heat suddenly cooled. Kirk felt ice cold.
He could see his breath. Something icy and invisible caressed the
back of his neck. He wanted to scream but his breath was caught in
his chest. Something was creeping its way into his brain… through
his ears.

There was a low hum coming through the studio
monitors. The hum grew louder and turned to feedback. It roused
Kirk Vaisto and he snapped his head up, confused. He’d fallen
asleep at the helm of his recording console, the weary captain of a
sonic ship splayed across sliders and knobs like a bed of nails
without the pain. He reached up and felt his face where knobs had
indented his skin in a dimpled pattern.

Again? I hope I didn’t drool on the console.

This seemed to be standard operating procedure; work
all night with his engineer, send engineer home, then stay up until
the sun listening to tracks and mixes—or just pass out while doing
it all. He’d done a couple shots of Crown Royal when he should have
been drinking coffee. He went out like a light after that. Whiskey
or not, it seemed he always crashed at the controls. He was drained
from working marathon hours in his recording studio, trying to
finish his new solo album. It was a real bitch being a
perfectionist.

Kirk was his own worst enemy, of this he had no
doubt. He thought of something that one of his heroes, Yngwie
Malmsteen, had once said about whipping himself mercilessly if he
played something incorrectly, never allowing himself to repeat a
mistake.

Every guitarist wants to play like a god. Yeah,
well, if good intentions was all it took, then everyone would be
great, right? It takes endless work to try and be a god…

Those fucking images had permeated his mind like
before. He dozed and had another one of his recurring bad dreams…
they’d been more frequent and insane, and when he woke, he couldn’t
shake the feeling of some persistent horror.

It was a just a nightmare.

His heart was jacked from the alarm of the feedback
and from the residual horror of his dreams. Kirk was thankful the
nightmares weren’t real. He used to dream of playing epic concerts
or having lots of sex—that was never bad—but these recent visions
in his sleep were terrifying beyond measure, and they turned darker
every time. Aside from that malevolent voice of unseen origin, he
played back the images of finding himself chastised and beaten by
demon-headed men wearing ancient robes. Their hideous faces defied
description and they forced him onto a stage where a Satanic heavy
metal band was performing. This was beyond death metal or black
metal, beyond any music that defined “extreme.” The band looked and
sounded so evil, he thought they made Slayer look like NSYNC. A
most loathsome demon, tall and red and winged, handed him a
blood-soaked guitar and made Kirk play it against his will.

Kirk played a diabolical song, the music possessing
and infiltrating his being like an unholy parasite. As his fingers
worked the fingerboard, he found himself on top of some hellish
pyramid, and from its pinnacle, he was able to gaze down upon the
entire world. He was horrified to see misshapen and obscene legions
unleashed from an abysmal hole… they washed over the world.

With a thunderous crack, Kirk popped back to the
stage, but it was now some crazy stage-turned-battlefield and he
found himself standing between charging armies of divine light and
monumental darkness. He wielded the unholy guitar and realized it
was a weapon—a weapon of musical mass destruction. He didn’t know
what it was for, but he riffed on it, and the more he did, the more
terrors erupted to claim the mortal world. Unclean spirits and
cacodemons, the inhabitants of pandemonium, came on like an
infernal storm to meet the illuminated troops of piety. Toothy and
spiky, red and winged—Kirk watched these loathsome things with
revulsion as they brought torture and agony to all. He bore witness
as Satan’s spawn did a million unspeakable acts to mankind.

A figure in white appeared, a glowing form in the
midst of the nightmare. It floated before him and spoke, “Kirk
Vaisto, you’ve failed and damned this world. You’ve failed mankind
and all that is the heavens. Above all, you’ve failed as a
guitarist. You shall be eternally unpitied and without absolution…
everything and everyone you love is slaughtered and destroyed
before you… by your hand.”

There was nothing Kirk could do to stop the unseen
and malevolent hand that forced him to play the insane and hellish
music on the guitar.

The world of man burned away, and Heaven fell as Kirk
serenaded Armageddon. The frenzied playing came to a violent end as
he hit a power chord that rang and reverberated through every
mortal and immortal level of existence like a nuclear
explosion.

That was when Kirk came back to reality amidst the
audio hum and feedback in his studio—while that colossal and
inhuman chord continued to resonate in his mind.

The terror felt so real it rocked him to his core.
These same visions had haunted him before. Why? That voice and the
ice-cold stroke to the back of his neck by a vile and ghostly hand
gripped his soul. Horror… inconceivable horror.

Fuck it, I’m shot.

Kirk, burned out—and totally creeped out—got to his
feet and shut down the studio for the night. He walked the halls of
his mansion, feeling somewhat spooked being alone, and reached his
bedroom to turn in.

He pissed, brushed his teeth and tied his long hair
back before hitting the mattress. He still felt a heavy foreboding
in his chest that he couldn’t explain. He stayed awake for a while
longer, sensing darkness and wishing he had a Xanax. If unholy
horrors were waiting just around the corner, he hoped they were
waiting only in his mind.

He didn’t remember falling asleep or seeing devils in
his dreams again.


Chapter Two

 The Discovery—Aknaseth’s
Secret
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“Fucker! You broke it! You sand-eating
bastards have ruined my artifacts for the last time. I’ll tear the
hide from the next asshole who so much as looks at a piece of
pottery wrong.” Helmut Hartkopff kicked sand and berated an
Egyptian laborer in a jumble of broken Arabic, tinged with a German
accent he never lost—though he hadn’t seen his fatherland,
Deutschland, for decades.

Helmut paused in his tirade, seeing the American
archeologist emerge from the pyramid and into the bright sunshine
of the Egyptian afternoon. He noticed the short, round and bald
Barkley wiping sweat from his brow. Helmut wondered where Barkley’s
partner was. He figured the other man, Tom Morgenson, was below
ground.

No… he didn’t like these two American men who were
hired to assist him. They annoyed the shit out of him. He was the
world’s chief Egyptologist and he didn’t need anyone in his way or
trying to steal his thunder. But these extra hands were here
because the boss, that asshole Festus Baustone, wanted them
here. Helmut knew he couldn’t do a goddamn thing about it.

Not now, anyway.

He thought of Barkley as a plump desert hog in a
fedora and a pair of shades. Barkley walked out of the pyramid and
into the desert air, looking quite hot and uncomfortable. He waved
and cried out in a high-pitched voice. “Helmut! We have something
for you.”

It better be what I hope it is... .

Helmut was old and he felt it. Ancient, even… not as
ancient as the pyramid of Aknaseth—which was the find of the
century—but goddamn close enough. Old and angry, he had bid
farewell to his patience decades ago. He didn’t tolerate anyone
other than his current employer, Festus Baustone. He didn’t take
shit from anyone and didn’t have to. Despite his age, he was lean
and extremely mean and could hold his own in every bar brawl he
instigated—even though most times he had to use a weapon to finish
the fight. He was fucking old after all, in the home stretch of the
century mark; who could blame an old man for using a knife or a gun
to defend himself in a fight he started?

Though his body appeared younger than it was, his
face gave no indication of age, as it was burned into a melted
deformity—the result of a childhood accident that happened right
here in Egypt during World War Two. He thought of this incident
almost every day since.

Helmut took comfort in his appearance. Sure, he
thought he was ugly as sin. His face was a mutilated visage, a mask
of melted skin with a stump of twisted flesh for a nose. Yellow
teeth poked out of a taut, lipless mouth, forming a fixed grin
across a face devoid of expression.

His pink tongue swept across his dry teeth that were
constantly exposed to the desert air.

He approached Barkley. “What is it?”

“Tom and I opened up a burial chamber on the bottom
level. It’s large and packed with items.”

“It’s about fucking time you earned your brass.”
Helmut’s disfigured mouth marred his words. “You’ve wasted a week
mapping that passageway. Let’s see this chamber.”

Barkley led the way back to the pyramid. At the
entrance, he flashed a laminated ID card at two armed guards.

Helmut didn’t wear an ID laminate. The soldiers
guarding the pyramid and perimeter, as well as the countless
laborers and archeology crews, all knew who he was—and Helmut knew
they all feared him.

Barkley, as always, looked uneasy. “Is it really
necessary to have all these gun-toting thugs everywhere?”

“Festus paid the Egyptian government a great deal for
the rights to this site. Security’s the number one priority for the
discovery of the century.” Helmut patted the revolver in his
shoulder holster. “If he wants to build a hundred foot wall around
this site and fill it with mercenaries, he will.”

Helmut and Barkley descended into the stairway system
leading down to the burial chamber where Tom waited. Helmut felt a
chill escaping the chamber. He actually heard the tomb groan
as if it was relieved to be opened. Barkley stepped in before him.
Helmut watched amused as Barkley, the nervous pig, jumped at the
deep and unexpected moan. The rotund archeologist hesitated and
gave Helmut a startled look over his shoulder.

“Move your fat ass.” Helmut pushed Barkley
inside.

Inside, Helmut saw everything illuminated by Tom’s
lights. A large sarcophagus surrounded by a cache of Egyptian
heirlooms caught his immediate attention. He inhaled, knowing that
until this day, the chamber had remained undisturbed for more than
three thousand years.

“What have we here?” Helmut scanned the lighted tomb
through his sunglasses.

“The ’glyphs in here are strange.” Tom jutted his
chin at a wall in front of his face. “Unlike anything I’ve ever
seen.”

“Probably cryptic writing. Hiding something
important.” Barkley nodded.

“Festus certainly got his money’s worth out of you
two Einstein’s, aye?” Helmut spoke in a long, drawn-out breath,
wanting to bury these men right here. They reminded him of Laurel
and Hardy… or the Jack Sprat and wife of Egyptology. The hairless
and plump Barkley contrasted with Tom Morgenson, who stood tall and
thin and wore a long white-haired ponytail. “I think you’re
correct, Barkley. Let’s get a look at the sarcophagus.”

The three men walked to the middle of the tomb room,
strewn with statues and solid gold artifacts. Helmut worked his way
around vases and the Canopic vessels he knew contained the viscera
of a dead pharaoh.

The large sarcophagus filled up most of the chamber.
Helmut ran his fingers over the lid of the granite necro-vault,
reading the strange hieroglyphics chiseled into the stone.

Helmut had never encountered writings like this
before, but he knew he’d break them down. After all, he’d learned
from the best years ago, participating and assisting with countless
digs and excavations since childhood.

At times like this, he prided himself to the point of
arrogance on his knowledge of all the pharaohs and dynasties; he
could read and decipher the most technical hieroglyphics and knew
how to break the toughest of cryptic writings. Over decades, he
read countless coffin and pyramid texts and memorized the Book
of the Dead, learning every spell and incantation. He recited
every myth, could name all of the gods and deities by heart, and
learned to speak the languages of the ancient Egyptians, even the
most obscure tongues.

“Peculiar, yes?” Helmut studied the symbols. Then he
realized something, and suddenly gained a complete understanding of
the hieroglyphics. An immediate flush of excitement hit him. He
pushed Barkley. “Out of my way, sow. I’m going to crack this lid
open.”

“You can’t be serious. That lid’s made out of solid
granite. It must weigh at least two tons.” Tom stood back shaking
his head.

“All three of us couldn’t budge it if we tried.”
Barkley stood next to Tom.

Helmut sneered, thinking how amateur this pair was.
“You’re the best Festus sent from America’s greatest natural
history museums?” Helmut’s knowledge surpassed these American
fools. Festus handpicked them, imploring Helmut to use them in
order to expedite the dig. Under protest, he used them at the site
of his discovery, letting them dig and report to him like swine in
a hole. “Watch and learn.”

Helmut walked to the head of the sarcophagus and
moved his hands around the carvings on the granite slab. He paused
for a moment, intent, studying another new set of hieroglyphics.
Then, with a gentle push, Helmut depressed a square button etched
with an uncommon hieroglyph. A narrow channel of granite sank into
the sarcophagus with a clicking sound. In place of the hieroglyph,
a solid gold lever with a baseball-sized sphere of gold attached
rose straight up.

Helmut studied it, finding it ancient and beautiful
and phallic all at once. He grasped the gold sphere and pulled the
lever down like the handle on a slot machine. More clicking sounds
echoed in the tomb—with the moan of grating stone, the sarcophagus
came alive.

Tom and Barkley jumped back as the granite lid rolled
off, moved by some unseen mechanical force. The two-ton lid came to
a precarious stop with a large overhang. It seemed to float in the
air.

Helmut peered into the open sarcophagus as Tom and
Barkley kept their distance. A hissing blast of ancient air hit him
in the face and the immediate carrion stench of old death filled
the burial chamber.

“Um Gotswillen.” Helmut looked into the
sarcophagus and discovered something he thought may be more
grotesque than himself. His eyes scanned the visible contents of
the sarcophagus. He would need to remove it all with some real
help, but from what he could immediately see, there was a mummy in
there—but it didn’t appear to be human.

He estimated the wrapped cadaver to be more than
eight feet long. Huge. Helmut studied the unwrapped head and
couldn’t determine the gender, as the head didn’t give the
slightest clue—but he already knew who it was. The scaly, red and
leathery embalmed head was twice as big as a normal human cranium.
The mouth was agape, twisted into a silent scream. The preserved
lips drew back from a bottom jaw jutting out six inches from the
face. The jaw was packed full of numerous long, pointy and
misshapen teeth. Two flaring nostrils contorted into a menacing
snout. Half-dollar-sized ear holes without lobes on the head, and
as for the eyes—there weren’t any. It looked like the corpse of
some kind of lizard monster.

“What is that?” Barkley peered into the
sarcophagus next to Helmut.

“It looks like a mummified crocodile or something.”
Tom stepped up and shuddered. “Helmut. We need to document every
part of this. Every step… before we get ahead of ourselves. Let’s
get to the surface and grab some video gear and some helping
hands.”

Helmut ignored them. He focused on other objects in
the sarcophagus shining under the tomb’s man-made light. Resting on
the mummy’s chest was an ancient book, the pages made of papyrus
and bound in solid gold. Another glittering object was a gold
uraeus on the mummy’s head. The headband was solid gold and
featured a gold cobra fastened to a band etched with odd Egyptian
symbols and inverted ankhs.

Ankhs. The ancient Egyptian symbol for life.
Inverted like the Holy Cross… it’s almost like a Satanic crown. But
Satan here would predate the Masoretic Text by…

Helmut straightened. He had never seen such a thing.
He knew no records existed of such an artifact, but he had heard
the legends and found his own clues over several decades, hadn’t
he?

It was on these thoughts that Helmut suddenly felt an
overwhelming sense of evil while staring at the monstrosity and the
heirlooms in front of him. The malignant foreboding that filled the
chamber didn’t frighten him. He felt invigorated by the impious
vibe and embraced it.

Helmut reached in and pulled out the massive
gold-bound book. It was heavy. He laid it gently on the floor to
get a better look at it. He found the hieroglyphs on the golden
covers of the coffin texts to be strange, much like the ’glyphs on
the sarcophagus. He’d seen coffin texts written on scrolls, but
never anything resembling a massive, gold-bound book. It only took
a cursory glance at the hieroglyphics on the papyrus pages to know
this was beyond mere funerary spells.

Almost nothing made Helmut excited or
emotional—unless it was finding the rarest of artifacts or having
the opportunity to take his violent anger out on some unfortunate
soul. His feelings rarely stirred. But now, Helmut moaned with
excitement as he read. He closed the gold-bound book and held it
tightly in his shaking hands.

“What is it?” Tom spoke from somewhere behind
him.

Helmut didn’t reply. He picked up the book of coffin
texts and place it back into the sarcophagus. Then he turned and
withdrew his .357 magnum revolver from his shoulder holster. He
aimed the gun at the two archeologists.

“What are you doing?” Barkley held his arms up in
front of his face defensively.

“And he who finds Aknaseth, and he who is bold, shall
only take the first step with the blood of the innocent.” Helmut
clenched his sandblasted teeth together. “You’re not leaving this
pyramid alive.”

“You’re insane.” Tom pushed Barkley ahead of him,
toward the entrance of the tomb. “We’re leaving.”

A gunshot sounded, echoing through the pyramid’s
chambers and hallways, but likely drawing no attention from anyone
outside.

Helmut watched the back of Tom’s skull open as the
bullet blasted his brains out through his left eye. Tom fell onto
the floor face first.

“Tommy… ” Barkley stood over his colleague. His voice
turned into an escalating wail, bouncing off the chamber walls.

Helmut walked up to Barkley and pointed the revolver
inches from his head. “Now, you going to be a good pig? Eh,
Barkley?”

Barkley looked from Tom’s body to Helmut and back
twice more with wide, teary eyes.

“Get down and crawl back into the chamber,
swine.”

Barkley dropped to his hands and knees and crawled
while Helmut followed, watching his chubby hostage scuttle among
the chamber’s treasures. Barkley crawled into a corner and curled
into a shaking ball.

Helmut glanced into the open sarcophagus. “Hell on
Earth. Um Gotteswillen, you’re so fucking beautiful.”

He put his revolver back in its holster and picked up
a small canopic vessel, emptying the dry-aged entrails onto the
floor.

Satisfied that the vessel was empty and clean of
debris, Helmut pulled out a long, double-edged knife from his boot.
The knife, a relic from World War II, remained sharp, and on the
sides of the handle were metal eagles above a stylized oak wreath
with a swastika at its center—the Reichsadler symbol.

“Loyalty is my honor.” Helmut approached Barkley with
an inward grin. “Good pig.”

Helmut kept Barkley alive for a bit longer as he
carved up the American pork chop. As with the gunshot Helmut had
fired off earlier, Barkley’s cries drew no attention from
above.


Chapter Three

 Festus
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On the 50th floor of the Baustone Building in New
York City, Festus Baustone the Third—heir, chairman, and CEO of the
Baustone International Corporation—sat in a large, leather chair
behind an immense, handmade cherry wood desk in his office.

Festus lit a cigar and walked to a window, cursing
the pain in his legs. He stared through the glass and let out an
angry puff. He was long out of patience for Helmut Hartkopff’s
call. Festus found a sliver of peace as he studied the city outside
his office window. It was, he liked to think, a Baustone city.

Looking to the street below, he smiled, knowing he
owned numerous city blocks down there full of company office
buildings and warehouses. He stood in his main building in
Manhattan, which hosted a museum and his corporate headquarters.
This was where he worked and lived. If New York was the Big Apple,
then Festus Baustone III was the city’s biggest maggot.

Festus smiled, thinking of how well the year was
going. His net worth increased at an average of $35,000 per minute
as Baustone International stock climbed to a market capitalization
of $90,000,000,000.

Festus had spent $8,000,000,000 on radio stations and
cable programming networks, creating one of the largest
entertainment companies in the world, strong in all three of the
U.S.’s most vibrant markets: music, electronics and television.

The piece de resistance was Baustone
International’s entry into the direct broadcast and satellite
television markets. Once Festus won a crucial operating license
from the FCC to launch his Earth-circling, low-altitude BauStar
satellites, his media empire and vision became global. The vast
orbiting system now covered 90% of the planet, with 300
satellites.

He felt as if he owned the planet.

Festus winced in pain and leaned on the windowsill to
ease the pressure on his legs. He was 58 years old, his dark-brown
and gray hair thin, but not falling out. He stayed clean-shaven and
tanned, abhorring facial hair and pale skin. He’d spent his life
staying in good physical shape, thanks to workouts in his gym.

Workouts, however, couldn’t scare away what was
eating his lower limbs. In his custom suit, Festus knew he looked
good, but he also knew he was rotting inside. Festus Baustone III
was dying of bone cancer and it pissed him off.

Months ago, Festus felt severe pain in his legs. He
assumed it had something to do with the miles he ran on a treadmill
every day, or some other workout-related pain. He took a few days
off from working out, but the pain continued and worsened.

When Festus’ doctor X-rayed him, dark areas in
Festus’ leg bones led to a three-hour-long bone scan with an
orthopedic oncologist. A surgeon performed a needle biopsy on the
dark matter in his legs, and a day later, a pathologist reported it
was malignant. Festus’ leg bones were riddled with a network of
cancerous tissues and tumors.

This was one of Festus’ worst nightmares. He’d always
feared inheriting cells that might carry the seeds of hereditary
damage. He feared the cells that divided and proliferated into
malignant tumors—the same things that killed members of his
mother’s side of the family.

Festus’ doctors told him that immediate chemotherapy
and radiation treatment were necessary, though they felt it was
futile. Festus needed his legs amputated at the hips before the
cancer spread to his spinal column, then to his brain.

He never told his only daughter, Mona, or anyone else
that he had cancer. He didn’t want false sympathy, and he didn’t
want his stockholders losing their cool or competitors seeing
weakness if they learned he might die.

Festus would have none of it. He didn’t want to die,
but he couldn’t bear the thought of being weakened by radiation—the
excruciating needle biopsy hurt bad enough—nor could he fathom life
without hair or legs. He allowed his narcissism to trump all
efforts to aid his mortality.
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