
		
			[image: 9781529426304.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Doors X Twilight first published in Great Britain in 2021 by Jo Fletcher Books

			Doors ? Colony first published in Great Britain in 2021 by Jo Fletcher Books

			Doors ! Field of Blood first published in Great Britain in 2021 by Jo Fletcher Books

			This omnibus edition first published in ebook in Great Britain in 2022 by

			 

			[image: ]

				 

				Jo Fletcher Books

			an imprint of

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Doors X Twilight © 2018 Markus Heitz

			Doors ? Colony © 2018 Markus Heitz

			Doors ! Field of Blood © 2018 Markus Heitz

			 

			The moral right of Markus Heitz to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			 

			EBOOK OMNIBUS ISBN 978 1 52942 630 4

			Doors X Twilight ISBN 978 1 52940 236 0

			Doors ? Colony ISBN 978 1 52940 233 9

			Doors ! Field of Blood ISBN 978 1 52940 231 5

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organizations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			The Doors Trilogy

			Copyright

			Doors x Twilight

			Introduction

			FIRST DEAD END

			Chapter I

			SECOND DEAD END

			Chapter II

			Chapter III

			Chapter IV

			Chapter V

			Chapter VI

			THIRD DEAD END

			Chapter VII

			Chapter VIII

			Chapter IX

			Chapter X

			Chapter XI

			ECHOES

			Doors ? Colony

			Introduction

			FIRST DEAD END

			Chapter I

			SECOND DEAD END

			Chapter II

			Chapter III

			Chapter IV

			Chapter V

			Chapter VI

			Chapter VII

			Chapter VIII

			Chapter IX

			Chapter X

			Chapter XI

			Chapter XII

			Chapter XIII

			ECHOES

			Doors ! Field of Blood

			Introduction

			FIRST DEAD END

			Chapter I

			SECOND DEAD END

			Chapter II

			Chapter III

			Chapter IV

			Chapter V

			Chapter VI

			Chapter VII

			Chapter VIII

			Chapter IX

			Chapter X

			Chapter XI

			Chapter XII

			Chapter XIII

			Chapter XIV

			ECHOES

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			 

			If you would like to know how Viktor von Troneg and his team of experts came to be tasked with rescuing Anna-Lena van Dam and how they managed to enter the cave system beneath the van Dam estate, read from the beginning.

			 

			If you would like to go straight to the door marked with the X, please start with Chapter IV.

		

	
		
			FIRST DEAD END

			 

			 

			Trepidation.

			Trepidation and a sinking sense of hopelessness were all she could feel in the darkness as she wandered endlessly through the stone labyrinth, refusing to succumb to fear.

			The smell was one known only to ancient buildings, of cold stone, damp dust and the millennia of abandonment. The leather soles of her high-heeled shoes scraped over rocky ground and slipped on the loose stones rattling around her, but there was no chance of her giving up.

			She knew this place; she had heard plenty about it and now she had to find a way to leave – or remain there for ever. Death was coming for her more quickly than she could have imagined: she understood that now.

			She tried to keep her breathing as quiet as possible as the LED light on her mobile phone glimmered into life for a promising second, before immediately switching off again, as if out of spite. It continued to flicker on and off, emanating a frantic, cold glow like a stroboscope.

			The young woman swiped and tapped the display with her broken fingers again and again, but to no avail. The indifferent message remained: No Service.

			If she had been less afraid, she might have felt the energy all around her, as pervasive as the air she was breathing. It was not electrical, nuclear or even thermal, but rather the sort of energy that might accumulate at a spiritual site: churches, monasteries and sacred places in the middle of forests were full of this kind of energy.

			As her phone continued to flash on and off, the young woman swore quietly to herself. ‘Stay on!’ she whispered, infuriated.

			Then the little light lit up and illuminated her face, tearing it out of the darkness. Her features were striking: pure, bright, freckled skin with a light layer of make-up, her coppery hair artfully arranged in a weather-beaten up-do. She wore a small stud in her left nostril and a pair of expensive diamond earrings that glittered in the light as if she were seeking to impress a congregation of the great and the good.

			But there was no one around to be impressed by her distinctive appearance.

			Dazzled by the light, the young woman screwed her eyes shut and her phone slipped out of her usually well-manicured fingers: the last few hours had clearly taken their toll.

			As the mobile fell to the ground, the beam of light passed down her body, briefly illuminating her dark green silk dress, now torn and flecked with mud. It revealed scratched and filthy forearms, the shattered glass of her eye-wateringly expensive watch, a small handbag clutched under her right arm and, finally, the black evening courts, the soles and uppers now covered with scratches. There was nothing practical about this attire for such an environment: her visit here was entirely unplanned.

			The phone skipped across the floor and the cold white LED beam brought the stony, dusty ground out of the darkness and illuminated several empty cartridge cases, for use in a modern military weapon. The sound of the impact echoed around the room, the full size of which was beyond the reach of the small light.

			After one final rattle, the phone settled on the ground with its light facing downwards. Blackness descended.

			‘Kcuf.’ The young woman quickly bent down and picked up the device. ‘Gnikcuf lleh!’

			She was fully aware that words were coming out of her mouth backwards: she’d discovered it was just one of the many idiosyncrasies of this place. At first she had doubted her own sanity, then gradually she’d managed to suppress that fear. There were worse things down here.

			She picked up the mobile and flashed the light all around her, illuminating walls made of grey concrete and reddish-brown brick that receded into the distance. Eddies of whirling dust danced their way through the artificial brightness like tiny moths attracted to the glow.

			Then the beam passed over a series of doors made of stone and weathered wood. Three of them bore wrought-iron knockers and two were bare. The ring that should have been held in the mouth of the beautifully crafted creature adorning the second door was missing. The doors were embedded in the rocky wall as if their existence in this godforsaken place was entirely natural.

			‘On erom,’ she whispered in frustration. ‘Please, no more doors!’ Her prayer was purely rhetorical.

			She walked forwards slowly and cast her light over the five doors. She had realised long ago that she was not the first visitor to try to unlock the secrets of this mysterious place. There was more than a kernel of truth to her ­mother’s stories after all.

			That knowledge was of no help whatsoever.

			Markings both old and new were carved into the stone and wood; some had been scratched in, others added in pen, and they were mostly written in languages the young woman did not understand. Some of the characters might have been decipherable by archaeologists or experts in ancient and pre-history; some might even have been of interest to cryptologists or etymologists or those with knowledge of Eastern studies.

			What stood out. however, were the thick red question marks on the first three doors, drawn on in lipstick and clearly new.

			‘Pull yourself together,’ she whispered to herself, wiping a dirty strand of hair from her green eyes. Her forehead glistened with sweat and her deodorant had long since given up on her. It was not at all cold in the maze and running had become increasingly more of an ordeal with each futile escape attempt. She was ravaged by hunger and thirst and she could feel the blisters on her feet rubbing with every step she took, but she dared not walk around barefoot. ‘Come on now!’

			She tried to slow her breathing as she stepped up once more and withdrew a red lipstick from her handbag.

			As she walked off the step, the now familiar feeling of a world being turned upside down grabbed her from behind her navel and flipped her over. The first time it had happened, she’d panicked and injured herself on the wall next to her. The second time the world turned on its axis, she found herself half drifting and had managed to manoeuvre herself so she was half pressed up against the wall in an attempt to offset the worst of the damage when gravity reasserted itself. This time she carefully raised her arms in order to remain upright.

			She floated, waiting for her inevitable painful return to the stone floor.

			Everything loose on the ground started to rattle and clatter around; fine particles of dust swam through the lamplight, accompanied by pebbles, bones and pieces of metal and fabric that had belonged to previous visitors.

			After ten seconds, everything crashed to the ground.

			She scrambled to her feet and took a few steps, stopping in front of the furthermost of the five doors: the one made from weathered oak. Instead of a knocker, it had a sliding bolt and a box lock. Her grandmother had once told her a story about this door, but she couldn’t remember any of the details. The metal was thin, with inlays of gold, tarnished silver and some sort of copper alloy. Using her mobile light as a guide, she pulled out her lipstick and painted a large exclamation mark on it.

			A noise suddenly erupted from the surrounding darkness. All she could hear was the pounding of heavy paws and the grinding of claws. She didn’t even notice smearing lipstick on her palm as she instinctively covered the light with her hand. The beam scattered through her fingers, framing her face and eyes as if she were in a silent film. She didn’t dare turn off the light, in case she couldn’t make it turn back on again.

			Listen. Hold your breath. Just one more time.

			She hadn’t yet caught sight of her pursuer, but she knew this creature was on her tail. Perhaps it was there to guard this place? Or perhaps it was just a being who had heard her moving around and wanted to put a stop to it.

			She inched towards the fourth door, which was made of stone with a knocker in the centre, the only one without a marking, and stood silently with her back against the wall, so as not to be ambushed in the darkness.

			The quiet scuttling stopped abruptly.

			Almost there, she thought as she placed her hand carefully on the latch and tried to push it down. Nothing happened.

			She tried the door again while she carried on looking around her, before stopping to listen once more.

			All was quiet.

			‘Kniht,’ she muttered, taking a chance and illuminating the door knocker. ‘Emoc on, think!’

			A heavy silver ring with a bulge at the bottom could be seen in the elaborately carved ebony wolf’s mouth resting imposingly on the metal plate in the centre of the door. The stone was dark grey with black grain, with inlays of white marble and onyx forming incomprehensible symmetrical symbols.

			She hesitantly stretched out a hand, grabbed the ring and knocked hard against the stone, leaving behind some of the red lipstick that had stuck to her hand.

			The noise was metallic, hollow and far too loud, filling the entire room with a deafening boom, as if someone had simultaneously played all the notes on an organ in a cathedral. An iridescent flickering accompanied the eerie yet welcoming clamour above the door. All the worlds and planets and creatures of the known and unknown universe now seemed to gather to witness her arrival.

			The flickering light leaped to the other doors, illuminating them briefly, the markings on the walls gleaming as if they’d been written in gold and giving off a warm light that betrayed the presence of a fine vein in the rock. It was visible for no more than the duration of a heartbeat. A crackle and a crunch flew through the room before mutating into a whisper and a rustle.

			The young woman suddenly felt as if a giant were pressing down hard on her shoulders, the gravity in the room becoming overwhelming, forcing her to her knees and compressing her vertebrae and joints so hard that she cried out in agony – but it stopped as suddenly as it had started.

			The darkness returned; the weight was lifted.

			‘What on earth . . . ?’ she muttered, rising to her feet.

			She put her hand gently back on the latch, which this time offered no resistance.

			Relieved, she slowly opened the door.

			She was met with the presence of a soft, silvery light, accompanied by the sound of owls hooting and foxes barking, intermingled with the peaceful whoosh of falling leaves. A fresh, cleansing wind began to dance through her coppery hair. It felt as if she were being offered the freedom she had been hoping for the whole time she had been wandering through the maze.

			She wanted nothing more than to step across the threshold into a world that could soothe her ills – then the growl of a predator cut through the idyll like a knife, stopping her in her tracks. It was followed by the lingering, mournful howling of a wolf: a pack was being summoned for the hunt. She drew her foot back carefully: this was a freedom she would pay for with her life. She knew she wouldn’t stand a chance against such skilled hunters.

			The silvery light lit up the area behind her, revealing an empty cavernously high room with only one entrance: the one she had come through. As well as the scribbled inscriptions, notes and memos from previous visitors, the brick and concrete walls were also decorated with rusty brown splodges and ancient flecks of spilled blood. Some had used it to write a final message or curse before succumbing to their anonymous deaths.

			The broken ring of the destroyed door knocker lay on the ground, alongside all manner of broken grey bones and the scattered remains of skeletons.

			The light also revealed something else.

			A man – a dead man – could be seen just at the edge of the light’s reach, through the haze, where silver became ghostly grey, crouching in an unnatural position. He was wearing grey-white camouflage gear with a Kevlar vest over the top; in his right hand he clutched a sub-machine gun. Empty magazines and dozens of bullet casings littered the floor around him. His throat had been slit and the blood that had poured out of it had dried and plastered his body.

			Panting, the young woman quickly shut the door and using her phone, once again the only source of light, saw a large red X marked on it. ‘Not there,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t . . .’

			The sound of heavy paws could be heard again, coming ever closer, accompanied by a scratching noise, as if there were several beasts approaching, all manner of beings who, in her imagination at least, would do all manner of terrible things to her if she ever found herself in their clutches.

			‘Go away!’ The young woman shone the light all around her as if its weak glow suddenly had the lethal cutting power of an industrial laser. ‘Evael em enola! I’ve got a gun!’ she lied. ‘Stay yawa morf em!’

			For an instant, an enormous shadow could be seen in the trembling cone of light – then everything went dark.

			‘Kcuf! Fuck!’ She frantically pulled on the door knocker and the gleam of the wood lit up the room. With a cry of anguish, she yanked the door open again.

			The silvery light struck her once more as the wind blew through her hair as if to welcome her in.

			The young woman hurriedly crossed the threshold and entered a world she knew would not offer her the freedom she desired. Perhaps she had merely exchanged a quick death for a slow one.

			Giving up was out of the question, however.

			She armed herself with a branch from the ground and ran off into the unknown. 

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			Germany, Frankfurt am Main

			Viktor headed straight through the ‘Nothing to Declare’ doors. The white duffle bag slung over his right shoulder and his casual sporty attire rendered him utterly inconspicuous amid the throng in the arrivals hall.

			The plane had been stacked for more than an hour as a result of bad weather, turning what ought to have been a forty-minute flight into a two-hour débâcle as they waited for a runway to become available. It had made Viktor’s mood somewhat sub-optimal, and it was only exacerbated by the rumblings in his stomach.

			He looked at his phone and read the message from his prospective client once more:

			 

			DEAR MR VON TRONEG

			LOOKING FORWARD TO MEETING YOU AND GLAD TO HEAR YOU’RE WILLING TO START SOON. MY CHAUFFEUR MATTHIAS WILL PICK YOU UP FROM ARRIVALS. KEEP AN EYE OUT FOR HIM THERE.

			REGARDS

			WALTER VAN DAM

			 

			Viktor looked around.

			There were several people milling around at the exit holding pieces of cardboard, mini whiteboards or tablets bearing the names of the passengers they were waiting for, although his name was nowhere to be seen.

			He decided to carry on through the hall to track the man down. His blue eyes were concealed behind a pair of sunglasses and on his head he wore a white baseball cap. He was in his mid-twenties, in excellent shape, and hardly seemed to notice the weight of his waterproof bag; one of the reasons it had taken him very little time since leaving his previous job to become one of the finest potholers in the world.

			‘Where is this chap?’ Viktor muttered, pulling out his phone again to give his client a ring, when he spied a man in a dark blue suit with a cap and black leather gloves. He was holding a printed card that read ‘Cave Tours’ and carried himself in a manner reminiscent of a gentleman’s valet.

			Van Dam should have called him Jeeves as his work pseudonym, Viktor thought. He turned around and waded through the crowd towards Matthias; as he did so, he thought about Walter van Dam, about whom there was disconcertingly little information to be found online.

			He’d been born in the Netherlands and was the head of a global import/export company founded for overseas trade in the eighteenth century. Very little was known about the man himself; he shied away from the public gaze and for the most part sent proxies to his official engagements. The van Dam family had allegedly branched out further, but Viktor had not been able to find out much beyond that. That was understandable, as there was quite a trade in kidnapping and ransoming the very rich. The less the public knew about you, the better.

			It was ultimately irrelevant to Viktor, as long as the Dutchman did not attempt to drag him into any criminal activity. The first payment had already landed in his account and was substantially higher than anything the German state had paid him for far more dangerous jobs.

			Next to the chauffeur stood a gaunt man about fifty years old, wearing a bespoke checked suit and highly polished brown shoes that made him look a bit like an Oxford professor. His foot was resting on an expensive-looking aluminium case, as if he were trying to stop it escaping, and he was reading a newspaper. The designer glasses gave him an arrogant demeanour.

			‘Good afternoon, gentlemen.’ Viktor removed his own sunglasses, catching a glimpse of his three-day-old beard in the reflection as he did so. ‘Mr van Dam is expecting me. My name is Viktor Troneg.’

			‘Welcome to Frankfurt.’ The chauffeur inclined his head in greeting. ‘My name is Matthias. The rest haven’t arrived yet.’ He gestured towards the other man, who was still absorbed in his reading and did not react. ‘May I take this opportunity to introduce you to Professor Friedemann, renowned speleologist and geologist.’

			Viktor inclined his head and Friedemann, whose long grey hair was drawn up in a ponytail, nodded in reply without looking up from his newspaper; Viktor thought his angular face had more than a passing resemblance to a skull.

			‘This is Mr von Troneg, a potholer and free-climber,’ Matthias said. ‘From what I gather, he’s got quite the international reputation.’

			‘Very good.’ Friedemann turned the page and busied himself in the next article.

			Viktor already knew which one he liked the least. ‘Were we all on the same flight?’ he asked.

			‘You were indeed, Mr von Troneg.’

			‘No need to keep the von. I’m not overly keen on my ancestral name.’ Then he broke into a grin. ‘Whatever would you have done if it had crashed?’ he asked.

			‘The plane? Highly unlikely,’ replied Matthias. ‘In any case the clairvoyant wouldn’t have boarded.’ He laughed drily.

			‘Clairvoyant? Well, that’s something, I suppose.’ Viktor lifted up his baseball cap and slicked his long black hair back before replacing it. ‘And what if she had got on?’

			‘She’d have suffered a tragic death, and rightly so,’ commented Friedemann, without looking up. He carefully adjusted his glasses.

			Viktor grinned and was about to respond when he noticed a particular woman out of the corner of his eye – and he clearly wasn’t the only one: practically all the passengers appeared to have turned their gaze in her direction.

			She was dressed in a tight-fitting, cream-coloured designer dress and pushing a large, outrageously expensive designer suitcase in front her. With a fashionable handbag hanging artfully from her right arm and large sunglasses hiding her eyes, she had the aura of an haute couture model. She held a vanity case in her left hand. Her curly long blonde hair had a theatrically black strand at the front.

			Viktor stood there, admiring her. ‘Impressive entrance.’

			‘I hope you’re being ironic.’ Friedemann finally looked up from his paper and turned his eyes towards her. ‘Dreadful person. Sat behind me on the flight and kept ordering champagne. They must have wanted to drown her in it by the end.’

			‘That is Ms Coco Fendi,’ the chauffeur clarified, raising his arm to catch her attention. ‘Our clairvoyant, gentlemen.’

			‘Really? Coco Fendi?’ Viktor had to laugh. ‘Perfect name for a performer.’

			‘Coco Fendi: a cross between a handbag and a fashion brand. I’m assuming she’s really called Sabine Müller or something,’ Friedemann added. ‘A double fraud, if you ask me. Only frauds need to dress up like that much of a cliché to be able to perform.’

			As Ms Fendi was walking through the hall in search of her welcoming party, the lock on her vanity case snapped open, scattering the contents all over the floor. Pendulums, crystals, tarot cards, bone cubes and runestones rattled and rolled around as if a magician’s box had exploded. All that appeared to be missing was a white rabbit, a black candle and a painted skull.

			‘She didn’t see that coming.’ Friedemann looked back down at his newspaper. ‘Not a good sign at all, gents.’ The lenses of his glasses flashed in the light, as if to underscore his statement.

			Coco Fendi swore so loudly that she could be heard from the other side of the hall: not the sort of attitude her initial appearance suggested. She let go of her suitcase and bent down to pick up her paraphernalia, which was made all the more difficult by her tight dress.

			Viktor was about to walk over and help her when a thickset man in a tight jacket, baggy jeans and crumpled shirt approached from the magazine stand. He acknowledged her briefly before putting his own bag down and lowering himself to his knees to assist in the clean-up operation.

			‘The white knight has come to rescue his fair medium,’ observed Friedemann, who had become a rather acerbic commentator.

			‘By your leave, that’s Doctor Ingo Theobald,’ explained Matthias. ‘He’s part of the team as well.’

			‘Ah, a doctor? Good.’ Viktor folded his arms, happy not to intervene now that Fendi and Theobald were doing such a good job of clearing up. ‘Still a shame, though. I’d hoped we’d have another young woman in the group.’

			‘I bet you’d regret that almost immediately,’ barked Friedemann with the pomposity of a snobbish fifty-year-old. ‘There’s not much that can beat the wisdom that comes with age. Knowledge is power and this woman has neither years nor knowledge on her side.’

			Viktor wondered how the man was able to see what was going on around him without moving his eyes. A master of peripheral vision, he thought.

			Coco Fendi was so engrossed in the recovery of her belongings that she only belatedly noticed the helper kneeling beside her.

			‘Thank you – that’s most kind of you.’ Her tight dress was hindering her movements somewhat, but that was the price one paid for beautiful, expensive clothing, which she could well afford. Her bright hair obscured her vision, the curls hanging like a curtain in front of her eyes. ‘A true gentleman.’

			She positioned her enormous suitcase as a shield, preventing anyone from absconding with her possessions. The small group of people around the chauffeur disappeared behind it.

			Coco turned towards her saviour, stroked her hair out of her face and recognised Ingo Theobald, a man in his early forties with greying blond hair falling down to his neck. A pair of youthfully nerdy nickel glasses perched on his unshaven face.

			‘You?’ she laughed, kissing him on the mouth.

			Ingo let it happen more out of surprise than anything else. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked in astonishment.

			‘Working,’ she responded curtly, bridling at his obvious discomfort at meeting her here. She picked up the tarot cards. ‘And you? Investigating a case?’

			‘Working.’ He examined her, then looked over her suitcase at the uniformed chauffeur waving at them. ‘Don’t tell me . . .’

			Coco raised her eyes and understood. ‘No! You as well?’

			Ingo sighed and took her free hand in his. ‘Don’t do this, Beate. It’s going to be incredibly dangerous!’

			‘It’s well paid,’ she retorted. ‘And don’t call me that. I am Coco Fendi, the acclaimed clairvoyant and medium, known for my work on the radio, television and online. Do you know how many followers I’ve got?’

			She stuffed her scattered belongings back into the case; there would be time to sort everything out later.

			Ingo had not expected to see Beate again, and certainly not to learn that they had been commissioned by the same company. He looked at her reproachfully, wanting to say something back – something cruel, like, being a clairvoyant, she must have known they were going to meet again at the airport. Instead, he said, ‘That outfit’s a bit much, isn’t it? You’re pretty much confirming every prejudice under the sun about people in your line of work.’

			‘It’s all part of my brand. I’m like Elvira, Mistress of the Dark. Only more stylish.’

			‘You do realise that Elvira was satirising the whole gothic horror genre?’

			‘I don’t care. I’m giving people what they expect, and that makes them happy – people love clichés. You know I tried doing it differently before and how much of a failure that was. So now they’re getting the mother of all extravagant psychics.’ Coco kissed him again behind the suitcase and caressed his cheek. ‘Play along. Please. Once we’re upstairs you can fuck me like it’s going out of fashion, I promise.’ She looked at him intensely. ‘Please, Ingo – it was only your expertise that got me this job.’

			‘We’re not talking about one of your shows where all you’ve got to do is entertain your followers,’ he responded, concerned.

			‘Just let me do me, okay?’ she asked, her voice noticeably cooler. Her kisses had failed to win him around, which annoyed her greatly. She slammed the case closed and snapped the locks shut. ‘Just one more time. Then I’ll have got enough money together.’

			Ingo frowned, remaining silent as they stood up. Thanks to her love of the high life, Beate was always in dire financial straits. She viewed herself as being from the tradition of divas in the Roaring Twenties, although there weren’t many men nowadays willing to bankroll a spiritualist. The fact that she looked like a garish walking cliché didn’t bother her in the slightest. He found her explanation plausible, but she was giving little away. Beate was old enough to decide how she wanted to come across.

			‘Wrong bag?’ came a stern female voice from behind them.

			Ingo and Coco turned around to see a woman in her mid-thirties standing two feet away. She was dressed in city camouflage trousers and a fine rib vest with a brown, scuffed leather jacket over it and holding a steaming coffee cup in her right hand.

			The words were not intended for them, but rather for a young man wearing a wide-brimmed fishing hat, who frowned guiltily. She had stopped his bag with her right foot – which was in fact Ingo’s bag.

			‘Hey! That’s mine,’ protested Ingo.

			‘It’s so easy to pick up the wrong bag at the airport,’ said the stranger. With her mid-length blonde hair tied up in a braid, her appearance was the absolute opposite of Coco’s: one could win wars, while the other was only good for entertaining the troops.

			‘Let go of me!’ exclaimed the thief as he tried to escape her clutches and make off with his stolen goods. Greed had clearly overridden sanity.

			The woman stepped back, then struck him in the solar plexus. He crumpled to the floor and remained there, panting and clutching his stomach.

			She grinned down at him and took a sip of her coffee. Not a single drop had been spilled. ‘It’s pretty slippery here, so be careful not to lose your footing. Good job you haven’t broken anything.’ She raised her hand. ‘My fist is harder than your sternum. Shall we find out together what that means?’

			Two security guards approached with caution. ‘Can we help you?’ announced one of them, withdrawing his radio to call the security post.

			The unknown woman turned to face Ingo with a wicked grin on her face. ‘This is a security announcement. Please do not leave your luggage unattended.’

			He smiled and extended his hand. ‘Thank you! I’d have been lost without you.’

			‘Lucky you were here.’ Coco explained what had happened to the security officers, while they picked up the thief and secured his hands with cable ties.

			‘Ah, it would appear everyone from the Cave Tours group has managed to find one another,’ said the chauffeur, who had appeared alongside the two guards without either of them noticing him. ‘My name is Matthias. Mr van Dam has sent me to pick you all up.’ He gestured around him and started to introduce everyone. The militant coffee drinker was apparently one of them.

			‘And this most attentive lady here is Dana Rentski, a renowned free-climber,’ Matthias said, concluding the introductions. A flurry of handshakes followed.

			‘But we’re not at full capacity yet,’ he continued. ‘There’s still one missing. Then we can make a move. Mr van Dam will explain the rest to you.’ Matthias turned to the two airport officials and handed them a business card, in case there were any further questions that weren’t covered by their statements and the security cameras, then the men took the captured thief away.

			‘Quite the show,’ said Viktor to Dana. He couldn’t help but notice both her firm handshake and athletic physique.

			‘Thank you.’ She drained the last of her coffee and tossed the cup confidently into the nearby paper recycling bin. ‘I like to be of use when I can.’

			A silence fell upon the disparate group; apparently nobody wanted to be the first to start a conversation. Friedemann returned to his newspaper.

			Meanwhile, an overweight man in a pair of bright jersey trousers and a garish shirt hurried across from the check-in desks. He had clearly tried to emulate the beard and haircut of the comic superhero Tony Stark, but the rest of his look and his physical appearance were utterly unsuitable for the role, making him look more like a caricature of Magnum, PI, than Ironman.

			Viktor guessed this was the final person hired by van Dam. The man cut rather a ludicrous figure at first glance, even more so than Friedemann.

			The fag-packet Magnum caught sight of the group, raised his arm in greeting and clumped his way over to them.

			‘Watch where you’re going,’ he snarled at a little boy walking hand-in-hand with his mother, ruthlessly carving his way towards the people awaiting him. ‘Sorry. There was some old biddy taking an age to get her bag off the luggage belt. I had to wait yonks for mine. She didn’t want to let go of her Zimmer frame and took for ever to hobble off with the ancient piece of crap that passed for her suitcase.’ He nodded to those around him. ‘Pleased to meet you. Carsten Spanger’s the name, but you can call me Tony.’

			‘Helping her might have speeded things up,’ remarked Dana coolly.

			Carsten scratched his head. ‘And then who would have helped me?’ he added, before laughing to show that he had clearly misunderstood her. ‘Well? Am I the last one here?’

			‘Yes, you’re the last,’ replied Dana.

			‘Don’t bite my head off,’ Spanger retorted. ‘Next time I’ll be a very good little Boy Scout and help every old lady I come across.’

			‘Right, that’s everyone then.’ Matthias took control of the situation before this minor tussle could go any further. ‘If you’d all like to follow me?’

			They left the hall together and were soon standing in front of a black Mercedes people carrier. They got in, with Viktor and Dana stopping to help the chauffeur load the cases into the storage area.

			‘Thanks, that’s very kind of you. More than can be said for the other lot,’ said Matthias, reaching up to shut the boot.

			‘The other lot?’

			Matthias realised that he’d been blabbing. ‘The others, Mr Troneg.’ He closed the boot, smiled and gestured to him that he should get in as well, before hurrying over to the driver’s seat.

			‘After you, Ms Fendi.’ Carsten allowed her to get on ahead of him and immediately stood to admire her backside as she bent over, then wiggled his eyebrows like a sleazy ventriloquist’s dummy. ‘I’m already your biggest fan.’

			Viktor ruminated over what Matthias had said. ‘The other lot,’ he repeated to himself softly. So they weren’t the first group van Dam had hired.

			Unknown to Viktor and the rest of the so-called Cave Tours group, an inconspicuously dressed man in his mid-forties was sitting on a bench not far from where the incident with the vanity case had taken place. He had a small laptop resting on his knee, but there was nothing to distinguish him from the dozens of other people milling around, apart from the unusually concerned expression on his face – as if he had just learned about an event that would change the course of history for ever.

			The man occasionally looked over the screen to check the arrivals board, then turned his piercing gaze to the right again and looked at the people who were introducing themselves to one another. Frown lines began to form on his forehead.

			In the open chat window could be seen the message he had written:

			 

			ARRIVED WITH TRONEG AT FFM.

			HAS BEEN MET AT ARRIVALS.

			PART OF A TEAM. WILL SEND PHOTOS OF THE GROUP SHORTLY.

			INSTRUCTIONS?

			 

			The man reached for his paper cup and tasted the drink that had ostensibly been sold to him as an espresso. It looked more like a brown slurry that had been forgotten about and simply heated up again because someone had neglected to throw it away.

			The answer arrived with a beep:

			 

			FOLLOW THEM.

			KILL TRONEG IF YOU CAN.

			COLLATERAL DAMAGE ACCEPTABLE.

			 

			Next to the chat window, the man had opened a photograph showing Viktor in front of a tumbledown shack, holding a fully-equipped G36 rifle. It was not clear where and when it had been taken, but the colour of his camouflage suggested it was in Iraq or Afghanistan, or another desert country. He had been there with a German unit that had no official reason to be there.

			But this was not the reason why Viktor von Troneg was on the hit list. German Special Forces were constantly moving through forbidden terrain without governments or any other regulatory bodies being aware of them.

			There was a second photograph underneath, far grainier, that had clearly been enlarged, showing an antique-looking stone door with a door-knocker made from black metal, shaped like a lion’s mouth and bearing a golden ring between its white teeth. The signs and symbols carved into it were too pixelated for them to be deciphered. The door belonged to the hut Viktor had been kneeling in front of in the first photo, casting his eyes around for enemies without once looking behind him . . . which might have been a lethal error with a door of this kind.

			The man responded in acknowledgement and, as the chauffeur led the sextet across the hall, lifted up his smartphone to take photos of the group and send them off.

			Calmly, the middle-aged man stood up and slinging a rucksack over his shoulder and carrying his laptop under his arm, began to follow them, just one of countless anonymous business travellers making their way through the terminal. No one could possibly guess what he was up to or what organisation he worked for.

			The man left the building and leaned against a pillar a few yards back from the black Mercedes people carrier, looking around for a taxi. There was only one car in the rank.

			The group had finished getting in; the vehicle’s indicators blinked and it drove off.

			The man strode purposefully towards the last taxi. ‘Hello. I’d like to go to—’

			‘Sorry. I’ve just had another booking come through on the radio,’ replied the driver through the window with a regretful gesture. ‘One of my colleagues will be with you shortly.’ He turned on the ignition and drove off.

			Shortly wasn’t soon enough. There were no other taxis as far as the eye could see.

			Cursing, he turned around and took out his phone, keeping his eye on the Mercedes as it faded into the distance. ‘It’s me,’ he said to the gruff voice at the other end. ‘I need to find the owner of a black Merc people carrier.’ He recited the model and registration number.

			In a matter of seconds he knew where he had to go to find Viktor von Troneg.

			Instead of waiting for the next taxi to come along, the man walked over to the closest car hire kiosk. His orders were clear and had to be carried out to the letter.

		

	
		
			SECOND DEAD END

			 

			 

			After her courageous step across the threshold, the young woman in the dark green evening dress wandered a few yards forwards before stopping and gazing around at the dark forest; it was disconcertingly peaceful.

			She was surrounded by ferns and the ethereal glow of the silvery moonlight dappling through the giant trees. The earthy cry of a screech owl rang in her ears, accompanied by the barking of a fox. The wind coursed playfully through the branches and foliage, creating a rustling sound all around her.

			The young woman was not going to be fooled again, not when everything she had read about in the stories had been proved right. She stood still, casting her eyes all around and listening out for signs of danger while clasping the branch ever more tightly in her right hand.

			The ominous rumbling of the predators inhabiting this world had died away for now. She hoped that the creatures had found other prey, preferably this invisible creature from the labyrinth.

			It was only when she was certain that there was nothing moving near her that she decided to press on slowly. She looked down at her smartphone.

			No Signal.

			‘For fuck’s sake,’ she muttered, looking back at the door she had just come through.

			On this side, the passage belonged to the remains of an old bunker which had become embedded into the landscape and overgrown with greenery. The markings on the door were illegible and the signs themselves gave away no clues as to their meaning. It was clear, however, that this was not a place that had anything to do with the world she knew. There was nothing reminiscent of the cavernous hall with its five enigmatic doors.

			She’d known that would be the case, though.

			The sound of an electronic beep suddenly rang out and she looked at the display.

			The signal bar started to flit rapidly between showing one and two bars.

			‘Yes! Please!’ she cried out in relief. ‘That must mean . . .’ She stretched her arm upwards in an attempt to find more reception and strode cautiously forwards.

			She had been wrong after all. Thankfully! This wood was part of good old Planet Earth, with its mobile phone masts and boosters that would help her to escape. Perhaps she had opened a door to a nature reserve or a wolf enclosure. That would explain the howling.

			She slipped through a dense field of lush green ferns, constantly looking for an even better signal. She caught her high heels repeatedly on the soft ground and kept having to avoid unhelpfully located boulders, but finally she emerged in a clearing bathed in moonlight. The celestial body looked considerably larger and closer than normal.

			She made her way cautiously into the centre of the clearing and held her phone up as high as she could. ‘Come on,’ she whispered imploringly. ‘Take me home.’

			A faint crackling could suddenly be heard and the ferns swirled all around her.

			The young woman remained stationary but looked around, listening attentively, her branch thrust out in front of her to ward off any potential attack. Her nose-stud and one of her earrings glimmered icily in the starlight. The other one must have fallen off at some point; she certainly wouldn’t be going back to look for it.

			At that moment, the display on her phone showed a full bar of signal as her reward. ‘Yes!’ she screamed with joy.

			Her scratched fingers flitted over the device to start dialling.

			She kept looking around, trying to avoid becoming something’s dinner just before being rescued. She looked at the ferns suspiciously as they swayed in the breeze. A distant howling erupted once more, far enough away for her to not have to fear it, but close enough to remind her that the animals had not altogether gone.

			She ducked down reflexively so as not to be discovered; she would have preferred to crawl out of the exposed area and head towards a tree in order to wait for the park ranger or official to rescue her from the compound.

			As if to punish her, the signal bar went back to how it had been before.

			She stood up again and pressed the phone to her cheek. After what felt like an eternity, it started to ring.

			Three, four rings.

			A click. Someone had answered.

			‘Papa – can you hear me, Papa?’ she exclaimed joyfully. ‘Listen to me! I was at Great-grandad’s house—’

			A distorted, unhuman voice emanated from the speaker, nothing but unintelligible babbling.

			She looked at the display. She had definitely dialled the right number. ‘What on earth—?’

			She hung up and dialled the emergency services.

			Her phone tried to get through again.

			The howling returned, much closer than it had been a few seconds earlier, while the ferns suddenly moved in the opposite direction to the wind. Something was running directly towards her, protected under the cover of the green canopy.

			‘Fuck!’ The young woman ran back towards the door through which she had just come. Her prospects of survival felt greater on the other side of this forest, even if there was something else waiting for her in the chamber. At least now she was armed with a branch.

			The bar had returned to zero. No Service.

			The ruined bunker appeared between the tree trunks; the door was now wide open.

			Moonlight shone into the room beyond, illuminating the markings on the concrete and brick walls; it was the closest thing to temporary safety she was likely to get. She could see the broken door knocker on the floor, as well as the skeletal remains and the dead man in his camouflage gear. The sub-machine gun in his hand looked tempting, though she had no idea how to use it. It would at least give her something more robust than the branch to defend herself with.

			She’d started panting with exertion but still managed to keep her speed up. She stumbled on the steep ground but just about stayed on her feet.

			The rumbling approach of the beasts came ever closer.

			I’m going to make it, she kept thinking. She wasn’t even ten yards away now. I’m going to make it!

			A man in a pin-striped suit, his white shirt and black tie arranged immaculately, emerged from inside the bunker and stood in the entrance. His abrupt arrival had something of the surreal about it. His face wore a curious expression as he watched the young woman running for her life.

			Then he raised his right arm, revealing a ring on his finger that shimmered in the moonlight. He placed his hand on the door and pushed it shut before she was able to make it to the passage.

			‘No!’ exclaimed the young woman angrily, ‘No – I’ve got to get in! Listen to me – I’ve got to—’ She threw herself against the door at full speed and reached it while it was still slightly ajar; in her attempt to jam the stick into the crack to keep the door open, it split in two and the wood shattered in her hand. ‘No! No, open the door!’ She rammed her shoulder against the door repeatedly, tearing her skin and green dress in the process. ‘You prick!’ Warm blood began to seep from the fresh cuts and scratches she had just acquired.

			A deep laugh erupted from the other side of the door and the unknown man pushed back. He was too strong for her. The door closed. The lock clicked into place and at the same time a terrible whirring sound could be heard.

			The young woman kicked it miserably. She knew what that noise meant: there was no way back.

			Now it was just her, the forest and the monsters. 

		

	
		
			Chapter II

			Germany, Near Frankfurt

			The journey was made in silence at first, the Mercedes cruising along the motorway, taking them further and further away from the airport. Matthias was a cautious but skilled driver, nipping from lane to lane to make decent progress.

			Coco Fendi rummaged in her box of tricks and began to rearrange the stones, runes and other odds and ends that had fallen out so ignominiously earlier, then she opened the case completely, spreading it out on the seat next to her so that the other passengers all had to shuffle up, but nobody complained.

			Viktor examined Dana Rentski’s face in the reflection in the tinted window. She looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t think where from. He had taken part in numerous climbing competitions over the years and it was not at all out of the question that they had come across each other at one time or another. As soon as he tried to talk to her, however, she made it perfectly clear from her body language that she had no interest whatsoever in having a discussion. She was reading a book on her smartphone and did not wish to be disturbed.

			If his feeling of having met her before had anything to do with his old job, then it probably was not going to be a happy story. It would mean they were not on the same page whatsoever.

			Spanger dozed, snorting and grunting every time they went over a bump.

			‘Now then.’ Friedemann was the first to speak. The man folded up his newspaper and placed it in his lap before allowing his mocking gaze to pass over the group. ‘What have we here?’ He pointed to his chest. ‘Rüdiger Friedemann: geologist and speleologist.’ Then he pointed to Dana and Viktor. ‘Two free-climbers.’ He inclined his finger towards Coco. ‘And a medium.’ His brown eyes turned to Ingo. ‘You are our doctor, and you’ – he looked towards Spanger, who had opened his eyes at the sound of his voice – ‘are our technical support, if I had to guess.’ He looked smugly at the man with his curious beard. ‘You’re a bit too tubby for caving, though. We can’t have you getting stuck down there.’

			Spanger rubbed his eyelids and cleared his throat to reply, but before he could muster a response, Ingo said, ‘I’m not a medical doctor. I’m a doctor of physics and parapsychology, from the Freiburg Parapsychological Institute.’

			Friedemann laughed. ‘A ghost-hunter? Sweet Jesus, what a team we’ve got here!’

			‘I’m not just a climber,’ said Dana. ‘I also do a bit of martial arts on the side. Just about enough to give thieves a good hiding. Or arrogant tossers. Age makes no difference to me whatsoever.’

			‘Touché,’ replied Friedemann, amused. ‘How refreshing it is to see someone with a bit of courage about them.’

			‘Don’t be a dick, Friedemann. Just because you’re a professor, it doesn’t mean you have to get off on your title,’ replied Spanger sourly. ‘You look like you’d fall over if someone blew on you. Or—’

			‘With all due respect, this is the strangest group I’ve ever had to lead.’ Friedemann looked around the interior of the vehicle.

			‘You?’ exclaimed Dana with disbelief. The look she gave him made it perfectly clear that she did not believe he would last an hour in a climbing harness. ‘You’re going to be leading our team?’

			Friedemann smiled. He appeared to be enjoying this. ‘That’s what it says in my contract.’

			The surroundings they were whizzing past had started to change dramatically. The Mercedes was now driving through an affluent suburb of old mansions and enormous gardens.

			By now, Viktor was certain that Dana’s face was not familiar from any climbing exploits. ‘Help me out here,’ he said to her. ‘We know each other from somewhere. But it’s not from anything involving caves or climbing, is it?’

			She shrugged and carried on reading.

			Viktor could not fathom Dana’s behaviour. He continued to rack his brains but the story of where or how they’d met was lost in the fog somewhere. Or had he become a victim of his own imagination because she resembled someone he knew?

			‘Why don’t you ask our clairvoyant, Mr von Troneg?’ Friedemann smiled at Coco, who was still engrossed in her triage. The car slowed down and stopped with a gentle sway. ‘She’ll definitely be able to tell you where you’ve met before. Or in what life.’ He rolled up his newspaper and thumped it down on her open suitcase. ‘Ms Fendi, give this gentleman a hand. Spiritually, that is. Impress us.’

			‘I don’t provide those sorts of services for free. Nor good impressions, for that matter,’ she said coolly before closing the case. ‘We’ve all got bills to pay.’ She snapped the locks back into place with a flourish and tossed her blonde curls with that unusual black streak in a well-rehearsed, suitably melodramatic gesture.

			Spanger laughed bitterly. ‘There’s something to be said for that. By the way, I’m not an IT geek, Professor Friedemann. I’m a bodyguard.’

			The old geologist’s smile turned into a vicious grin. He could think of a million jokes to make about the man’s corpulence, but he chose to keep the ones about being a cushion for bullets to himself for the time being. ‘I’m sure you’re the very best.’

			The team climbed out, Friedemann leading.

			The Mercedes had stopped in the drive of an imposing Art Nouveau mansion in the middle of carefully curated parkland. The sun was warm on their backs and shone welcomingly through the trees; it smelled of the last days of summer, though autumn was well underway.

			Matthias walked around them and opened the boot. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of your luggage.’

			‘As you did for the others?’ replied Dana. Clearly she had also noticed his slip of the tongue earlier.

			‘Please make sure nothing falls open,’ Coco reminded him. ‘And don’t scratch them! Bags can feel pain too – especially when they’re as expensive as mine are.’ Keeping hold of the case containing all her paraphernalia, she pulled a golden pendulum hanging from a silver chain out of her coat and pointed it at the mansion. ‘There’s sorrow in this house,’ she muttered darkly.

			Ingo looked at her in warning, but she smiled dismissively. She was perfectly happy being a walking cliché.

			‘Sorrow, yes. And even more money,’ added Spanger. ‘Good for us – means we’ll definitely get paid.’

			‘Go on in,’ Matthias implored with a friendly smile. ‘Mr van Dam is keen to meet you all.’

			At that moment, the front door opened. The servant who appeared in the doorway, dressed in a uniform similar to the chauffeur’s, invited them inside. ‘Follow me, please. Everything’s ready for you.’

			The group passed through an imposing entrance hall, glimpsing a series of elegantly furnished rooms on the ground floor, before heading up the stairs. Viktor looked around in amazement; he felt as if he were in a museum. He was not particularly well versed in art, but the paintings looked as if they might have been from the eighteenth century and would certainly have been worth a small fortune, just like the rest of the treasures adorning every room they passed.

			Spanger was mimicking the brisk pace set by the staff, his substantial posterior wiggling left and right as he moved. Coco was holding her pendulum out the entire time, her face set in a mask of concern. Ingo, meanwhile, was walking with his hands behind his back as if he were a philosopher.

			‘We’re here.’ The woman knocked on the door and, upon hearing a voice from inside, ushered them through the impressive set of double doors into their client’s office. ‘If any of you have got any dietary requirements or allergies, please let me know. I’m here to serve.’ After making sure no one needed anything right then, she gestured inside. ‘I’ll be back soon, ladies and gentlemen.’

			They were hit by a smell of a fresh aftershave that somehow complemented the room perfectly. The dark interior was a daring mixture of old and new, Bauhaus and baroque, combining steel, leather and wood to give the impression of having been put together at the whim of some progressive designer. Thick, dusty tomes and antique-looking folders stood on sober, functional shelves, while one corner was taken up by a large, elaborately crafted wardrobe that looked as if it might lead straight to Narnia.

			Walter van Dam was seated behind his desk, hunched over a laptop. He was about Friedemann’s age, mid-fifties, with greying hair and similarly coloured moustache and sideburns, and was dressed in an expensive-looking dark brown suit. He glanced up and gestured to the six chairs in front of his desk. ‘Welcome, ladies and gentlemen.’

			They offered their greetings and sat down. The woman who’d met them at the door returned, pushing a trolley on which an assortment of coffee, tea, mineral water and biscuits was laid out, before retiring again.

			‘I must apologise in advance for the urgency of this matter. I’m running out of time, you see, so please don’t be offended if I come across as rude,’ van Dam explained. ‘Do I need to introduce you to one another, or did you get that out of the way on the journey here?’

			‘Already done,’ Friedemann announced. ‘They all know I’m in charge, at any rate.’

			‘Then I’m sure you also understand that you’re a rather special group,’ said van Dam, his tones clipped. ‘Including a medium.’

			‘Indeed.’ Viktor cocked his head to one side, looking at Mr van Dam, who seemed to be more of a grounded businessman than a fringe lunatic. ‘For which I’m sure there’s a reason?’

			‘Desperation, I imagine,’ muttered Spanger.

			Van Dam’s business-like manner faded and he appeared to sink a little behind his computer. ‘You’re right, Mr Spanger, I am desperate,’ he admitted quietly. ‘Beyond desperate.’

			The group exchanged glances.

			Coco looked as if she wanted to say something and began to point the pendulum at him, but Ingo gently touched her arm to stop her. Now really wasn’t the time. She relented.

			Van Dam cleared his throat and took a sip of water from the glass next to him. A few droplets got caught on his beard, making his face glimmer for a moment. ‘My daughter has been missing for a week.’ He turned a picture frame around to show them the face of a freckled, red-haired young woman, no older than twenty, with a cheeky smile playing on her lips. ‘I suspect she’s in an unexplored cave system. Alone.’

			‘I’m so sorry,’ replied Viktor spontaneously. He knew all too well what it felt like to be worried about a loved one. He just about managed to stop himself from asking where she had gone missing.

			‘The police and fire service would be your best bet, then,’ Spanger said, making no attempt to conceal his disappointment. He had been counting on something exciting. ‘The emergency services, at any rate.’

			‘I’ve got nothing against the authorities,’ van Dam said, having regained his business-like demeanour, ‘but there are some matters that do not concern the government. The last thing I want is to have hordes of curious firefighters or police officers swarming all over my property.’

			‘I’ll track down your daughter, no matter where she is,’ Coco assured him in a theatrical voice, as if she were trying to entertain an audience. She couldn’t turn it off, no matter how hard she tried. ‘That I promise you, Mr van Dam.’

			‘I have every faith in you, Ms Fendi. Given that you have passed Doctor Theobald’s parapsychological tests, you are clearly predestined to do so.’ He clasped his hands together. ‘As I’ve said, I’m running out of time. My daughter . . .’ He paused, taking a deep breath as he struggled to maintain his composure.

			‘How could she get lost when she was on your property?’ ventured Viktor.

			‘And what’s our resident ghostbuster here for?’ Dana enquired, her voice sounding matter-of-fact. ‘Do you really expect we’ll have to contend with ghosts?’

			‘There’s no such thing as ghosts,’ added Ingo. ‘I should know, after more than two hundred investigations.’

			‘My reason for inviting Doctor Theobald is because . . . because he is scientifically very well versed. I need the six of you to be prepared for anything on this expedition, ready to deal with any situation that might arise,’ said van Dam quickly. ‘It is your job to find out how precisely she disappeared, Mr von Troneg. You’ll have state-of-the-art caving equipment, ample provisions, as well as helmet cameras and signal-boosters to make sure images are fed back up to me. I’m afraid my claustrophobia will prevent me from accompanying you, otherwise I would have gone to rescue my daughter myself. But even if I can’t be there in person, I’d like to know what’s going on underground.’ He hesitated briefly, then added, ‘Firearms and light body armour will also be provided.’

			Spanger laughed, his mood improving. ‘Whoa – because?’

			‘As you may be aware, I am a wealthy man. My daughter is usually protected by bodyguards from the moment she steps foot outside the house. But this was not the case on her last outing.’ He glanced down at his laptop. ‘There’s a very good chance that criminals took this opportunity and are holding my daughter captive down there. That’s why Mr Spanger is with you. As a firearms expert.’ He stood up and smoothed out his waistcoat and tie. ‘As I said, you must be ready for anything.’

			Viktor found his explanation rather odd. ‘Has anyone sent a ransom note?’

			‘No. The kidnapping idea is just a guess.’ Van Dam pointed at the door. ‘Please excuse my lack of manners. And I beg you not to consider me unprofessional because I didn’t brief you in advance, but the nature of this matter required the utmost discretion, not least because of my daughter’s profile. Your contracts have all been signed and the first instalments have been paid. Feel free to check your accounts.’ He walked around the desk, clearly heading for the door. ‘Time is pressing, ladies and gentlemen – time my daughter doesn’t have. Everything you need to know about the caves and your fellow teammates can be found in the files Matthias has given you. You are to leave immediately. As the most experienced speleologist and geologist, Professor Friedemann will lead the group, as per his request. If you’d be so kind . . .’

			Viktor raised his hand, which van Dam deliberately ignored, but Viktor continued regardless, ‘Sorry, just a quick question. Have you already sent another team out?’

			‘No.’

			His reply was firm and abrupt, but after the chauffeur’s slip-up earlier, everyone now knew that they were the second group to have been despatched and that the first had not returned. Van Dam’s unconvincing denial served only to suppress any further enquiries.

			Everyone stood up.

			Friedemann was looking closely at the cabinet behind van Dam’s desk. ‘These carvings are exquisite.’ His face had acquired an expression that was typical of an expert spotting an anomaly or making a spectacular discovery. ‘I’ve never seen such a specimen before. It must be priceless.’

			‘Not this one. I got it from a flea market. It’s just my cocktail cabinet.’ Van Dam pointed emphatically to the exit once again. ‘Bring me back my child – alive – and I’ll make you all rich beyond measure. The hundred thousand euros each of you has received is just a fraction of what you’ll get if you return my Anna-Lena safely to me.’

			* 

			The team got back into the same black Mercedes that had collected them from the airport. They began to drive through a wilderness of sorts, passing increasingly fewer houses and ever-deeper woodland, until Matthias announced that they would arrive in a few minutes. ‘Don’t worry about how remote it is,’ he added. ‘It’ll make your task a lot easier.’

			The ragtag bunch read their dossiers in silence.

			They were all wearing dark military clothing, climbing gear and light Kevlar vests and were armed with pistols, holstered on thighs or underarm. The semi-automatic she’d been issued looked like an alien life form to Coco, but Friedemann had insisted that she take something other than clairvoyant trinkets to protect herself. Two light rucksacks were resting in front of him and Spanger.

			Viktor considered it rather a bold move to arm people with weapons when they no experience in handling them, nor any legal authorisation to do so. He also doubted whether a civvy with a gun would actually be able to hold their own against potential kidnappers.

			Friedemann put his folder to one side and fumbled around as if looking for something, before pulling out a well-thumbed notebook from his right trouser pocket. It looked old, both in terms of style and wear and tear. Clearly relieved, Friedemann looked at it briefly, then stuffed it under his Kevlar vest, something Viktor didn’t fail to notice.

			‘Not much information in here,’ Spanger grumbled. ‘Just a load of stuff about van Dam’s daughter.’

			‘What were you expecting?’ Dana put a piece of chewing gum in her mouth. ‘He said the cave system hadn’t been explored before.’

			Viktor and Coco both gave a quiet laugh, which somehow reinforced his suspicion that the clairvoyant could do more than just predict the future. He had been trying to talk to her about the official investigation by the Parapsychological Institute, as he had never heard of a real, verified psychic before, but she was having none of it, claiming she needed to concentrate as she shuffled her deck of cards. She said she’d be happy to tell him all about it after their assignment, by way of consolation.

			‘I’m curious to find out more about these caves,’ Ingo said as he put his folder to one side. ‘I’ve never come across someone who considers a cavern to be his own private property.’

			‘I don’t like caves,’ came Spanger’s irritable reply.

			‘I’d have put money on that. You look like the sort of chap who needs a lot of room. I can’t imagine narrow spaces are your thing.’ Friedemann looked around intently. ‘I don’t believe this young lady has been kidnapped.’

			‘Neither do I,’ agreed Viktor, who already knew the information in the file off by heart. ‘Otherwise van Dam would have hired people with experience in hostage negotiation. Anyone else would put his daughter in danger. Though I suppose it could be the case that the first team was just that but they weren’t able to manage it.’

			‘I’m so pleased I’ve got your approval,’ said Friedemann, his voice laced with mockery. ‘I don’t foresee any problems. We’ll follow the safety rope mentioned in the handout. Anna-Lena is almost certainly just lying around somewhere, waiting for help.’

			‘What’s so special about you that he’s put a geologist in charge?’ Dana had doubted his leadership credentials from the start. ‘Just curious,’ she added. She smiled coolly.

			Friedemann looked at her calmly. ‘I suppose you think you should be leading us, just because you can climb like a mountain goat?’ He rubbed his thumbs over the tips of his index and middle fingers. ‘I can see where the rock is fragile and where it’s dangerous; where there are cracks and what you need to look out for. And what routes we shouldn’t take. I’ve led dozens of expeditions to the furthest reaches of the Earth. And everyone has returned safely.’ He returned her cold smile. ‘Just for your information.’

			Dana’s smile faded; she was clearly still not convinced.

			‘What about the first team?’ Spanger interjected. ‘What do you think happened to them that van Dam doesn’t want us to know?’

			Coco finished her shuffling. ‘They might have had a fall, or just given up, or . . .’ She pulled out the ace of spades. ‘Oh.’

			‘Oh?’ echoed Spanger.

			‘This is the death card,’ she breathed, giving the bodyguard a long, meaningful look.

			Dana snorted contemptuously and pulled her ponytail tighter. ‘Good job it wasn’t me who picked it then.’ She looked out the window. ‘What’s that? It doesn’t look like a cave.’

			The Mercedes was stopping in front of an enormous dilapidated house. There was something classical about the façade, which looked like the end of the nineteenth century in style, complete with resplendent turrets and oriels. The windows were stained glass and would certainly provide a fascinating mixture of colours inside during the day. Despite its shabby condition, the house looked far too magnificent to be haunted.

			The remains of what appeared to be a small factory could be seen next it; what was left of the collapsed building suggested it had fallen victim to fire.

			Viktor picked up his file and skimmed it to check he had not missed anything about this place, but there was nothing to be found. It concerned itself only with the unknown Anna-Lena, a girl of barely twenty years. One week was enough for a person to die of thirst; it could take maybe three times that to die of hunger – less for a skinny girl. Van Dam was right: there was no time to lose.

			A black Black Badge Wraith was parked at an angle in front of the building; judging by the layers of dust, it had been there for rather a long time. The Rolls-Royce, which, according to their dossiers, belonged to Anna-Lena van Dam, was a clear sign that she had been here.

			Viktor quickly checked his phone to see if he could find anything about Friedemann online, as Dana’s scepticism was proving contagious. This gaunt professor truly was a luminary, though he looked rather different in the photographs – more like a distant relative. Mind you, these photos are probably ancient, thought Viktor.

			‘We’re here,’ Matthias announced redundantly, before getting out. He had a tablet clutched in his left hand. ‘It’s up to you now.’

			The team climbed out the car. Viktor and Spanger grabbed the backpacks and strapped them on as Dana said, ‘Let’s go.’ She checked her pistol, took out the magazine and pushed the slide back and forth, then secured the trigger and loaded the semi-automatic.

			Coco was watching her closely. ‘That looked . . . well-practised.’

			‘Gun club,’ replied the woman with a grin.

			‘I’ll accompany you as far as the entrance.’ Matthias strode towards the door of the building, pulling out a large bunch of keys.

			‘So the entrance to the cave is in the basement.’ Ingo pointed at the Rolls-Royce. ‘Why is that still here?’

			‘Mr van Dam wanted it left in case his daughter managed to find her way out on her own. That way she could just set off straight away or ring for help. It’s equipped with a VPN.’ Matthias walked up the steps to the door. ‘Oh, and don’t forget the rifles. They’re in the boot.’

			Spanger hurried back to the car, removed the parcel shelf and had a look at the G36 automatic rifles, complete with several spare magazines and retractable shoulder supports. ‘That’s more like it!’ He picked one of them up and loaded two magazines. ‘We could put these to good use.’ He began fiddling with it, looking for the magazine ejector, then pulled on the breech block to no effect. Nothing about the way in which he was handling the weapon gave the impression that he had a clue what he was doing.

			Coco and Ingo caught each other’s eye, silently agreeing that they wouldn’t be taking one. There was no way they’d be able to handle them.

			Viktor and Dana were looking at the automatic weapons as if they were souvenirs in a gift shop.

			‘These are good if you’re dealing with terrorists, but they’re not going to be much use in a cave system.’ Viktor tapped the pistol resting in his shoulder holster. ‘These are perfect at short range, though.’

			To his surprise, Dana took one of the G36s out of its case. She examined it briefly, swivelled around and adjusted the sight. Then she loaded a full magazine, attached it and checked the safety was on before slinging the rifle over her shoulder. She put two cartridges into the holders on her vest, then still without a word, she turned around and followed Friedemann, Ingo and Coco.

			Spanger and Viktor looked on in amazement.

			‘You can find all sorts of dangerous animals in caves,’ she called back over her shoulder. She was fully aware that the two men were looking at her. ‘Cave bears, for example.’

			Viktor hesitated. No one truly believed this was a kidnapping; rather, that some sort of accident had befallen Anna-Lena. Despite not wishing to come across as paranoid, he nevertheless decided he too would bring one of the automatic weapons with him. He went through the checking and loading process with the same ease as Dana.

			‘She’s right,’ he said out loud, before setting off.

			Spanger looked even more confused. then began to run, his gait making him look like a clumsy bear. ‘Hey, Rentski! Can you show me how to use one of these guns?’

			‘You’re better off not using it at all,’ came her spare reply.

			The rest of the group laughed. They put on the radio headsets and fastened their helmets, which were all equipped with cameras in special holders that would transmit pictures back to the surface from the cave using a series of signal-boosters. Their backpacks contained all the necessary electronic equipment to operate such a system.

			‘Can you tell us what sort of magic is going on here?’ Coco asked Matthias. Her pendulum had been swinging incessantly. She kept all the other items she intended using for detection in a pouch on her belt. ‘I’m getting some very strange energy. Something terrible has happened here.’ She came across as far less artificial than she had at the airport or in van Dam’s office.

			‘We can all see the burnt-down shed next to it as well,’ Spanger muttered.

			‘Yes, but you’re only looking. I’m listening to the full story.’

			‘The fire on the woodwork has been there for ever.’ Matthias opened the double doors, which were studded with bronze inlay and set in a heavy frame adorned with intricately carved floral patterns. ‘This is a very old property; it has belonged to the van Dam family for years. Once the fire destroyed the factory and Mr van Dam’s grandfather retired from the board, there’s been no use for it. The surrounding woods have been leased to a hunting club,’ he added, pushing open the heavy doors. ‘You’ll need to turn on your helmet lights. There’s no electricity down here.’

			Using his tablet to create a small pool of light, the chauffeur led the group through the abandoned house.

			White sheets had been laid over the furniture and thick cobwebs had formed in the corners, in one of which could be seen the skeletal remains of a dog.

			‘Hmm, that’s not what I’m getting.’ Coco pulled out a bottle of fragrant water, which she began to spray around her. ‘It hasn’t got anything to do with the fire. It’s . . . something far worse.’

			‘Oooooh,’ replied Spanger, giggling like a schoolboy.

			‘Pull yourself together, man,’ Friedemann snapped. ‘Whatever our talented Ms Fendi is sensing might well be of help to us. It certainly can’t hurt to pay attention to the unusual things going on around us.’

			The only tracks through the dust and dirt were the lonely footprints made by what Coco identified as a pair of lady’s high-heeled shoes, which gave the rest of the group food for thought.

			‘Tell me, did the first team not come through this house on their way to look for Miss van Dam?’ enquired Viktor, ignoring the denial that another group had already been despatched. ‘I can’t see anything here apart from this pair of size 38 high heels.’

			‘Forgive me, but that’s not something I have any knowledge of,’ Matthias responded. He opened another door, revealing a steep stone staircase beyond. ‘This is as far as I can go.’

			He turned on a monitor, where Messenger was open. Van Dam’s moustachioed face appeared on the screen: he looked exhausted but excited at the same time. ‘Your mission will begin down there,’ came his voice tinnily through the speaker. ‘Please get a move on – follow the rope! It’s the best way down. And make sure to use the signal-boosters for your helmet cameras so I can see what you see.’

			‘We will, Mr van Dam. No problem,’ Friedemann promised.

			Coco took a crystal necklace out of the pouch on her belt and put it on. ‘We’ll find Anna-Lena: the cosmic forces are with us.’

			‘Sure they are. And firepower as well.’ Spanger was fiddling in vain with his G36, until Dana snatched it out of his hands and armed it for him.

			‘For a bodyguard you seem to know very little.’ She pointed at the safety catch and raised her index finger to show him he needed to make sure he knew what position it was in.

			‘I wish you every success. Find my daughter.’ Van Dam nodded and the signal switched to stand-by mode.

			‘Let’s be off then.’ Friedemann pointed to Spanger, indicating he should start, and he began to move, Dana and Friedemann following, with Viktor and Coco next. Ingo took up the rear.

			They made their way down, step after worn step. The beams of light cast by the helmet lamps spun around the room, flitting over old brick walls like the confused rays of tiny lighthouses. It smelled neither musty nor stale, only of cold rock and dust. Carved pillars of the same rock held up the vaulted brick ceiling.

			Spanger held his G36 at an angle, his index finger twitching nervously on the trigger as if he were already fearing an attack at this stage of the mission. The light from his helmet fell abruptly on a rust-flecked steel cable stretched horizontally across. ‘I’ve found the rope!’

			He looked back along it: the end of the steel cable was wrapped several times around a pillar and held in place by a carabiner that looked disconcertingly old.

			Spanger turned his head the other way, the light following. The finger-thick cable passed horizontally through an inwards-opening door and into the darkness beyond. The beam from his helmet was mostly lost in the darkness, only occasionally illuminating the taut, steel cord in the distance when he twisted his head. There were no walls, no floor and no ceiling to be seen on the other side of the door.

			‘Holy shit—!’ Spanger exclaimed in disbelief. ‘Come on – you’ve got to see this!’

			One by one, the others arrived at the bottom. They all looked in astonishment at the open door as they shuffled their way slowly towards it. Coco started to lift up her crystal pendant, but Ingo grabbed her hand and pulled it down.

			‘Now that’s what I call a cave.’ Friedemann pressed forward and shone his light into the blackness. Like Spanger’s, the beam met no resistance other than the rope. He ran his hand over the door frame and smiled, as if he had found something unspeakably valuable and remarkable.

			‘I can’t hear an echo.’ Ingo picked up a stone from the floor and threw it into the void. ‘Let’s see how deep it is.’

			They waited for several seconds, but no sound was forthcoming.

			‘That’s . . . not good,’ whispered Coco.

			‘No it’s not,’ Viktor agreed. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing to attention. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this before. This cave has got to be . . . enormous.’ He looked at Friedemann. ‘What do you reckon? Have you ever come across anything like this?’

			‘No. I fully agree with your assessment.’ Friedemann peered uncertainly into the blackness beyond.

			Dana took a step past the men, clipped a safety carabiner and a low-friction roller onto the old steel rope and slipped into her harness. ‘Van Dam told us to follow the rope.’ She took a run-up, leaped through the door and went shooting along the steel cable into the darkness.

			‘Off you go, Spanger, follow her,’ Friedemann ordered.

			Spanger swore and hooked himself up to the rope. As Friedemann fiddled laboriously with his own climbing harness, struggling to secure the carabiners to the cable, Spanger too jumped and set off after Dana. Meanwhile, ignoring her complaints, Ingo was helping Coco to lash the last of the straps around her body.

			Viktor watched Friedemann’s awkward attempts to fasten himself in, which he considered rather peculiar; a speleologist of his renown really ought to be able to do that in his sleep. ‘Is this the first time you’ve used this equipment?’ he asked.

			‘Yes. I haven’t needed harnesses on any of my other expeditions,’ explained the scrawny geologist between curses. ‘Not this sort, anyway. I used to be able to do it, Mr Troneg.’

			Viktor bent down to help him. His eyes betrayed his doubts about this statement, but all he said was, ‘It could happen to anyone, Professor.’

			‘Then let’s go and save the girl. You bring up the rear.’ Friedemann chased after Dana and Spanger, closely followed by the parapsychologist and the clairvoyant.

			Viktor could hear the whirring of the rollers through the darkness and caught glimpses of the five lances of light as they flew through the gloom. Instead of setting off straight away, he thought to test the fastening of the rope to the column. Although there were five adults hanging from it, the cable appeared to be completely untroubled by the load.

			‘There’s something very off about this,’ he said to himself, screwing up his face. A young woman driving a luxury car to an abandoned house, wandering around with high heels on her feet and sliding down a steel cable? In a cave without a floor or ceiling? Not on your life. A search party who had left no trace of their presence? The dossiers they had been given were useless; there was no map and their client had hidden the fact that he had already sent out a team before them.

			But orders were orders – and a hundred thousand euros, increasing to one million if they succeeded, was not something to be scoffed at. He could put that to very good use indeed. He was familiar with the G36, although he had hoped to never have to lay eyes on one again, let alone use one. It appeared he could not shake off his old life that easily.

			Viktor examined the carved doorframe in the helmet light. An inlaid stone that reminded him a little of fool’s gold reflected the beam.

			A door to a cave system, he thought. Who would build such nonsense? He closed the door gently until the edge hit the cable, then spotted a rather puzzling door knocker on the inside: a grotesque face was holding a rusty metal ring between its fangs.

			What on earth is this? Viktor touched the skull of this fantastical beast and ran his fingers over its rough teeth. He had seen something like this before, at an old job. Scenes appeared in his mind: the rattle of gunfire, burning wind, blood and screaming.

			He quickly started to look for something to focus on to stop him from falling back into the past, back into trauma that could never be defeated. What would it sound like if I were to use the knocker? His fingers lifted the ring up carefully.

			The hairs on the back of his neck began to stand on end again. Through his gloves he could feel an invisible stream of energy flowing through the metal. Probably not a good idea.

			‘Troneg? Where have you got to?’ Friedemann’s voice was far away but there was no echo at all. ‘Everything all right?’

			Viktor slowly lowered the heavy ring, causing it to squeak eerily. He had a bad feeling about what would happen if he brought it down with force – he might not have Coco’s abilities, but a quiet little voice at the back of his head was warning him of highly unpredictable consequences if he did so.

			‘Coming. Just wanted to test the anchoring.’ Viktor clicked himself on and took himself as far back as the pillar in order to work up as much of a head of steam as possible. He was breathing very deeply. ‘Whatever this is, it’s not just a cave,’ he muttered, before running forward.

			He threw himself onto the rope through the door.

			At the same time, Spanger’s scream could be heard a long way away. ‘Shit, no – no—!’

			A G36 roared and a bright muzzle flash tore through the darkness.

			And the light reflected onto rock.

		

	
		
			Chapter III

			Germany, Near Frankfurt

			The man who had secretly followed Viktor von Troneg from the arrivals hall and had photographed the team was sitting in the driver’s seat of the BMW X5. He had parked his rental car less than a hundred yards from the dilapidated house, outside which stood the black Mercedes people carrier and the ostentatious Rolls-Royce.

			The mini laptop was resting on his lap while he looked over at the estate through his binoculars, which were equipped with night vision. No one from the group had reappeared yet; they were either in the house or in the vault beneath it. Frank Sinatra’s ‘Strangers in the Night’ was coming gently through the car speakers, providing a melancholic accompaniment to the scene playing out before him.

			New photographs of the group had come in from headquarters via the car’s internal Wi-Fi system. It was impossible these days to keep things secret; nothing was difficult to find if you knew where to look. Thanks to the wonder of the internet and its myriad possibilities, it had been easy enough to track down the sextet and trawl through their backgrounds. And there were several things that did not match what they had told van Dam.

			‘Those little liars.’ His mouth twisting in amusement, he read the most recent report about Coco Fendi, whose real name was Beate Schüpfer. Van Dam had been unimpressed by the tragic past of his psychic, which included a disastrous stage show.

			Then he typed into the open chat window:

			 

			NEW INSTRUCTIONS?

			 

			After a brief delay, the reply appeared:

			 

			WAIT.

			 

			He gave a short growl of irritation and cast his eyes back onto the estate. It looked as if he would be here for a while.

			 

			The beam of his helmet lamp was lost in the darkness. Viktor dragged himself along the rope with his hands, the low-friction roller making it a virtually effortless task. Every now and again he knocked off flakes of rust that were coming loose from the wire.

			He could see four beams of light in the distance.

			A long muzzle flash emanated from the barrel of one of the G36s as it tapped out a staccato rhythm. Then the shooting ended abruptly.

			‘Spanger? Spanger, what’s happening?’ Viktor enquired nervously, preparing himself to intervene if necessary.

			‘Shit, I’m . . .’ came Spanger’s incoherent reply.

			Viktor slid forwards along the cable towards the group, who had assembled on a plateau several yards wide. Stone walls towered above them all around; there was only rock below.

			He landed, scattering the empty ammunition cases at his feet. ‘What have I missed?’

			Coco held the pendulum in her hand; Dana had her rifle in position, while Ingo was shining his light into the dark corridor opening out next to the ledge.

			Friedemann had secured himself to the rope with two carabiners; he and Spanger were standing at the edge, their helmet lamps pointing down into the depths below.

			‘You won’t be getting it back,’ said the geologist rather spitefully.

			‘Shit,’ was all Spanger could say in response.

			Viktor detached himself and moved over to stand with them. ‘What’s going on?’ he repeated. He stole a glance at the ancient twisted-steel cord that was fastened to a rust-brown bolt that ended at the cliff-face.

			Spanger sighed. Staring over the edge, he admitted, ‘Utter carelessness.’

			‘Utter stupidity,’ Dana said. ‘I told him he should have put the safety on, but he didn’t. It’s gone – he’s dropped it.’

			‘It happened while we were moving, okay?’ Spanger grunted. ‘It went click and the damned thing moved. My finger slipped on the trigger and—’

			Friedemann pulled him back from the edge by his shoulders. ‘Now you’ve just got your pistol to protect us with.’

			‘We’d better get going,’ Ingo shouted, shining his lamp into the passage.

			‘What’s to say that our little van Dam hasn’t fallen in?’ Dana looked at Viktor. ‘We’d never find her body. God knows how long the rope would need to be for us to reach the bottom of this cave.’

			Coco held her pendulum out towards the dark passageway and gave a meaningful nod. ‘No, she’s alive – she’s down here!’

			‘Then let’s go and look for her.’ Ingo stepped forwards.

			‘Hey, stop – not without me.’ Spanger hurried alongside them as if the incident with the G36 had had nothing to do with him.

			Coco followed them.

			Meanwhile, Friedemann was struggling with his climbing harness, unable to remove the carabiners from the steel rope.

			Viktor walked over to him and released the catch. ‘Like this, Professor.’

			‘I know – I know. I’m just out of practice, Mr Troneg. Too much time sitting at a desk. You get rusty.’ Friedemann ignored his suspicious look and followed Ingo. ‘Come on, then. If our clairvoyant is saying this young lady is still alive, we need to get her out of danger as quickly as possible.’

			‘The others are in rather a hurry – and they are surprisingly optimistic. Perhaps Ms Fendi and her superpowers have given them a sense of security.’ Dana gestured to Viktor to take the lead, but he refused. ‘Fine then.’ She took a few steps to the side and shone her light down once more over the sprawling ledge. ‘Sure you haven’t forgotten anything?’

			The beam of her lamp fell upon a black military-style boot poking out from behind a shelf of rock. The foot was trembling slightly.

			‘What’s that . . . ?’ As quick as a flash, Dana armed the G36. ‘Troneg, can you see that?’

			‘I can see it. Let’s have a proper look.’ Viktor moved to join her, his own rifle lowered, the cones of light from their helmet lamps illuminating the ground in front of them.

			Someone was lying next to an overhang on a narrow ledge with a vertical drop right alongside. Apart from his boots, he was wearing nothing but a pair of plain grey underpants. He had been shot several times – the state of his chest left little hope for his survival. His body was also covered with scratches and open wounds probably caused by the fall, and there was a hunting knife lodged in his right shoulder. His blood had spread out in a pool all around him, with rivulets running across the stone and dripping over the edge into the black depths.

			‘Holy shit,’ exclaimed Dana.

			The mortally wounded man stared blindly into the light, his face etched with pain and horror. He groaned and tried to say something, but all he could manage was to spit out red droplets.

			‘Van Dam, are you seeing this?’ Viktor said over the radio.

			‘Yeah, I can see it.’ The voice through his earpiece sounded agitated.

			Dana approached cautiously, knelt beside the dying man and examined his wounds. ‘There’s nothing we can do for him. It was a nine-millimetre, I reckon. Probably a sub-machine gun.’

			The injured man relaxed, as if he were ready to finally move into the light. With a clink, a long tool was released from his slackening right hand, which was lying just outside the illuminated area.

			‘Do you know him, van Dam?’ Viktor asked.

			Dana was balancing fearlessly on the ledge. She took off the dead man’s boots and searched them, but was unable to find anything inside them that might cast any light on the matter. She walked through his blood and lifted up the object that he had been carrying; the light from her helmet revealed it to be a bolt cutter.

			‘I’ve never seen him before in my life,’ came their ­client’s curt reply.

			Dana and Viktor exchanged glances.

			‘What was he doing with that?’ The blonde woman stood up and examined the steel cable more closely in her lamplight. She ran her fingers along it, then pointed to some furrows she could feel: the spot where the blades of the cutter had been attached. ‘Trying to remove all contact from the outside world? Why, though?’

			‘And an armed stranger prevented him from doing so.’ Viktor looked around, wondering if perhaps Dana was wrong in her assessment of it being a nine-millimetre and the man had accidentally been on the wrong end of Spanger’s volley. ‘Or did he take the bolt cutter off someone to stop them from cutting the rope?’ His concern for Anna-Lena grew. ‘What’s going on here?’

			‘Could it be a kidnapping?’ Dana pointed to the coiled strands. ‘Working hypothesis: they follow her for a little while, or even lure her down here under some false pretence or other. Then they bag her up, carry her through another exit and cut the cable – making it impossible for anyone to follow them.’

			‘But who shot this bloke if we’re certain he didn’t get in the way of Spanger’s salvo? And why?’

			Dana put her hand over her microphone and gestured to Viktor to do the same. ‘From one of the members of the first team van Dam isn’t telling us about,’ she said quietly. ‘For whatever reason. And it was definitely a nine-millimetre.’

			Spanger’s head appeared in the passageway, dazzling both of them with his light. ‘Where have you two got to, then?’

			‘We’re coming,’ called Viktor. ‘We were just having a look around.’

			‘Come on.’ Mini van Dam wants to be rescued and I want to be above ground.’ Spanger disappeared again.

			They both moved off.

			‘Do you not want to tell Friedemann?’ Dana guessed.

			‘No, only once we’ve found something that leads to a definitive conclusion.’

			‘That’s a bit risky. We’ve already got at least one armed stranger on the loose down here.’

			‘Who could be miles away from here by now. And it’s not a good idea to scare the shit out of the others for no reason.’ Viktor studied her. ‘By the way, you’ve really got a very good eye for ammunition and bullet holes.’

			‘I told you all: gun club.’ Dana swivelled the muzzle of her G36 to point at Viktor as if he were her prisoner, gesturing at him to walk ahead of her. ‘What do you think of Friedemann?’

			‘Not all that much. But he’s our leader.’ Viktor sloped off. The soft click behind him indicated that Dana had carefully switched the gun’s safety catch. To live.

			‘That makes two of us.’

			It didn’t take them long to catch up with the rest of the group and slide into place. Ingo and Spanger were at the front, followed by Coco and Friedemann, then Viktor and finally Dana.

			The passage they were hurrying through had been carved out by hand, supported in some places by brick or concrete with rusty iron wires protruding from where the material had been chipped off. The reinforced concrete looked as if the expansion had been undertaken at the end of the nineteenth century – at the earliest.

			‘This won’t have been a mine.’ Viktor occasionally stooped to place a signal-booster on the ground, checking each to ensure its diodes were blinking obediently and that he could still hear van Dam. ‘Any ideas, Professor?’

			‘It’s not built on any sort of mining structure, not even a mediaeval one. I don’t even know what you’d be able to mine here anyway. I’m guessing it used to be some sort of hiding place for smugglers,’ Friedemann explained. ‘Or perhaps an attempt at a home-made bunker system in the event of Germany being overrun during a war – a precursor to the survivalist movement, if you will.’

			Their march was taking them ever deeper into the system. They occasionally came across forks in the tunnel, where they left it up to Coco to decide which path they should take. All the while there were no clear signs or marks on the wall, they were happy to follow the medium’s expertise.

			‘I’m receiving Anna-Lena’s signal loud and clear,’ she whispered, running forward purposefully, clutching her pendulum in an outstretched hand. ‘She’s still alive. Yes, I can definitely sense it.’

			Ingo threw her the occasional sceptical glance, but she ignored him and he stayed silent. He didn’t have the heart to crush her spirits.

			Viktor could not help but notice when Friedemann briefly switched off his helmet camera and furtively pulled out his worn notebook from under his Kevlar vest. He was about to start leafing through it when Ingo suddenly stopped in his tracks. Friedemann hastily put it back. ‘What is it?’

			‘Just a sec. I need to get a few things out of my rucksack.’ The parapsychologist moved towards Viktor, rummaged around in his backpack and pulled out a tablet and what looked like some gauges. He connected a few wires, then plugged them into the tablet in order. ‘This way I can read the results in real time.’ With the press of a button he turned on the entire contraption. ‘Just in case we need a bit of science.’ He studied the display closely.

			Spanger watched him, holding his pistol in his right hand. ‘What are you measuring?’

			‘Spanger, keep moving forward,’ Dana was hissing when a loud crash erupted, like a heavy door being slammed, or maybe something ramming into a steel bulkhead. The threatening rumble that rolled through the passage and echoed all around them was closely followed by a strong breeze.

			Dana immediately dropped to one knee and spun around, ready to fire, while Viktor readied his own G36.

			The gauges emitted a series of warning beeps, then fell silent a few seconds later. Ingo stared at the display, babbling something about ‘an anomaly’ and ‘physically impossible’, neither of which statements Viktor liked one little bit. It was a fact that ‘impossibilities’ always spelled trouble. A great deal of trouble.

			‘A rockslide?’ Spanger’s face was creased in puzzlement.

			‘No, it sounded more like . . . a door,’ said Friedemann in alarm. ‘Or like the sort of large gate you’d find at the entrance to a city. Most unusual.’

			‘Unusual indeed,’ added Ingo distractedly, his gaze still fixed on his readouts.

			‘There,’ whispered Coco. ‘Look at that!’ She looked at her hand in amazement: the pendulum was floating horizontally in the air, pulling against the chain in an apparent attempt to drag the woman further along the passage.

			‘How are you doing that?’ Ingo lowered his voice so only she could hear him and added, ‘Is this some new trick of yours?’

			Coco shook her head, her eyes wide with wonder and amazement, as if this were the first time she had truly believed that she actually had clairvoyant abilities.

			Friedemann gave a satisfied smile. One hand was resting on the Kevlar vest with his notebook underneath. ‘We’re spot on,’ he whispered delightedly. ‘Onwards!’

			* 

			Walter van Dam sat in front of a triptych of monitors, looking over the various helmet-camera feeds. The booming crash that sounded as if someone were banging down the gates of the underworld had made him sit up and take notice.

			‘Professor Friedemann, what was that?’ he asked anxiously. ‘What’s going on down there?’

			‘We don’t know yet,’ he replied, his voice distorted, ‘but we’ve picked up a clear trace of your daughter, thanks to Ms Fendi.’

			‘If that was a gate or something,’ Spanger called out from the background, ‘it must be enormous. Why on earth would there be something like that down here?’

			‘Ingo, have you seen this? The pendulum! It’s standing . . . horizontally!’ Coco was wittering away, still acting as if this were the first time her gift had ever actually worked.

			Van Dam poured himself a drink. ‘Well, get on with it then,’ he demanded. ‘Don’t just stand there. Find my daughter.’

			‘We’re going, we’re going,’ announced Viktor.

			‘Good – now hurry up.’ Van Dam sounded anything but reassured.

			 

			Viktor was at the front, his rifle locked and loaded, while Dana stalked along beside him, their helmet lamps lurching from side to side. They could not see anything dangerous in the passageway and the commotion surrounding the loud rumbling had abated.

			But they had not forgotten about it.

			Ingo, Coco and Friedemann followed, with Spanger bringing up the rear. The doctor was carrying his gauges, occasionally stealing a quick glance at them. The pace of the group had increased as they trudged along in silence, the only sounds coming from the stamping of their boots and the jingling of Ingo’s equipment.

			‘You’re a free-climber then?’ Viktor muttered to Dana, who was advancing in the manner of a well-trained soldier. Catching a glimpse of her beside him, he was struck by an image from a very long time ago – and it was at that moment that he remembered where they had met before. ‘And a martial arts expert to boot. And a gun-club member. What kind of gun club? It must have been where you—?’

			‘Not the time,’ she growled without looking at him.

			‘On the contrary.’

			She looked at him closely. ‘What’s with all the questions?’

			‘As I said, I’ve seen you before somewhere.’ Viktor returned her gaze. ‘In Darfur. A report on military reconnaissance that had nothing whatsoever to do with free-climbing. Tell me I’m wrong.’

			Dana narrowed her eyes. ‘What were you doing in Darfur?’

			‘I didn’t say I was there.’

			‘But you had access to reports – so you’re not just a free-climber either, then, are you?’ Dana did not like where this conversation was heading. ‘I’ve got a twin sister who’s a mercenary. Not that we get confused for each other much, though.’

			Viktor was not prepared to be shaken off that easily. ‘I don’t know what kind of game you’re—’

			They both stopped abruptly, their faces wide with amazement at the scene before them.

			‘What it is?’ Friedemann asked from behind them.

			‘Stop! I’ll get some more light.’ Viktor removed a flare from his belt, lit it and threw it into the enormous chamber opening out in front of them at the end of the passage. ‘I want to have a better look before we go in.’

			Dana hurled a second from behind him.

			A barren, cavernous room with markings scrawled all over the walls was illuminated in deep red by the hissing, smoking light emanating from the flares. All manner of inscriptions, scribbled notes, arrows, signs and scratched messages could just about be made out, as well as broken pieces of iron and the destroyed remnants of at least one skeleton.

			Viktor could see a dead man on the ground. In contrast to the man on the ledge earlier, he was wearing camouflage gear and armour and had a sub-machine gun lying next to him.

			Behind him stood five doors embedded into the rock face. They were made of wood and stone, with both old and new markings alike etched onto them. The three doors in the middle had door knockers in the shape of a ring, the second one of which was broken. The two outermost doors were equipped with large box locks. A thickly drawn question mark could be seen on each of the first three doors; the fourth door had an X on it and the last bore an exclamation mark. They were all painted on with red lipstick, and when Viktor touched one of the symbols, he found the lines were fresh and still a little moist.

			‘What’s all this?’ Spanger exclaimed in disbelief. ‘Doors?’

			‘Looks like it,’ replied Viktor. ‘So what’s the plan, Professor?’

			‘We should probably ask our medium.’ Friedemann joined them at the front. ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it? They really are fine specimens.’ His gaze drifted to the door in the centre, the one which bore a red question mark. ‘That’s where the vandals were holing up.’ He pointed to the door on the left. ‘What a pity the ring has been destroyed – it can’t be used any more.’

			Dana and Viktor exchanged glances once more. The fact that a geologist was looking at doors as if he had just discovered an extra-terrestrial stalagmite seemed more than a little peculiar to them.

			‘Doors? In a cave?’ Ingo squeezed his way between them into the entrance and was babbling away as if the dead man were not there at all. ‘How fantastic! A mystery – I love mysteries. Let’s have a closer look.’

			‘Definitely,’ said Coco, exhilaration filling her voice, holding the chain with the energised pendulum firmly between her fingers. ‘Anna-Lena is very close by!’ She took a step inside the chamber.

			Ingo held tightly to her harness.

			Only then did Coco spot the dead man with his torn throat. She uttered a low cry. ‘By the spirits of the beyond!’ She almost let go of the chain. ‘Why didn’t any of you warn me?’ She could not take her eyes off the corpse. Her enthusiasm for their task and this place was fading more and more with every heartbeat. ‘I . . . I think I’d rather go back up.’

			The flares suddenly rose into the air, along with everything else in the chamber. The sextet looked on in silence: for reasons beyond them all, it looked like gravity had suddenly stopped. Ingo’s equipment once again began to emit loud warning sounds.

			A young woman entered the foreground, floating up from behind the upside-down armoured corpse; she had apparently been lying against the wall in the man’s shadow. Her long red hair enveloped her like a gently blazing flame; her nose piercing and a single earring sparkled in the red glow. She was wearing a badly torn ball gown and high-heeled shoes. Her eyes were closed and her arms and legs were relaxed as if she were underwater.

			‘There,’ Dana shouted, ‘that’s her – Anna-Lena!’

			‘Should we go in and get her?’ Viktor looked at Friedemann. ‘What do you think, Professor?’

			The flares, corpse, Anna-Lena and everything else fell back to the ground.

			‘What . . . what was that?’ Viktor turned to face the parapsychologist in amazement.

			‘Not ghosts, that’s for sure.’ Ingo swiped the display of his tablet. ‘That was a—’

			Friedemann interrupted him. ‘Well, it’s stopped now, so we can go and investigate,’ he announced, as if this were the sort of thing he encountered all the time on his field trips. ‘If your little gadgets pick up anything dangerous again, let us know, Doctor. Let’s go and get Miss van Dam out of there.’

			The group advanced slowly, plunging into the flickering red light and smoke cast by the flares. Friedemann instructed Viktor and Dana to tend to the young woman lying on the ground next to the dead body; her limbs were somewhat contorted after the fall. ‘Doctor, keep an eye on everything else. Make a record of what we’ve found here. Everything. I want to have a look around in peace.’

			‘Really? Why?’ Spanger took a step back towards the passage.

			‘Because it’s all rather exciting.’ The professor sidled up next to Dana and Viktor as they were examining Anna-Lena. Looking at Spanger, he muttered, ‘You wouldn’t understand anyway.’

			‘Nothing looks to be broken at first glance, nor are there any external injuries,’ Dana announced as she lifted the young woman’s eyelids and shone a light into her eyes. ‘Pulse normal, but no pupil reaction.’

			‘God, Anna-Lena!’ They could hear van Dam’s relieved voice. ‘Come on, get up – now!’

			‘Just a moment. We’ve got to make sure she’s physically capable of surviving the journey back,’ Dana replied resolutely as she carried on checking the girl over.

			Ingo turned off his gauges and pulled out a camera. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this before – not during any of my investigations! Gravity reversal? That’s impossible – well, usually.’ He began to take endless photographs of the doors, the inscriptions and the symbols. ‘You can clearly see magical formulae in the graffiti – some look as if they’re hundreds of years old,’ he continued enthusiastically. ‘Look: there’s cuneiform, hieroglyphics, ancient Greek, Persian . . .’ He could hardly contain his excitement. ‘It’s quite possible that our little anomaly had something to do with these.’

			Viktor saw Friedemann pulling out his notebook and caught a glimpse of his first entry: Arc Project // Arkus // Arcus.

			The professor started leafing through it, comparing the markings on the pages with the inscriptions on the doors. Some of them matched.

			‘I’m here if anyone needs me.’ Spanger remained near the entrance, strapped into his harness.

			Viktor decided to confront Friedemann about his book later, instead choosing to have a look around. ‘Who the hell would build doors in a place like this?’

			‘What I find far more impressive is their condition and distinctiveness,’ Ingo added happily. ‘These doors are all from different centuries. The symbols on them . . . are . . . I mean, some of them, well, I don’t even know what they’re supposed to be. I’m not talking about all the scribbling that’s been added later, but what the creators of these doors actually inscribed themselves.’

			Spanger had changed his mind. He walked over to the armoured dead man, took his gun from him and began to search his body. ‘Sub-machine gun. H&K, MP5, nine millimetre,’ he shouted over to the group, adding, ‘See? I’m not completely useless.’

			‘You could learn that just by playing a first-person shooter.’ Dana looked at Viktor and raised her eyebrows in triumph. It was this weapon that had most likely done for Underpants Man. The boots belonging to the two dead men were identical in design and tread pattern.

			‘But he’s got nothing on him – no badges or papers or anything. Looks like he could be part of some sort of special unit.’ Spanger bent down to examine the wound on the man’s neck more carefully. ‘Throat slit.’ He pointed to the empty sheath. ‘And his knife’s missing.’

			‘These your people, van Dam?’ radioed Dana after finishing her examination of the unconscious woman.

			‘I’ll tell you again, I haven’t sent out another team. Now bring me back my little girl,’ he ordered, putting down his glass. ‘Tell me, Mr Troneg, have you made sure to put all the boosters down? The picture has suddenly gone all fuzzy and I can barely hear you at all.’

			‘I have, Mr van Dam,’ Viktor replied.

			‘That sort of thing can be triggered by magnetic fields and radiation,’ said Ingo, who was standing next to his equipment and looking at the display on his tablet. ‘Oh my God – my devices are going haywire again. I can see . . . measurable differences in the magnetic field and so forth. The gravitational pull is slowly decreasing. A little more and we’ll start to feel it.’

			‘Or it could be a jammer,’ said Dana. ‘Or someone’s found one of our boosters and switched it off. We need to get a move-on. Van Dam, your daughter is in a good enough state for us to bring her out.’ She looked at Viktor. ‘You can carry her.’

			Viktor handed his rucksack to Coco, who in turn handed it to Ingo, and picked up the young woman. He could not believe how light she was – surely no more than seven and a half stone. He laid her gently over his shoulder.

			‘Pack up your stuff, Doctor,’ Friedemann ordered. ‘We’re leaving.’

			Coco looked at her golden pendulum, which was showing no inclination towards the younger van Dam but was instead pointing at the doors. ‘That’s . . . odd.’

			‘Your pendulum must be wrong,’ said Ingo, giving her a look to suggest the show was over before he turned back to his gauges and stuffed them into his backpack.

			‘It can’t be.’ Coco looked at the doors. ‘There are more secrets through there.’ She looked at the corpse and shuddered. ‘Probably for the best that we’re not going to be the ones to investigate them.’ She put her pendulum away.

			‘Right, let’s go.’ Friedemann shooed Spanger forwards with a wave of his hand. ‘We’ve found what we were looking for.’ He gave the doors a curious look.

			Viktor thought it was almost as if he had really been there for them and not for the young woman.

			The group made their way back through the passages by the light of their helmet lamps. The place was silent, making it feel all the more depressing.

			Where are you going? said a voice that appeared to be inside Coco’s head. Stay a while longer.

			She slowed down, prompting Ingo to give her a nudge. She began to shiver all over. ‘Can you hear that too?’

			He can’t hear me. I thought I was talking to you. You’re rather special, you know, said the sombre voice. What if I were to kill the others? Would you stay then?

			Coco felt her throat tightening. ‘No,’ she whispered.

			‘No?’ Ingo looked at her, confused.

			We could have ever so much fun, Beate. That is your name, after all. Or would you rather I called you Coco?

			She didn’t know what she could say that the unknown voice would not consider as a challenge.

			Suddenly her mind was flooded with images: a dog-like beast pouncing on and slaughtering the group; an armed unit that wanted to attack and kill them; a monster made of smoke stabbing them with burning blades. A mounted unit riding into a mediaeval battle, followed by drones chasing their group through an unknown city, and finally a man in an American Second World War uniform with his gun raised, aiming the barrel at her face – and pulling the trigger.

			Coco’s mouth opened into a scream – and everything around her disappeared.

			She found herself standing back in front of the five doors.

			They were opening and closing, opening and closing, opening and closing, incessantly. They roared and rattled, creating a loud rumble that shook the walls. Scree and stones tumbled down, crashing onto the ground. Blood poured out of the first door, hissing with steam, while liquid fire rushed out of another, with the one next to it producing some sort of acid that mixed with the scattered pieces of bone that came coursing out of the door alongside it; from the final door came piles of putrid entrails. The hellish conglomeration seized Coco and dragged her below the surface.

			The decaying corpses of Ingo, Friedemann, Spanger, Viktor and Dana danced around her, their clawed hands striking her. Their shrill, screeching laughter shook her to her core.

			‘We’re dying in this cave,’ they sang. ‘We’re dying! And you didn’t warn us – that’s why we’re going to kill you! We’re going to kill you!’ The five of them then threw themselves onto the clairvoyant and opened their jaws as wide as possible.

			Coco began to burn, her body dissolved by the acid as she suffocated, while the drifting bones crushed her. As the group feasted upon her flesh and tore her to pieces, she somehow found the strength to utter the loud cry of anguish that had been stuck in her lungs.

			The illusion was shattered immediately.

			Panting, she stumbled through the passage in front of Ingo, barely able to stay upright on her trembling legs. Fear constricted her heart as the beams from the helmet lights danced in front of her eyes in double vision.

			‘Everything all right?’ Ingo had spotted that something was amiss. ‘What’s wrong? Pins and needles?’

			Coco didn’t dare to speak. Horror had paralysed her voice. She was certain that death would fall upon her the moment she made a peep. How was she suddenly able to see these visions? Should she ever manage to escape from this place, she would never step foot in it again.

			‘Well, that was easy.’ Spanger felt heroic when he held the sub-machine gun, just as he had always wanted – maybe not exactly like Tony Stark, but like a man who had done a good deed. It did not concern him in the slightest that their task had been so easy, or that they had found a dead body. If they should happen to stumble upon any enemies, he was ready: ready to pull the trigger and become even more of a hero. ‘What was it killed the other bloke?’

			‘Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.’ Dana was keeping a close eye on their surroundings. The cones of light rendered them easy targets, which was making her rather uneasy. A decent marksman would simply have to aim just beneath the light and it would all be over.

			‘Oh, I’m sure we can handle it.’ Spanger fiddled with the safety catch. ‘We’re pros.’

			‘You certainly are,’ remarked Friedemann.

			‘Didn’t we say you were going to be a bit nicer to me?’

			‘Calm down,’ Viktor urged them. ‘Even if every man and his dog can see us, that doesn’t mean we have make a racket the entire way back.’

			His reminder had the desired effect: silence descended upon the team.

			Ingo kept looking at the recordings from his measurements, trusting that they were all correct. What other experiments could he do in the hall with the doors? Where did the volatile gravity come from? The dead body made him uneasy, but scientific curiosity pushed those doubts to one side. He had already made up his mind that with another, more appropriate team and van Dam’s permission, he would return and astonish mankind with what he had discovered.

			Ingo didn’t know he wasn’t the only one with that idea, though.

			‘Don’t dawdle,’ Dana hissed at him. ‘You can marvel over your findings once we’ve reached the surface.’

			After a short while they arrived back at the platform.

			‘Good,’ came Friedemann’s voice. ‘We’re nearly there – now we just need to cross.’

			They secured the helpless Anna-Lena to the rusty cable and began to make their way back through the darkness, moving forwards in silence until they could see the entrance in the glow of their helmet lamps. One after the other, they arrived in the basement.

			As easy as their task had been, and as pleased as he was to have found the missing woman so quickly, Viktor thought their mission had been entirely surreal. If you ignored the abnormalities such as the sudden changes of gravity and the two dead bodies, it had been a walk in the park. It wasn’t that he had been looking forward to a shoot-out, but he thought it curious that they hadn’t encountered a single serious problem. A bunch of Boy Scouts could have saved the young woman, as indeed could the first military unit who had been sent out. Or was this all some kind of a test?

			Viktor carried the unconscious woman up the stone steps and onto the ground floor of the villa, where the chauffeur was waiting for them. They assumed van Dam had informed Matthias of their return.

			‘I’ve already re-configured the seating in the car,’ Matthias explained, adjusting his cap. ‘We can get going straight away.’ They hurried through the rooms towards the exit. The chauffeur handed Spanger the spare key for the Rolls-Royce. ‘I don’t suppose you’d be able to take this back?’

			‘You’re kidding!’ Spanger grinned. This was the first time he had ever been allowed to drive a luxury car like this.

			‘Don’t you want to call an ambulance?’ Dana said over the radio to her employer. ‘I don’t know whether she’s got any internal injuries tha—’

			‘No publicity,’ van Dam interrupted. ‘I’ve arranged for a team of specialists to come to my house and examine my daughter thoroughly. Then we can decide what to do next.’

			When they reached the exit, Coco wanted to weep with happiness. The black Mercedes was parked with its side door open; as Matthias had said, the seats had been joined together to create a large flat surface in the middle.

			‘Thank you all once again,’ said van Dam through their earpieces. ‘You will of course each receive your rewards, as promised. Ms Rentski and Mr von Troneg, you’ll go with Matthias, while the rest of you can take the Rolls.’

			Not a test, then, Viktor thought with a shrug, his mood improving. He laid Anna-Lena onto the seats and shuffled back to allow Matthias to fasten her seatbelt. Relief suddenly washed over him. ‘Good job we managed to find her so quickly.’ Saving a human life was a wonderful feeling. He could not resist shaking hands with everyone in the group and congratulating them on a job well done. ‘I think you’ll find we’ve done rather well here.’

			That same joy was clear onto the faces of his comrades too.

			‘Easy money, that.’ Spanger said callously as he fiddled with the key to the Rolls-Royce. ‘A million, right? All for just under three hours’ work.’

			Coco was standing next to Ingo, who was busy checking the measurements on his displays. ‘Yes, but what’s the explanation for all this?’ She felt liberated; the tremor in her hands had abated.

			‘There isn’t one.’ Ingo looked excited. ‘Mr van Dam, may I go back down and have a look around? These physical phenomena are crying out for proper, in-depth research.’

			‘No way. Nothing can make me go back down that hole again,’ Coco said quickly, putting down the equipment. ‘It’s not a good aura at all. Whoever it was who built that place and those doors – they did not have good intentions.’ She left out telling them about the voice, her vision and her terror.

			‘I’d like to join Doctor Theobald,’ Friedemann interjected. ‘These geological structures are quite unique. As my colleague has said, they absolutely must be explored further.’

			‘Unfortunately, I cannot allow that,’ replied their client. ‘Let’s all just be happy that you’ve returned to the surface unscathed.’

			Dana had also detached herself from the harness. She was trying not to catch Viktor’s eye, so as not to jog his memory any more. ‘We will need to talk to you about a few things once we’re back at your house, Mr van Dam,’ she said. ‘About what we saw down there.’

			‘That can be dealt with once you’re back with me,’ he said. ‘What goes on in the caves, stays in the caves. That would be my suggestion. Leave everything else to me and don’t allow yourselves to be burdened by it.’

			Friedemann glanced back through the front door. Who would try to stop him if he went back down? The chauffeur? He could easily bribe the other five to either go with him or leave him alone. With a bit of cunning he was sure he could convince Theobald to make a second descent. By the time van Dam had found another team to get them back out, he could have explored everything he wanted to. He had to. He ventured a first, discreet step back towards the verandah.

			‘What do you mean by that?’ Spanger scratched his back. ‘What we saw down there? Do you mean the doors?’

			‘Mr van Dam!’ Matthias picked up his tablet nervously. ‘I . . . I don’t think this is your daughter.’

			The group turned to face the chauffeur, who was sitting next to the supine woman.

			‘What nonsense is this?’ snapped the businessman.

			‘Her eyes, Mr van Dam.’ Matthias turned the tablet around and filmed the sleeping woman with its camera. He carefully opened her eyelids with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Can you see that?’

			The team all huddled around the car.

			‘I told you so,’ muttered Coco. ‘The pendulum – it knew we hadn’t found Anna-Lena.’ The consequences of this realisation made her heart sink like a stone. They would have to go back.

			‘Ridiculous,’ Ingo whispered to her.

			‘What about her eyes?’ Dana enquired.

			‘They’re blue,’ replied Matthias, his face growing pale. ‘But Miss van Dam’s eyes are . . .’

			‘Green. She’s got green eyes.’ Van Dam sounded both startled and anxious at the same time. ‘Have you checked she’s not wearing contacts?’

			‘Yes. No lenses.’ The chauffeur was continuing to film the girl. ‘Even if everything else is identical, Mr van Dam – her figure, her hair, even her jewellery – her eyes tell a different story.’

			‘Is there anything that could have changed her eye colour?’ Spanger threw the keys to the Rolls in the air and caught them. ‘Bright light or something?’

			‘Don’t talk rubbish,’ Friedemann scolded him. ‘You can’t change eye colour unless you tattoo the vitreous, but in any case, they wouldn’t look like this.’ He pushed his way forwards and pulled up the sleeping woman’s eyelids to double-check. ‘See this, Matthias?’

			The chauffeur leaned forwards and swore, then checked the other eye himself. ‘Green – they’re green again! But I swear they were blue before.’

			‘This is insane.’ Dana looked around at her colleagues.

			‘Beyond insane.’ Coco leaned against Ingo, feeling like she needed human warmth and closeness to ease the ominous feeling inside her. Someone she trusted.

			‘There’s only one thing for it.’ Van Dam’s voice over the radio sounded agitated. ‘You’ll have to go back down and look for her. Your job is not complete. I need to know for certain.’

			‘What are we going to do with . . . this person?’ Dana looked at the sleeping woman. It could still be van Dam’s daughter, or someone else altogether.

			‘Matthias will bring her to me,’ the businessman decided. ‘I’ll have her examined and looked after. In the meantime please find Anna-Lena – my Anna-Lena, not this copy or whatever she is.’

			‘You could always try a DNA test.’ Viktor recognised the feeling that had crept up on him. In a matter of seconds his feeling of safety had turned into the very opposite. ‘It could still be that this is your daughter,’ he pointed out. ‘Who knows what happened to her in those caves? There were all sorts of strange things going on down there.’

			But Matthias was already reaching out to reclaim the key from Spanger. ‘Understood, Mr van Dam. I’ll bring the woman to you in the Rolls. The Mercedes will have to stay here because it’s got the internet connection.’

			‘I’ve got a question.’ Spanger handed him the key. ‘We will get a million for this one? Another million, that is? I mean, technically, we’ve already got your daughter so—’

			‘Come on, let’s go,’ the professor interrupted. ‘You’re an embarrassment to even ask that.’ Friedemann was secretly cheering to himself. He now had a legitimate excuse to descend into the cave again.

			‘Quite right,’ Dana confirmed, putting her own gear back on.

			‘I don’t want to go back down there.’ Coco looked at Ingo. ‘I’m serious. There’s something waiting for us.’

			‘No, no, it’s just a bit of wonky physics.’ He patted his instruments. ‘And we’ll find the real missing girl in no time at all. Just like before. Your pendulum seems to know where she is.’

			Coco couldn’t detect any mockery in his voice. ‘But there’s still the small matter of the dead man with his throat torn out. And whoever it was who killed him.’ She climbed into her harness as if in slow motion. She still couldn’t bring herself to talk about that voice, or her vision. ‘It’s waiting for us.’

			‘Nothing’s going to happen to us.’ Ingo too was looking forward to another opportunity to take some measurements. ‘I’m absolutely certain of it. We’ve just got to be careful, that’s all.’

			‘Departure, take two.’ Friedemann sounded like he was in a good mood. ‘We’ve already been successful once. Now let’s go and rescue the real Anna-Lena van Dam. Green eyes, everyone: make sure you remember that.’

			Viktor and Dana, communicating with their eyes, checked their weapons. They had still not told anyone about the half-naked dying man with the bolt cutter and bullet wounds they had discovered and they wouldn’t, not yet, so as not to put a downer on proceedings.

			The group set off again immediately, passing through the estate and back into the cellar, readying themselves to slide along the steel cable to the platform once more.

			Coco was close to tears.

			 

			The unknown man watched the entire scene outside the villa in peace, reporting every detail to headquarters, along with photographs. He had even been able to follow about half of their conversation by lip-reading.

			The group surrounding the professor disappeared back into the house; the chauffeur once again opened the side door of the people carrier and lifted the comatose doppelgänger, carried her over to the Rolls-Royce and laid her down on the back seat.

			This time, along with acknowledgement of receipt of his report, he received an order:

			 

			IMMEDIATE ELIMINATION OF ALL PARTICIPANTS. EVEN THE UNCONSCIOUS ONE.

			The man closed his laptop and placed it on the passenger seat. He started the BMW and drove along the approach road to the abandoned house, then intentionally stalled. He wanted his arrival noticed.

			The chauffeur promptly stepped back from the Rolls and closed the door. He looked at the BMW curiously as it rolled across the fine gravel with a soft crunch.

			The unknown man took out a slim boning knife from the glove box. The price tag was still on it – he had bought it after he’d arrived, knowing he would have no chance of getting his own weapons through airport security. With a practised movement he slid it inside his sleeve, then got out of the car and walked towards the dilapidated mansion.

			‘This is private property,’ Matthias called out to him, pointing back down the drive. ‘You need to leave immediately.’

			‘Please excuse me. I’ve just had a technology omni-fuck-up. First my satnav sent me the wrong way and now my rental car has given out on me. It’s a good job there’s someone here.’ The man approached, smiling. ‘I don’t suppose you could lend me your phone so I can call for breakdown assistance?’

			‘Ah, understood.’ Matthias sighed and briefly looked over at the Rolls to check the woman, but she was still unconscious. Then he removed a packet of cigarettes from his dark blue uniform. ‘What’s up with your car? Might be quicker if I just help you.’ He lit a cigarette and proffered the pack to him. ‘I know what I’m doing.’

			The man took a step closer. ‘I’m afraid with this kind you need a diagnostic computer to make any headway. The curse of the modern world.’ He refused the cigarette. ‘Bit of an odd set-up for such a deserted place. Nothing illegal, I’m sure?’ He grinned to show Matthias he was joking.

			‘We’re in the process of selling the house. Someone’s having a viewing.’

			‘Luckily for me.’

			‘You could say that.’ Matthias felt for his phone inside his pocket. ‘Here, go ahead. But I can still try to have a look under the bonnet for you.’

			‘By all means.’ The man’s movements suddenly became clumsy as he took the phone. It slipped out of his fingers and landed on the gravel. ‘Oh – forgive me! I’m so sorry. I hope your phone’s not broken.’

			Matthias didn’t allow his irritation to show, instead flicking away his half-finished cigarette and bending to pick up the phone.

			The man drew the knife out of his sleeve and held it over the chauffeur’s exposed neck.

			Matthias saw his attacker’s shadow with a blade in his hand and quickly turned, his arm raised to defend himself.

			 

			Contrary to what Coco had feared, the group travelled the same way through the labyrinth without incident, arriving unmolested at the cavernous chamber with the five doors. Her pulse was racing and she was sweating with fear.

			Dana and Viktor once again lit two flares to give them some light, then began to discuss the plan with Friedemann.

			‘I’m an idiot. I should have brought another G36 with me.’ Spanger looked at the sub-machine gun next to the dead man. ‘Now I’ve got to make do with this child’s toy.’

			Ingo had unpacked his instruments again and was paying close attention to their displays. ‘There it is again,’ he said with fascination. ‘The first tiny deviations.’

			Coco walked slowly past the doors, the golden pendulum in her hand. She felt sick. This whole place was dripping with danger. She would not be staying a second longer than necessary, that was for sure. With each passing moment she expected to hear the voice, to see the visions – to be exposed to that same mental torture again.

			And that was not forgetting Anna-Lena’s doppelgänger with the wrong eyes. Who knew what sort of being they had brought to the surface?

			‘It’s getting stronger,’ she announced with simultaneous awe and anxiety. She could hardly stand it; her skin was itchy and prickly. ‘You can do the rest yourselves. I’ve got to get out of this godforsaken hole!’

			‘Sorry?’ Friedemann gave her a look of consternation. ‘And how exactly do you propose to do that?’ He was holding his notebook in his hand again, consulting it from time to time as he examined the door frames.

			‘Ms Fendi,’ came van Dam’s voice in her ear, ‘only you can hear me now. I beg you, please stay with the group. I have confidence in your powers. It may well be that the team will find itself in a situation where only your abilities can help them! You saw what happened to the torches before.’

			Coco placed her hand over the microphone so that the only sound was the one transmitted through the helmet speakers. ‘There’s a dead man down here, Mr van Dam. A dead man and something that . . . that wants to kill us. That was not part of the agreement.’

			‘I’ll pay you two hundred thousand euros extra,’ he replied. ‘The others are watching you, Ms Fendi.’

			Coco cleared her throat. ‘Mr van Dam, I . . .’

			‘Nothing’s going to happen to you. Think about my daughter, please!’

			His heartbroken appeal softened her slightly and she was about to agree when she remembered the cruel voice in the passage. ‘You don’t understand – you couldn’t, not without feeling what I felt.’

			‘I’m begging you. Without you, my daughter doesn’t stand a chance!’

			Her sense of duty calmed her fears and drowned out the voices imploring her to turn back. ‘All right. I will.’ She turned to face the doors so as not to have to look at the man’s remains. ‘I’ll take you at your word, Mr van Dam.’

			‘Right, we’re all here. What are you picking up, Ms Fendi?’ Viktor turned to look at the medium. ‘Where’s our missing girl?’

			Coco paused in front of the fourth door, the one bearing the red cross marked in lipstick. The pendulum was standing out from the chain, facing forwards like a pointer. ‘Behind this one.’ She placed a hand on the enormous handle and tried to pull it, but nothing happened. Shaking didn’t help either, nor did leaning on it with all her strength. She took a deep breath. ‘By the grandfathers of the four elements . . .’ she said, starting an incantation.

			‘Slow down,’ called out Spanger in alarm. ‘Who knows what’s behind—?’

			‘She’s. Behind. It!’ Coco’s face bore a strange expression. ‘By the grandfathers of the four elements . . .’ she began again, her voice drifting away into a quiet invocation.

			Friedemann put his notebook away, this time stuffing it into a trouser pocket in order to retrieve it more quickly next time. ‘No. She’s not.’ He walked purposefully towards the door on the far left, which also had its knocker intact. ‘We’ll find her here. There’s an arrow on the ground I recognise—’

			‘Hang on.’ Spanger was shining his light at a glimmering spot on the floor that was reflecting the light. ‘There: a diamond earring!’ The piece of jewellery was lying in front of the furthest door, which had a heavy mediaeval drawbar and a thick box lock. It was this door that had the exclamation mark painted on it. ‘Our little van Dam was wearing a pair just like this in the photo in our files.’ He looked from Friedemann to Coco and back again. ‘What if you’re both wrong and she’s behind this one?’

			 

			Walter van Dam sat enthralled in front of the triptych of monitors, watching what was happening underground with increasing agitation.

			Then he noticed that one of the split screens on the right-hand display was black; he frowned with concern. This was not linked to one of the team’s helmet cameras, but rather to Matthias’ tablet.

			He picked up his phone and called his chauffeur, who was supposed to be on his way with Anna-Lena’s double.

			It rang.

			And rang.

			And rang.

			The fact that Matthias was not answering made him nervous. He poured himself another drink. His nerves shot to pieces by this rollercoaster ride, he had long since replaced water with whisky. Earlier, when they’d announced they’d found Anna-Lena, he had been so happy, but now his anxiety was increasing with every breath. ‘Where is my daughter?’ he asked again.

			‘We need to clarify what’s going on first, Mr van Dam,’ said Viktor. His words were all distorted.

			‘Unfortunately, there are three possibilities for where your Anna-Lena might be,’ radioed Friedemann, who sounded no less distorted than Viktor. The transmission from the cave system must be more or less at its limit. ‘Any decision we make could be the wrong one – or the right one.’

			‘What about the other two?’ Van Dam rubbed his moustache frantically.

			‘We’ll check those once we’ve ruled out the others,’ said the professor.

			‘Show me these doors, Mr von Troneg,’ van Dam asked. He would have liked to send Matthias to check the Wi-Fi connection and the Mercedes’ built-in modem.

			Viktor filmed the doors, which van Dam enlarged on the second screen, and explained the three clues to him. ‘Have you seen this before?’ he asked. The connection was becoming worse with every word he spoke. ‘Anything that could help us?’

			Van Dam did not answer but clicked and zoomed in on the feed, took snapshots of all the details and fanned them out on the third monitor to get a better overview.

			Then he stared closely at the symbols.

			Looking at them caused vivid memories to flood into his mind: memories he would have sooner never returned to. He could still recall his mother’s words – and what she had begged of him in her declining years. He had never had the opportunity to carry out her final wishes, and after her death – until this moment – he had all but forgotten about them. He had added Theobald to the group without really believing that his parapsychological knowledge would ever be required – like a parachute you hoped never to have to use. It had come from just a feeling, nothing more, one whose origins lay in the past, indefinable, yet compelling.

			‘Van Dam?’ Viktor’s voice was now almost entirely drowned out by a loud humming noise.

			Then van Dam heard him say, ‘Professor, the signal’s gone. He can’t hear me any more. What shall we do? Which door do you think we should take?’

			Van Dam rose unsteadily and hurried to his shelves. He searched through the books until he finally found the old tome he was looking for, along with the collection of loose papers that had belonged to his grandfather. He removed it and returned to his desk, then put it down and opened it.

			Dozens of old drawings of doors were depicted on the fragile, stained pages, and they all had dates and cryptic markings drawn alongside them. He flicked through the sheaf until he found exactly the five doors he had seen on the third screen. The year ‘1921’ was written next to it.

			‘It cannot be!’ he exclaimed.

			‘Mr van Dam? What did you say?’ he could hear Viktor asking. ‘If there’s anything you know that could help us, please tell us. We need to decide which door to go through first to find your daughter. We can’t agree. Do you understand? Any clue you could give us will allow us to find your daughter faster.’

			‘One moment, Mr von Troneg.’ He wanted to make absolutely certain. In a matter of seconds he had compared the symbols on the monitor with the sketches and illustrations in the book and there was little doubt that he was on the right page. Then he noticed a door knocker missing on one of the doors that he had filmed. If his daughter had gone through that one, the consequences would be devastating.

			A notification popped up on his computer alerting him to a new email from Professor Friedemann. In the subject line he was asking precisely what time he would be picked up from Frankfurt Airport.

			At first van Dam thought it was a delayed message, for the geologist was now roaming around underground looking for Anna-Lena, then he saw the time at which the email had been sent: two minutes ago.

			That was surely impossible. But he’d deal with that later; right now he had more urgent matters to attend to.

			‘Listen to me, Mr von Troneg.’ Van Dam propped his head on his hands and fixed his eyes on the descriptions written underneath each door. ‘I—’

			With a crack the connection died. The monitors went blank and the sound cut out.

			‘No!’ Van Dam stared at the black displays.

			 

			Viktor looked at the third, fourth and fifth doors, each representing one of the three most likely possibilities for where to find Anna-Lena, knowing they were running out of time.

			Ingo was calibrating his devices in an attempt to update his measurements. He raised his eyebrows as he read the latest results. ‘Unbelievable. This . . . this trumps everything else I’ve seen so far. As we speak, the gravitational values are changing – they’re already slightly above the norm. There are enough physical anomalies down here to keep an entire institute busy!’

			‘We could split up,’ Viktor suggested, ‘into two teams.’

			‘No,’ said Dana, pointing to the dead man with his slit throat. ‘It’s far too dangerous for that. We’ve got to stay together.’ She looked at Friedemann. ‘You’re leading this mission. Make a decision.’

			All of Friedemann’s earlier certainty suddenly vanished. He stood stock-still in front of the door he had chosen before – the one with the barely visible arrow drawn in the dust – while Spanger bent down to pick up the diamond earring and Coco, muttering incessantly to herself, struggled to control the pendulum tugging on her chain.

			‘Professor?’ Viktor’s anxiety was growing. Should they go through the door with the X, or the door with the question mark and the knocker, or the door with the exclamation mark and the antique box lock?

			‘Tell us where to go, Professor.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter IV

			 

			 

			Dana took a few steps away from the group as they stood there considering which door to go through to search for Anna-Lena. It concerned her that no one had been watching out for what might be going on behind them. After all, they could not rule out the possibility that there were more gunmen lurking around. They had already found two dead bodies: one shot and the other with his throat cut open.

			She peered back down the passage; the dim, red glow from the smoking magnesium torch gave them about twenty yards’ worth of light, after which the brightness vanished into the gloom like dying embers. Dana had turned off the lamps on her helmet and gun so as not to give potential pursuers any indication as to where she was. She was annoyed that van Dam had not given them any night-vision equipment. She could have brought some from her private stash, although that might have raised some questions – especially from Viktor.

			She’d have to make do with the torches, even though the smell carried through the passages, betraying her presence even without the light. She had always hated those things, on all of her jobs.

			Apart from the voices of Friedemann, Ingo, Viktor and Coco, whose heated conversation echoed through the red-illuminated cathedral-like hall, Dana could hear whispering and muttering, as if the spirits of those who had died in this place were trying to contact her. They spoke to Dana using her name, sounding friendly and engaging, like someone asking for the best table at a restaurant instead of the one next to the lavatory.

			Dana dismissed it as just interference over the radio. It was bad enough that the parapsychologist was practically wetting himself with excitement – something in these caves was both measurable yet inexplicable, and that worried Dana.

			She kept her eyes fixed defiantly on the passage.

			As much as she considered Viktor to be the only dependable man down here, Dana was annoyed by his constant interrogation of her as to how and when they had met. She was certainly not going to help him with that – because she knew.

			The quintet behind her was still debating which door to open. Dana left the decision to Friedemann. He was their leader, so by all rights he should take responsibility for it.

			She spotted a movement in the corridor at the point where the dying red glow transitioned into darkness. A dog-like shadow was brushing carelessly back and forth, protected by the blackness. The beast appeared to be undecided as to what to do, but Dana felt as if hunger, bloodlust, curiosity and a desire to defend its territory were mixing together to create some overriding impulse, although what that was going be to, she could only guess . . .

			She looked through her visor and adjusted the zoom. It was too gloomy to see what was going on with the four-legged creature. ‘At least it’s not a cave bear,’ she said quietly, trying to get a better look at it. ‘How did you get down here, you little stray?’

			This opened up the possibility that the chamber system had more than one entrance and exit, which was good news for van Dam, but bad for her rescuers. The clues on the doors might prove to be wrong and lead them to search in completely the wrong direction.

			The dog-sized quadruped clearly knew he was being watched. He made clever use of the shadows, moving purposefully forward through the passageway.

			Through her optical sight, Dana caught the occasional glimpse of magnified long fangs flashing menacingly. Her pulse quickened. The creature baring its teeth was coiled, ready to attack.

			She would have to risk turning on her gun’s tactical light.

			The focused blue-white beam flitted across the walls in search of a target.

			She was just about to call a warning to the group, who were still busy arguing, when the outline of the creature blurred, just as if it had activated a cloaking device before the cone of light could strike it – and it reappeared moments later next to Dana in the passage, its jaws wide open, revealing a forked tongue that bounced over its rows of fearsome teeth.

			Dana instinctively squeezed the trigger.

			Her G36 obediently spat out a long burst of fire as the muzzle flash glared, temporarily blinding her. Dana continued to hold down the trigger, feeling the ­rhythmical recoil on her shoulder and imagining the creature twitching under the impact of the bullets.

			The racket of the assault rifle suddenly dropped in pitch and the head of flame in front of the barrel blazed away in slow motion, while each of the ejected bullet cases took an age to hit the ground.

			Dana was still wondering about the sudden slow-motion phenomenon she was caught in when the G36 struck up its initial tone once more and after a final crackle, it clicked off.

			She took her finger off the trigger and crouched next to the entrance to the cave, her heart pounding. Still panting, she switched off the lamp. Sweat was running down her spine as she took in the empty cartridges scattered all around her.

			In her panic she had emptied the magazine, so she quickly set about swapping it over, angry with herself for behaving like a complete novice.

			‘Ms Rentski?’ Friedemann called out in alarm. Even cowering, he towered over her. Ingo was still looking at his equipment with fascination, as if he hadn’t noticed the gunfire at all.

			‘I swear there was something there,’ Dana said, letting the breech block snap forwards before looking back over her shoulder at Spanger and Viktor, who were crouching nearby, both locked and loaded. ‘We desperately need to find out where this girl is, and fast!’

			‘Well, “there was something there” is a bit vague,’ Spanger complained, although he was looking a bit too keen to join in with the shooting. ‘That was quite the racket you were making.’

			‘It was a shadow – as large as a big dog. It came out of the passage and as soon as I opened fire it disappeared.’ Dana recalled the forked tongue, the vicious teeth and indefinable whine which, combined with the voices whispering her name, were causing her nerves to become increasingly frayed.

			‘Spanger, have a look around,’ Friedemann ordered.

			Viktor thought he was obviously enjoying his role as group leader, and he was trying not to make his excitement about the doors too obvious.

			‘Me? It’s Troneg and Rentski who are carrying on as if they’re fresh out of Special Branch. They should be the ones to go.’ He tapped the pistol in his holster. ‘This is all I’ve got – the MP5 is as good as empty. I’m completely ill-equipped for this job.’

			‘You’re not wrong there.’ Friedemann smiled and placed his hand on the second door from the left – the one with the knocker removed – as if he were greeting a long-lost friend. ‘But you’re here to protect us, aren’t you? You said so yourself.’

			Spanger glared at the professor in disbelief. He had nothing against a shoot-out, but alone in the dark? He thought feverishly of ways he could get out of it without being considered a coward.

			Ingo looked at Coco, who shrugged her shoulders to suggest she did not care in the slightest whose job it should be to investigate the movement in the passage. She tugged on the taut chain of her golden pendulum, which was pointing unerringly at the door with the X marked on it.

			‘My gauges are proving to be rather enigmatic, but . . . there’s nothing down here that would be strong enough to have an effect on precious metals in this way.’ Ingo tapped the pendulum, causing it to quiver slightly in the air before it returned to its former position like a stubborn tracker dog. ‘Where did you get this from?’

			‘Found it.’

			‘Found it? Where?’

			Coco pressed her lips together. She didn’t want to reveal the truth of the matter. ‘At a flea market. It had a . . . a presence. I could feel it.’

			In fact it had been a present, arriving in a unsecure tatty parcel which looked as if it had already been sent all over the world.

			Sender: illegible.

			Enclosed was a handwritten note, stating that this was an artefact used by a number of renowned clairvoyants to help them to make their prophecies.

			Coco had almost thrown it away, but after speaking to a jeweller who had assured her it was real gold, she’d decided to keep it. And today it was revealing its power for the very first time.

			‘We both know you’re not a proper medium. You didn’t feel a thing.’ Ingo stole a quick glance at the others, who were still deep in discussion after Spanger’s refusal to comply with Friedemann’s order. ‘You’re a terrible liar. Who was it who sold it to you?’

			Coco cleared her throat and took a couple of steps away from him. She had ruled out the notion that the present was a coincidence. The pendulum was meant to find its way to her. It was Providence.

			‘Professor, why do you think this isn’t the right way to find her?’ Ingo tried to hold Coco back, but she skilfully evaded his fingers.

			‘I’ve got an idea.’ Spanger raised his sub-machine by way of explanation. ‘I’ll secure the area. Rentski was the one who started shooting, so she can come with me. It’s only fair.’

			Dana rolled her eyes. ‘In my next life I can only hope to be as wonderful a person as you. And don’t point that thing at me!’

			‘We’ll do it our way,’ Viktor said, signalling to Dana to move forwards. ‘Spanger, you keep an eye on the five doors. I’ll cover Rentski.’ He lifted the holster for the G36 onto his shoulder. ‘Ready?’

			‘Ready.’ Dana stalked forwards, rifle in hand. The helmet lamp and the tactical light shone ahead, illuminating her path. This time she felt fearless.

			She proceeded by advancing in military fashion, her knees bent and body inclined slightly forwards, taking two or three steps at a time, then stopping and listening before carrying on again. She shone her light up and down as she crept her way yard by yard back down the passageway and away from the hall – and from the rest of the group.

			She could find no evidence of the beast.

			She came across bullet fragments from the G36, compressed and splintered, but without any blood or tissue fragments on them. Yet she was certain she had hit the monstrous four-legged creature. Fear crept through her once more, raising the hairs on her neck and paralysing her thoughts. She had not been counting on there being bulletproof beasts down here.

			‘Well?’ Spanger bleated behind her, his voice echoing down the passage. ‘Have you found anything?’

			‘Fucking idiot,’ Dana muttered, turning on her radio. ‘We’ve got radios, Spanger. But if you want to tell everyone else down here where we are, you feel free to carry on yelling.’

			‘Sorry,’ he shouted back, ‘after your trigger-happy incident I imagine we’re already lit up like a Christmas tree, though, right?’

			Dana rolled her eyes.

			‘Wait there. I’ll make it brighter for you.’ Spanger threw a flare inches past her face before she could stop him; it came to rest a couple of feet beyond her.

			‘If he does something like that again I swear I’ll stick it up his arse,’ she swore, kicking the flare and causing it to strike the wall and disappear around a bend in the passage.

			With a light crackle the reddish flame began to emerge; first it smoked, then it rushed out of its casing as the mixture of chemicals caught fire, burning unquenchably.

			She could see a crossroads in front of her which appeared to be just as empty as the passage she had just crept through: no beast; no blood; no foes.

			‘There’s nothing there. Come back, Rentski – we’ve got to investigate those doors,’ she heard Viktor saying over the radio. ‘Anna-Lena is our priority.’

			The familiar sound of soft footsteps and the clinking of combat gear suddenly emanated from the surrounding passages. Dana knew those noises very well. She swore and switched off her lights, then shifted position. She lay down flat on the floor and raised her rifle. ‘I can hear footsteps,’ she whispered. ‘It sounds like some sort of commando unit.’

			‘What are you going to do?’ Viktor asked anxiously.

			‘Wait. There are too many of them. If I stand up I’ll be a sitting duck. Cover me, Troneg, and watch your back, at least while Spanger hasn’t learned the difference between safety on and safety off.’

			In the red glow of the torch, human shadows danced along the walls, then abruptly stopped. A murmur set in and the name ‘Anna-Lena’ was combined with the name ‘Ritter’ on several occasions. Or was it someone’s name? A radio beeped softly; a call was coming through to the other team.

			‘I count at least four people, presumably men,’ Dana said quietly. Anything was better than the bullet-proof beast. She would gladly back herself against human opponents. ‘I don’t recognise their weapons, though. They’ve definitely been kitted out differently from us.’

			The flare began to lose its luminosity, burning lower and lower until the glow went out completely.

			Dana lay in the pitch-blackness, keeping her breathing as quiet as possible so as not to reveal herself. She found herself wondering if the unknown group had been using the beast as a bloodhound and whether they were about to set it loose once more. She promptly broke into a sweat.

			The sound of careful footsteps echoed towards her as they moved forwards. They paused again – then abruptly withdrew.

			All was quiet in the passage.

			‘Troneg, I think they know where she is. And these aren’t the goodies.’ Dana stood up and switched the tactical light at the bottom of her G36 back on, narrowing the beam with her hand to create a slit. ‘I’ll follow them and come back once I know who we’re dealing with.’

			‘No, Rentski – don’t,’ she could hear him saying, but she paid no attention.

			The noises from the unknown troops were unmistakeable: boots and the clanking of military equipment served as her guide. Cones of light flitted across the walls a long way in front of her; several times the team went around corners. The smell of burning flares occasionally reached her nostrils, but for the most part she was surrounded solely by bare, cold rock.

			Dana left small markings on the stone walls to help her to find her way back. She had moved beyond the range of the signal-boosters, so she could hear neither van Dam nor the other members of her team.

			She stole through the burrowed, brick-reinforced corridors until she suddenly stopped being able to hear the group in front. It looked like they had completely disappeared.

			‘Shit.’ Dana removed her hand from the lamp and shone it all around her.

			The bright light flashed over an old enamel sign with white writing on a black background. The ancient lettering revealed the presence of a headquarters, with an arrow underneath pointing to the left.

			Was that where these strangers were staying?

			Dana followed the arrow, which led her around a sweeping turn in the passage and left her standing in front of an open steel door covered in rust and dirt; thick spiders’ webs were stretched across the gap where it had been left ajar. It was clear no one had entered the room from this side for a very long time indeed – either that, or this underground world was host to the fastest-spinning spiders known to man. Nevertheless, her curiosity impelled Dana to step through both the cobwebs and the unlocked door. The threads crackled softly and left silvery patterns on her black clothing and helmet.

			She found herself in an ante-chamber with thick iron doors leading off on all sides. They had signs on them – telephone room, map room, meeting rooms I to IV, armoury – and there were also rooms she thought were meant to be relaxation areas.

			Dana switched on her helmet lamp. ‘Must be from the Nazis,’ she said, grinning. ‘As always.’

			But there were neither swastikas nor military insignias on the walls.

			Dana paused, reflecting. Perhaps there were maps and other documents down in this underground facility that they could use to help them find Anna-Lena? Who knew how large this labyrinth might be?

			She entered each room expectantly, only to discover they had all been cleared out, stripped bare, except for the dusty furniture and occasional yellowing scraps of paper hanging from rusty nails on the walls; it looked as if all the documents and maps had been torn down in a hurry. A forgotten typewriter, two telephones and an instruction booklet for using the power system made her search feel like something more akin to walking through a recently looted museum.

			‘Not Nazis then,’ Dana muttered as she walked into Meeting Room IV. The rays of light from her lamp illuminated poorly erased blackboards; she could make out the remnants of formulae surrounding a drawn-on door. ‘And no Amber Room.’

			The abbreviations and symbols meant nothing to Dana, although she didn’t think they looked like the sort of formulae commonly used in maths, physics or chemistry.

			‘A door and some calculations.’ Since she could not send photographs with her camera, van Dam would not be able to view them on the surface. Instead, she pulled her phone from her pocket and took a few snapshots of the blackboard. She hoped the parapsychologist would be able to find some use for them.

			Before she returned, she inspected the slate surfaces and the little notes that had been inscribed into them. In one corner, the panels were more than one hundred years old, so this headquarters almost certainly predated the Nazis. But there were still no clues as to when and why the place had been abandoned, nor who had used it.

			When Dana turned back to the exit, she glimpsed a pile of scorched pages in the corner behind the door that had not been completely burned.

			She bent down and skimmed the handwritten reports, which all bore different dates, from the previous century. At first glance there didn’t appear to be anything of use for her or her team.

			The text was handwritten, clearly scrawled down in a panic and it was written in the old German Sütterlin handwriting script, which made it even more difficult to read. It took a considerable amount of effort for Dana to decipher the note at all.

			 

			. . . the whole time!

			But no one believed me.

			I’ve now provided evidence that the Particulae are becoming unstable – and not just since yesterday. The fluctuations are only a small part of the phenomena, as there are numerous physical effects as well.

			It is far too dangerous to remain in the immediate vicinity of the doors. The defects in the fragments are such that we cannot guarantee the proper function of the passages. Everything we have established for regular service no longer applies, as the anomalies now extend to possible temporal shifts and the creation of random realities.

			It appears we have needlessly sent several good men and women to their deaths, which we will have to write off as losses resulting from arguments. We absolutely cannot do any more experiments with our best people.

			In addition, my calculations have shown that with the increasing decay in the fragments, not just the function of the doors in this locale is affected, leading to defective results, but also violent exothermic reactions occur as soon as the metal parts start to dissolve as a result of their instability.

			Records from the 18th century suggest that all manner of disasters can . . . 

			Here the message ended.

			Dana slipped the sheet under her bullet-proof vest to show to the parapsychologist. He’d have a better chance of figuring it out than she would.

			‘Fluctuations,’ she whispered to herself pensively as she left the headquarters.

			Fluctuations and phenomena.

			She remembered the way her G36 had suddenly begun to fire in slow motion and how gravity had ceased to exist in the hall. These things had not been merely figments of their imagination – so was that what the author of this note was talking about? And were the dog-sized shadow and Anna-Lena’s replica part of it as well? If that was the case, what else could they expect?

			Dana returned to the labyrinth of corridors and looked for her markings on the wall. She couldn’t return to the group quickly enough.

			 

			‘Rentski?’ Viktor called over the radio, his voice concerned. ‘Rentski, come back.’

			She did not answer.

			‘Mr van Dam?’

			But their employer was silent as well.

			Viktor turned to the group. ‘Is anyone still able to make contact with the surface?’

			Friedemann, Coco and Ingo, standing in front of the doors, were talking quietly together, ignoring his question.

			‘He’s gone for me as well.’ Spanger looked at Viktor and scratched his Tony Stark beard. He was about to add something when he suddenly gave an involuntary shudder. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing to attention, as if they could feel a ghost standing next to him.

			Don’t move a muscle, Carsten, came a voice in his ear, a whisper that was neither male nor female. I’ve come to save you. If I don’t save you, you’ll die. Along with the others. All the others who have been underground with me for decades.

			Spanger froze. He managed to stop himself from spinning on his heels to look for the origin of the voice. Spirits. Demons. Something he could not explain and the reason behind the parapsychologist’s excitement. Van Dam must have known from the start – and yet he had sent them into this nightmare regardless!

			I’ll always be with you from now on. To give you a helping hand whenever you need it. The voice spoke softly in his ear, enveloping him with warm breath that smelled of dust, dry skin and oil. If you don’t do it, you’ll lose your mind. You’ll find out what I mean by that soon. I am the only force who recognises you for what you are – for how strong you are. For what a wonderful nature you have. You deserve to be saved. We’ll talk soon!

			Spanger swallowed hard as he felt the presence dissipate. The spirit, or whatever it was haunting him, had completely dissolved away. ‘Hey, Doctor Theobald. What’s going on with your gadgets?’ he asked. ‘Anything special?’

			‘No, Mr Spanger – well, yes, but nothing has changed, if that’s what you mean.’ Ingo blinked at him through his glasses. He had attached the gauges to form a relatively wieldable block, meaning he would not have to keep rebuilding them every time they moved on.

			‘Why do you ask? Have you seen something or . . . ?’

			‘Oh nothing.’ Spanger rubbed his neck to feel whether the area felt colder. He had imagined it. ‘Just wondering. What’s the plan then? For the doors?’

			‘I’m absolutely certain it’s this one.’ Coco was looking at her hovering pendulum, which was now lightly vibrating and trying to force itself closer to the penultimate door.

			‘Just because the door is the only one marked with an X? Is that not a bit too obvious?’ Friedemann pointed to the middle door, in front of where he was standing. ‘We’ve got to go through this one.’

			‘How have you come to that conclusion? Since when did geologists know anything about mysticism?’ Ingo said, taking Coco’s side. After all, there had to be a very good reason why her pendulum was acting like that.

			The professor barked a laugh. ‘Oh, you’d be surprised.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Coco drew her perfectly plucked eyebrows together.

			‘Surprised at how many places of worship are underground. There are more than just crypts and sepulchres to be found in caves.’ Friedemann gestured around the enormous chamber, the reddish light making him look like a self-satisfied demon who had lured them all into his trap. ‘What do you think we’ve got here? It’s certainly not a collection of doors made by an elderly hobbyist looking for an excuse to get away from his wife. Someone knew exactly what they were doing.’

			Ingo loosened the chin-strap of his helmet and rubbed his cheeks where the material was starting to cut into his flesh. ‘So this isn’t the first time you’ve seen something like this.’

			Friedemann smiled and laid a hand on the broken knocker. ‘No, it’s not. I once stumbled upon a mysterious door while exploring a cave system.’ He pointed to the symbols, which looked as if they had been added by a set designer: they were mystical and attractive, and at first glance, both familiar yet incomprehensible. ‘It had the same markings.’

			Coco stared at her twitching gold pendulum, spellbound. ‘But . . . we can all see it reacting to this door. The door with the X. Well, as soon as I think about the missing woman, that is.’ She looked uncertainly at Ingo, who smiled back at her. ‘What happened with the door you came across last time, Professor?’ she asked.

			‘It brought us back to the surface.’

			‘What a surprise,’ Spanger remarked. He’d slung his sub-machine gun over his shoulder as if he were an action hero.

			Viktor was following their discussion attentively. He had not expected the geologist to be a connoisseur of these sorts of situations, but this did explain why he had been assigned as their leader.

			‘You’re quite right it was a surprise,’ Friedemann said, ignoring Spanger’s sarcasm. ‘We were about a mile below the surface at the time. And here’ – he tenderly stroked the lion’s face, wiping the dust off it – ‘the miracle is repeating itself. I’m sure of it.’

			‘How?’ Spanger enquired, speaking for everyone. ‘Was there a lift behind it?’

			Friedemann shook his head. ‘I’ve . . . heard of those. Doors that . . . lead to nothing. The Topos door is very old. It’s always been an inspiration for fairy-tales, scary stories and all manner of myths and legends.’

			Ingo was sorely tempted to start giving them a little talk about the cultural history of doors, but thought he’d rein himself in a little under the circumstances. He said, ‘For as long as men have been building doors, gates and portals, they have been combined with something special: protection; defence; the next level. This is not specific to any one culture. I’m talking about doors to the heavens, Open Sesame; Narnia. The monster that lives in your wardrobe.’

			‘Narnia wouldn’t be too bad,’ Spanger commented with a smirk. ‘Paradise? Would that do?’

			Ingo looked at his gauges and their displays. ‘But to date, I haven’t been able to verify any of these stories. Every investigation I’ve ever undertaken as a parapsychologist has drawn a blank – nothing, nada, zilch. Just as with ghosts.’ He pressed the buttons on his paired-up instruments, his tongue protruding a little from the right-hand corner of his mouth as if he were a child deep in concentration. ‘Now I’ve finally found some proof.’
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