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				About the Book

				2002 – Southern Iraq

				A CIA operation in the desert uncovers ancient ruins concealing a strange statue. Team member Ezekiel Cross is convinced that it represents one of four angels prophesied in the Book of Revelation. When the agents are attacked by Iraqi forces, leaving Cross the only survivor, he steals it to begin his own mission from God . . .

				Present Day – New York

				Nina Wilde has been focusing her energies on her pregnancy rather than her archaeological discoveries. But adventure still finds her – kidnapped by religious cultists, she is forced to locate the remaining angels.

				Held prisoner, Nina engages in a battle of wits against her captors, knowing her only hope of rescue is her husband Eddie Chase. But with a ruthless maniac determined to fulfil Revelation’s prophecy, time is running out. Only by keeping the angels from the cultists can Nine and Eddie prevent the coming apocalypse . . . but what price will they have to pay?
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				Prologue

				Southern Iraq

				The half-moon cast a feeble light over the desolate sand-swept plain. The region had been marshland not long ago, but war had changed that. Not directly; the islands spattering the expanse between the great rivers of the Tigris and the Euphrates had not been destroyed by shells and explosives. Instead spite had drained it, the dictator Saddam Hussein taking his revenge upon the Ma’dan people for daring to rise against him following the Gulf War. Dams and spillways had reduced the wetlands to a dustbowl, forcing the inhabitants to leave in order to survive.

				That destruction was, ironically, making the mission of the trio of CIA operatives crossing the bleak landscape considerably easier. The no-fly zone established over southern Iraq gave the United States and its allies total freedom to operate, and the agents had parachuted to the Euphrates’ northern bank earlier that night, their ultimate objective the toppling of the Iraqi leader. Had the marshes not been drained, they would have been forced to make a circuitous journey by boat, dragging it over reed-covered embankments whenever the water became too shallow to traverse. Instead, they had been able to drive the battered Toyota 4x4 waiting at their insertion point almost in a straight line across the lowlands.

				‘Not far now,’ said the team’s leader, Michael Rosemont, as he checked a hand-held GPS unit. ‘Two miles.’

				The driver, Gabe Arnold, peered ahead through his night-vision goggles. He was driving without headlights to keep them hidden from potential observers. ‘I can see the lake.’

				‘Any sign of Kerim and his people?’

				‘Not yet.’

				‘Might have known these Arabs would be late,’ said the third man, from behind them. Ezekiel Cross was using a small flashlight to check a map, focusing it on an almost perfectly circular patch of pale blue marked Umm al Binni. ‘Nobody in this part of the world can even do anything as basic as keep time. Savages.’

				Rosemont let out a weary huff, but let the remark pass. ‘How close is the nearest Iraqi unit, Easy?’ he asked instead.

				‘Based on today’s intel, about nine klicks to the north-east. Near the Tigris.’ Cross’s pale grey eyes flicked towards his superior. ‘And I’d prefer not to be called that.’

				‘Okay, Cross,’ Rosemont replied with a small shake of his head. Arnold suppressed a grin. ‘Any other units nearby?’

				‘There’s another fifteen klicks north of here. Forces have been building up there over the past week.’

				‘They know Uncle Sam’s gonna come for ’em sooner or later,’ said Arnold.

				Cross made an impatient sound. ‘We should have flattened the entire country the day after 9/11.’

				‘Iraq didn’t attack us,’ Rosemont pointed out.

				‘They’re supporting al-Qaeda. And they’re building weapons of mass destruction. To me, that justifies any action necessary to stop them.’

				‘Well, that’s what we’re waiting on the UN to confirm, ain’t it?’ Arnold said. ‘Got to give ’em a chance to give up their WMDs before we put the hammer down.’

				‘The United Nations!’ Cross spat. ‘We should kick them out of our country. As if New York isn’t enough of a pit of degeneracy already, we let a gang of foreign socialists and atheists squat there telling us what to do!’

				‘Uh-huh.’ Rosemont had only known the Virginian for a few days, but that had been long enough to learn to tune out the agent’s frequent rants about anything he considered an ungodly affront to his values – which, it seemed, was everything in the modern world. He turned his attention back to the driver. ‘Still no sign of Kerim?’

				‘Nothing – no, wait,’ replied Arnold, suddenly alert. ‘I see a light.’

				Cross immediately flicked off the flashlight, dropping the off-roader’s interior into darkness. Rosemont narrowed his eyes and stared ahead. ‘Where?’

				‘Twelve o’clock.’

				‘Is it them?’ said Cross, wary.

				The CIA leader picked out a tiny point of orange against the darkness. ‘It’s them. Right where they’re supposed to be.’

				‘On schedule, too,’ added Arnold. ‘Guess they can keep time after all, huh?’ Cross glowered at him.

				The lake came into clearer view as the Toyota crested a low rise, a black disc against the moonlit wash covering the plain. Arnold surveyed it through his goggles. ‘Man, that’s weird. It looks like a crater or something.’

				‘That’s the theory,’ Rosemont told him. ‘They think a meteorite made it a few thousand years ago; that’s what the background data on the region said, anyhow. The lake used to be a lot bigger, but nobody knew that was at the bottom until Saddam drained the marshes.’ His tone turned businesslike. ‘Okay, this is it. I’ll do the talking, get the intel off Kerim. You two ready the weapons for transfer.’ He turned to regard the cases stacked in the Toyota’s cargo bed.

				‘And after?’ Cross asked.

				‘Depends on what Kerim tells me. If he’s got new information about the Iraqi defences, then we call it in and maybe go see for ourselves if HQ needs us to. If he doesn’t, we give the Marsh Arab rebels their weapons and prep them for our invasion.’

				‘Assuming the UN doesn’t try to stop us,’ said Cross scathingly.

				‘Hey, hey,’ Arnold cut in. ‘There’s something by the lake. Looks like a building, some ruins.’

				Rosemont peered ahead, but there was not enough light to reveal any detail on the shore. ‘There wasn’t anything marked on the maps.’

				‘It’s in the water. Musta been exposed when the lake dried up.’

				‘Are Kerim and his people by it?’

				‘No, they’re maybe two hundred metres away.’

				‘It’s not our problem, then.’ Rosemont raised the M4 carbine on his lap and clicked off the safety. Cross did the same with his own weapon. They were meeting friendlies, but those at the sharp end of intelligence work in the CIA’s Special Activities Division preferred to be ready for any eventuality.

				Arnold brought the Toyota in. The point of orange light was revealed as a small campfire, figures standing around the dancing flames. All were armed, the fire’s glow also reflecting dully off assorted Kalashnikov rifles. To Rosemont’s relief, none were pointed at the approaching vehicle.

				Yet.

				The 4x4 halted. The men around the fire stood watching, waiting for its occupants to make the first move. ‘All right,’ said Rosemont. ‘I’ll go meet them.’

				The CIA commander opened the door and stepped out. The action brought a response, some of the Ma’dan raising their guns. He took a deep breath. ‘Kerim! Is Kerim here?’

				Mutterings in Arabic, then a man stepped forward. ‘I am Kerim. You are Michael?’

				‘Yes.’

				Kerim waved him closer. The Ma’dan leader was in his early thirties, but a hard life in the marshes had added a decade of wear to his face. ‘Michael, hello,’ he said, before embracing the American and kissing him on both cheeks.

				‘Call me Mike,’ Rosemont said with a smile.

				The Arab returned it. ‘It is very good to see you . . . Mike. We have waited a long time for this day. When you come to kill Saddam’ – a spitting sound, echoed by the others as they heard the hated dictator’s name – ‘we will fight beside you. But his soldiers, they have tanks, helicopters. These are no good.’ He held up his dented AK-47. ‘We need more.’

				‘You’ll have more.’ Rosemont signalled to the two men in the Toyota. ‘Bring ’em their toys!’

				‘You’ve got the intel?’ asked Cross as he got out.

				‘Show of good faith. Come on.’

				Cross was aggrieved by the change of plan, but he went with Arnold to the truck’s rear. Each took out a crate and crunched through dead reeds to bring it to the group. ‘This fire’ll be visible for miles,’ the Virginian complained. ‘Stupid making it out in the open, real stupid.’

				Kerim bristled. Rosemont shot Cross an irritated look, but knew he was right. ‘You should put this out now we’re here,’ he told the Ma’dan leader. Kerim gave an order, and one of his men kicked dirt over the little pyre. ‘Why didn’t you set up in those ruins?’

				The suggestion seemed to unsettle his contact. ‘That is . . . not a good place,’ said Kerim, glancing almost nervously towards the waterlogged structure. ‘If it had been up to us, we would not have chosen to meet you here.’

				‘Why not?’ asked Arnold, setting down his case.

				‘It is a place of death. Even before the water fell, all the marsh tribes stayed away from it. It is said that . . .’ He hesitated. ‘That the end of the world will begin there. Allah, praise be unto him, will send out His angels to burn the earth.’

				‘You mean God,’ snapped Cross.

				Kerim was momentarily confused. ‘Allah is God, yes. But it is a place we fear.’

				With the fire extinguished, the ragged ruins were discernible in the moon’s pallid light. They were not large, the outer buildings and walls having crumbled, but it seemed to Rosemont that the squat central structure had remained mostly intact. How long had it been submerged? Centuries, millennia? There was something indefinably ancient about it.

				Not that it mattered. His only concerns were of the present. ‘Well, here’s something that’ll make Saddam fear you,’ he said, switching on a flashlight and opening one of the crates.

				Its contents produced sounds of awe and excitement from the Ma’dan. Rosemont lifted out an olive-drab tube. ‘This is an M72 LAW rocket – LAW stands for light anti-tank weapon. We’ll show you how to use them, but if you can fire a rifle, you can fire one of these. We’ve also brought a couple thousand rounds of AK ammunition.’

				‘That is good. That is very good!’ Kerim beamed at the CIA agent, then translated for the other Ma’dan.

				‘I guess they’re happy,’ said Arnold on seeing the enthusiastic response.

				‘Guess so,’ Rosemont replied. ‘Okay, Kerim, we need your intel on Saddam’s local troops before—’

				A cry of alarm made everyone whirl. The Marsh Arabs whipped up their rifles, scattering into the patches of dried-up reeds. ‘What’s going on?’ Cross demanded, raising his own gun.

				‘Down, down!’ Kerim called. ‘The light, turn it off!’

				Rosemont snapped off the torch and ducked. ‘What is it?’

				‘Listen!’ He pointed across the lake. ‘A helicopter!’

				The CIA operatives fell silent. Over the faint sigh of the wind, a new sound became audible: a deep percussive rumble. The chop of heavy-duty rotor blades.

				Growing louder.

				‘Dammit, it’s a Hind!’ said Arnold, recognising the distinctive thrum of a Soviet-made Mil Mi-24 gunship. ‘What the hell’s it doing here? We’re in the no-fly zone – why haven’t our guys shot it down?’

				‘We first saw it two days ago,’ said Kerim. ‘It flies low, very low.’

				‘So it gets lost in the ground clutter,’ said Arnold. ‘Clever.’

				‘More like lucky,’ Cross corrected. ‘Our AWACS should still pick it up.’

				‘We’ve got some new intel, then,’ Rosemont said with a wry smile. ‘They need to point their radar in this direction.’

				Arnold tried to locate the approaching gunship. ‘Speaking of direction, is it comin’ in ours?’

				‘Can’t tell. Get the NVGs from the truck . . . Shit!’ A horrible realisation hit Rosemont. ‘The truck, we’ve got to move it! If they see it—’

				‘On it!’ cried Arnold, sprinting for the Toyota. ‘I’ll hide it in the ruins.’

				‘They might still see its tracks,’ warned Cross.

				‘We’ll have to chance it,’ Rosemont told him. ‘Kerim! Get your men into cover over there.’ He pointed towards the remains of the building.

				The Ma’dan leader did not take well to being given orders. ‘No! We will not go into that place!’

				‘Superstition might get you killed.’

				‘The helicopter will not see us if we hide in the reeds,’ Kerim insisted.

				‘Let them stay,’ said Cross dismissively. ‘We need to move.’

				‘Agreed,’ said Rosemont, putting the LAW back into its case. The Toyota’s engine started, then sand kicked from its tyres as Arnold swung it towards the ruins. ‘Come on.’

				Gear jolting on their equipment webbing, they ran after the 4x4, leaving the Marsh Arabs behind. It took almost half a minute over the uneven ground to reach cover, the outer edge of the ruins marked by the jagged base of a pillar sticking up from the sands like a broken tooth. By now, Arnold had stopped the Toyota beside the main structure, its wheels in the water. He jumped out. ‘Where’s the chopper?’

				Rosemont looked over a wall. He couldn’t see the helicopter itself, but caught the flash of its navigation lights. A reflection told him that it was less than thirty feet above the water. A couple of seconds later, the lights flared again, revealing that while the Hind wasn’t heading straight at them, it would make landfall a couple of hundred metres beyond Kerim’s position.

				‘If it’s got its nav lights on, they don’t know we’re here,’ said Cross. ‘They’d have gone dark if they were on an attack run.’

				‘Yeah, but they gotta be using night vision to fly that low without a spotlight,’ Arnold warned. ‘They might still see us.’

				The helicopter neared the shore, the roar of its engines getting louder. Tension rose amongst the three men. The Hind was travelling in a straight line; if it suddenly slowed or altered course, they would know they had been spotted.

				The gunship’s thunder reached a crescendo . . .

				And passed. It crossed the shore and continued across the barren plain, a gritty whirlwind rising in its wake.

				Arnold blew out a relieved whistle. ‘God damn. That was close.’

				Rosemont kept watching the retreating strobes. ‘Let’s give it a minute to make sure it’s gone – Cross, what the hell? Turn that light out!’

				Cross was shining his flashlight over the ruined structure. ‘I want to see this.’

				‘Yeah, and the guys in that chopper might see you!’

				‘They won’t. Look, there’s a way in.’ A dark opening was revealed in the dirty stone; an arched entrance, still intact. Cross waded into the lake, the water rising up his shins as he approached the passage. ‘There’s something written above it.’ Characters carved into the stonework stood out in the beam from his flashlight.

				‘What does it say?’ asked Arnold, moving to the water’s edge.

				Rosemont reluctantly joined him. ‘I don’t know what language that is,’ he said, indicating a line of angular runes running across the top of the opening, ‘but the letters above it? I think they’re Hebrew. No idea what they say, though.’

				‘We should find out.’ Cross aimed his light into the entrance, revealing a short tunnel beyond, then stepped deeper into the water.

				‘Cross, get back – God damn it,’ Rosemont growled as the other man ducked through the entrance. He traded exasperated looks with Arnold. ‘Wait here and watch for the chopper. I’ll get him.’

				He splashed into the lake. Cross had by now disappeared inside the ruined structure, spill from his flashlight washing back up the tunnel. ‘Cross! Get out of there. We’ve got a job to do.’

				There was no reply. Annoyed, Rosemont sluiced through the opening and made his way into the building’s heart, turning on his own flashlight. The water rose to his knees. ‘Hey! When I tell you to—’

				He stopped in amazement.

				The room was not large, only a few metres along each wall. But it had clearly been a place of great importance to its builders. Stone columns coated in flaked gilding supported each corner of the ceiling, bands of pure gold and silver around them inset with numerous gemstones. Not even the grime left by the long submersion in the lake could diminish their splendour. The walls themselves were covered in the skeletal ancient text he had seen outside. There were more Hebrew passages too, but the other language occupied so much space that these were relegated to separate tablets laid out around the room’s waterlogged perimeter.

				It was obvious what the temple had been built to house. The wall opposite the entrance contained a niche a little over a foot high, more gold lining it. Above it was a faded painting, a stylised seven-branched menorah – a Hebrew lampstand – with several letters over it. Carvings resembling the sun’s rays directed Rosemont’s eyes to its contents.

				A strange stone figure filled the nook. Its body was human – but the head was that of a lion. Wrapped tightly around the statuette’s torso, shrouding it like wings, were several metal sheets embossed with a pattern resembling eyes.

				Cross stood at the alcove, examining the artefact. ‘Do you see it?’ he gasped. ‘Do you see it?’

				‘Yeah, I see it,’ Rosemont replied. There was a new edge to the other man’s voice that he had never heard before, a breathless excitement – no, wonderment. ‘What is it?’

				Cross gave his superior a glance that was somewhere between pity and disdain. ‘You don’t see it, otherwise you’d know.’

				‘Okay, then enlighten me.’

				‘An apt choice of words.’ He leaned closer for a better look at the leonine head. ‘It’s an angel.’

				‘Yeah, I can see that, I guess. It does kinda look like an angel.’

				‘No, you don’t understand. It doesn’t just look like an angel. It is an angel! Exactly as described in the Book of Revelation! Chapter four, verse six – “Four beasts full of eyes before and behind. And the first beast was like a lion.” And there’s more: “And the four beasts had each of them six wings about him.”’ He crouched, the water sloshing up to his chest. ‘There’s something written on its side. I know what it says.’

				‘You can read it?’ asked Rosemont, surprised.

				‘No – but I still know what it says. Revelation chapter four, verse eight – “And they rest not, day and night, saying ‘Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, which was, and is, and is to come.’” They aren’t speaking day and night – the words are written on them, always visible. That’s what it means!’

				‘That’s what what means?’

				‘Revelation! I understand it, it’s all coming to me . . .’ Cross stared at the angel, then turned to face Rosemont. The older agent was momentarily startled by his expression, an almost messianic light burning in his eyes. ‘You said this lake was a meteorite crater. Revelation chapter eight, verse ten – “There fell a great star from heaven, burning as if it were a lamp.” Wormwood, the falling star; it’s describing a fireball, a meteor strike – and this is it, this is where it landed! It’s the bottomless pit!’ He faced the alcove once more. ‘The prophecy, it’s true . . .’

				‘All right, so you’ve had a vision from God,’ said Rosemont, his discomfort replaced by impatience. ‘We’ve still got a mission to carry out. This is a job for archaeologists, not the CIA – let Indiana Jones take care of it. We need to get Kerim’s intel on those Iraqi positions.’

				‘You do that,’ Cross replied as he took out a compact digital camera. ‘This is more important.’

				‘The hell it is.’ Rosemont stepped closer as Cross took a photo of the alcove and the surrounding text-covered wall. ‘You’re coming with me, right now—’

				‘Mike!’ Arnold’s shout reached them from outside. ‘The chopper, it’s coming back!’

				‘Shit,’ said Rosemont. The Iraqis had probably spotted the Toyota’s tracks cutting across the dried-up marshlands. ‘Okay, Bible study’s over – move out!’

				He splashed back down the tunnel, readying his rifle. Cross hesitated, then almost reverently took the angel from its niche, finding it surprisingly heavy for its size, and followed.

				The two men joined Arnold near the broken pillar. ‘They’ve turned out their nav lights,’ he warned.

				Rosemont listened. The pulsing thunder again grew louder, coming from somewhere to the south-east. He couldn’t see the aircraft, but with night-vision gear, its pilot’s view of the lake would be as clear as in daylight. ‘We need to get away from the ruins.’

				‘You sure? The walls’ll give us cover—’

				‘Not against rockets. The moment they see the truck, they’ll assume we’re inside and blow the hell out of the place! Spread out and try to reach Kerim’s people.’ He started to move, then caught sight of what Cross was carrying. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

				‘I can’t leave it behind,’ Cross replied.

				‘Put it down and take up your weapon! That’s an order, Cross!’

				The two men glared at each other, neither willing to back down . . . then the deadlock was broken by Arnold’s cry. ‘Incoming!’

				A flash of fiery light in the sky – and something streaked overhead. The CIA agents threw themselves flat—

				The rocket hit the Toyota, the truck exploding in a dazzling fireball. Two more missiles hit the temple itself, shattering stonework and causing the roof to collapse with a crash that shook the surrounding sands. Then the gunship blasted over the ruin, swinging into a wide loop above the lake.

				‘Is everyone okay?’ Rosemont called. His two companions responded in the affirmative.

				‘We lost the truck,’ said Arnold unhappily, looking back at the burning wreck. ‘How are we gonna get out of here?’

				‘We’ll walk if we have to,’ said Rosemont, ‘but let’s worry about staying alive first.’ He glanced towards Kerim’s position. ‘We’ve still got two LAWs over there. We might be able to bring down that chopper.’

				Arnold was not convinced. ‘It’d take a miracle.’

				‘God’s on our side,’ said Cross, unshakeable conviction in his voice. He held up the angel. ‘We found this for a reason. The Lord won’t let us die now.’

				‘We need firepower, not faith!’ said Rosemont. ‘Leave that damn thing here – we’ve got to get those rockets.’ Cross gave him an affronted look, then reluctantly placed the angel at the foot of the pillar. ‘Okay, Gabe, find Kerim. Cross, with me.’

				The agents set off at a run. Rosemont searched for the Hind over the dark water, but saw nothing. He could tell from the changing pitch of its engine note that it was turning around, though – another attack could come at any moment—

				More fire in the sky – and dusty geysers erupted as cannon fire ripped across the shoreline. The gunner had spotted the Ma’dan and opened up as the Mi-24 swept in. The Marsh Arabs returned fire, muzzle flashes bursting from the reeds, but the AKs were useless against the Hind’s thick armour. Tracer rounds homed in on the gunmen and hit home, screams rising over the helicopter’s clamour as bodies were shredded by a storm of explosive shells.

				Cross and Rosemont dived to the ground. The gunship roared over the shore, then vanished into the blackness once again. Kalashnikovs crackled after it in futile rage.

				Rosemont raised his head. ‘Jesus Christ!’ He felt Cross bristle at the blasphemy, but had no time or inclination to consider anyone’s religious sensitivities. ‘We’ve got to get those LAWs before these bastards cut us to pieces.’

				They ran again, men racing past them in the other direction; fear of whatever haunted the temple had been overpowered by an instinctive urge to seek cover behind solid stone. The two agents vaulted the torn remains of several Ma’dan. ‘There!’ said Cross, spotting the campfire’s still-glowing embers.

				Rosemont picked out the two crates in the moonlight. ‘We only get one chance at this.’

				‘We’ll do it.’ Cross snatched up the LAW from the open case as Rosemont retrieved the second weapon from the other. Both tugged out the pins to release their launchers’ rear covers, then pulled hard to extend the firing tubes—

				‘Incoming!’ Arnold cried.

				The agents dropped again as the Hind swept in along the lake’s edge. Rockets lanced from its wing pods, explosions ripping down the shore. More screams, some abruptly cut off as another fusillade scattered mangled bodies.

				‘No!’ Cross cried as the line of detonations reached the ruins—

				The saw-toothed pillar disintegrated in a flash of flame. More rockets hammered what remained of the temple into rubble, then the Mi-24 veered back out over the lake.

				Rosemont jumped up, raising the LAW to his shoulder. He peered through the sight, fingers resting on the rubber trigger bar. ‘Cross! It’s coming back around – get ready!’

				But the other man was staring in horror towards the ruins. ‘No,’ he whispered. ‘The angel can’t have been destroyed. It can’t!’

				‘Worry about your damn angel later. We’ve got—’ Rosemont broke off as a new sight was picked out by the flickering light of burning reeds.

				Something was swelling on the shore, a dirty mustard-yellow mass. It took a moment for the CIA leader to realise that it was a cloud, some sort of gas boiling up from the edge of the ruins. But it was like nothing he had ever seen before; far thicker and heavier than the smoke from the vegetation, almost like a liquid as it churned and spread outwards.

				It reached a dazed Ma’dan, roiled around him – and the man screamed. Clutching at his face, he tried to run, but could only manage a drunken stagger before collapsing. The still-expanding cloud swallowed him, and his cries became a gurgling wail of agony before abruptly falling silent. Other men nearby joined the terrifying chorus as the gas reached them.

				Rosemont’s eyes widened in fear. ‘Holy shit, they’re using chemical weapons! MOPP gear – suit up! Suit up!’

				The United States had long accused Saddam’s regime of possessing weapons of mass destruction, and now it appeared that the proof was rolling towards them as the deadly cloud kept growing. The CIA agents had come prepared, their webbing holding a pack containing Mission-Oriented Protective Posture clothing – an oversuit, gloves and mask to protect against nuclear, chemical and biological agents – but they had not expected to need them.

				Panic rose in both men as they dropped the LAWs, shrugged off their gear and tore open the pouches. More sounds of terror and death reached them as the sulphurous fog spread, swamping the fleeing tribesmen. Cross worked his arms into the thick nylon overalls and tugged them up over his shoulders, then hurriedly pulled on the gas mask before zipping up the garment and drawing the hood over his head. Rosemont sealed his own outer covering a few seconds later, closing the hood tightly around his mask before starting to don his gloves. He looked back down the shore—

				‘Gabe!’ he cried, seeing a familiar figure in the firelight.

				Arnold was thirty metres away, desperately trying to secure his gas mask as he ran. Its straps were twisted, costing valuable seconds as he attempted to straighten them. At last he managed it and raised the hood, but his hands were still uncovered.

				He pulled on one glove, fumbling with the other as the cloud reached him—

				Contact with exposed skin was enough to kill, Rosemont saw with horror. Arnold suddenly grabbed at his unprotected hand, clawing it as if being bitten by a million insects. His shriek was clearly audible even through the mask. Then he dropped, writhing in the sand before the yellow haze consumed him.

				The Marsh Arabs all suffered the same fate as the wind carried the cloud along the lake’s edge. Kerim was among the last to fall, firing his AK-47 into the malevolent yellow mass in a final act of defiance before he too succumbed.

				His second glove secured, Rosemont was about to run from the approaching miasma when he remembered that there were still other threats to deal with. The Hind’s roar grew louder. ‘The rockets!’ he yelled to the fully suited Cross. ‘Get the rockets!’

				They retrieved the LAWs. There was nothing to aim at in the black sky, and with their thickly lined hoods up, it was hard to pinpoint the source of the noise. Rosemont took his best guess and stared down the sights, the mask’s eyepiece smearing his vision. ‘Wait for it,’ he told his companion. ‘Wait . . .’

				Staccato bursts of flame as the Mil’s cannon fired—

				‘Now!’

				Rosemont squeezed the trigger bar. The rocket shot from the launcher with a loud bang, the back-blast smacking up a rooster tail of dust behind him.

				But Cross hadn’t moved. ‘Fire, now!’ Rosemont shouted, watching the orange spot of the rocket’s motor race towards the gunship—

				The Hind suddenly banked hard. The pilot had seen the incoming missile and was taking evasive action. Rosemont cursed as he realised his shot was going to miss . . .

				Cross finally fired – and Rosemont realised why he had hesitated for a crucial moment. The Hind had swerved away from the first missile . . . but would fly right into the path of the second.

				The cannon fire ceased, the Hind disappearing against the black sky. The first rocket continued pointlessly along its course, but the second was still angling to meet the aircraft. The engine note changed, the pilot applying full power as he tried to climb away from the incoming missile—

				A flash – and for a split-second the Hind was fully illuminated as the LAW struck home.

				It exploded against the helicopter’s tail boom. The Mil’s heaviest armour was concentrated around the cockpit and engines, but even if it had covered the entire fuselage it would not have been enough to stop a dedicated anti-tank round. The warhead ripped a jagged hole through the chopper’s flank, severing the mechanical linkage to the tail rotor.

				The result was instantaneous.

				Without the smaller rotor to counteract the enormous torque of the main blades, the Hind was hurled into an uncontrollable spin. Engines screaming, the helicopter cartwheeled overhead, Cross and Rosemont both ducking as it hurtled past. It smashed into the ground barely fifty metres beyond them, the mangled remains tumbling through the sand in a searing ball of flaming aviation fuel.

				Rosemont lifted his head, heart pounding at the close call – only to freeze in fear as the yellow cloud rolled over the two men.

				Everything went dark. He didn’t dare move, or even breathe, terrified that doing so would open up a gap in his hastily donned protective gear and let in the poisonous fog . . .

				Seconds passed. No pain. He risked a breath. The mysterious chemical agent had not found a way to his lungs. ‘Cross!’ he gasped. ‘Are you okay?’

				No reply. Worry rose at the thought of being trapped far behind enemy lines, alone – then he heard a voice. ‘Yeah. I’m fine.’

				Another gasp, this time of relief. ‘That was a hell of a shot.’

				‘I was a championship hunter before I joined the Marines. I hit what I aim at.’

				‘Good to know. Your suit’s holding?’

				‘So far.’

				‘Whatever this stuff is, MOPP-1 can resist it.’ He carefully moved in the direction of the other man’s voice until his fingertips made contact with Cross’s suit. ‘I guess we’ve got our smoking gun. Saddam has got chemical weapons, and is willing to use them. We have to call this in.’ He reached for his radio before remembering that it had been attached to his discarded webbing.

				‘I don’t think this was anything to do with Saddam,’ said Cross thoughtfully.

				‘What do you mean? You saw it – one of that ’copter’s rockets blew up and released it.’

				‘No, it blew up, but the gas came from something else.’ Cross suddenly gripped his wrist. ‘It came from the angel! We’ve got to find it.’

				‘If it got hit by a rocket, there won’t be anything left bigger than your pinky,’ Rosemont pointed out. He made out the other man’s shape as visibility started to return. ‘Help me find the radio.’

				‘This is more important. Don’t you see? Revelation chapter nine, verse two – “And there arose a smoke out of the pit—”’

				‘I don’t give a damn what the Book of Revelations says!’ Rosemont barked. ‘This isn’t Sunday school; this is a Special Activities Division operation. You’re an agent, not a preacher; now shut the hell up and carry out the mission!’

				Cross regarded him for a moment, his face unreadable behind the mask, then he turned away. ‘Don’t you walk away from – son of a bitch!’ Rosemont yelled after him. ‘You’re finished, you hear me?’

				Cross ignored Rosemont’s angry shouts as he jogged back towards the ruins. The wind had shifted, wafting the yellow mass off the shore and out over the lake. The fires from the crashed helicopter and the burning reed beds cast a hellish glow across the landscape.

				Appropriate, he thought. From the moment he first saw the angel inside the temple, he was absolutely sure, more than he had ever been about anything, that he knew what he had found – and what it meant.

				But there had been only one angel. According to the Book of Revelation, there were three more. So where were they?

				He approached the spot where the broken pillar had stood. The only thing there now was a rubble-strewn crater.

				From which the gas was still rising.

				He reached the edge of the gouge in the earth. A shallow pool of dark water was at the bottom. Amongst the debris around it, his light picked out a shape that was clearly not natural. Part of the statue. One of its wings was still attached, but the embossed metal that had been wrapped around the angel’s body was now twisted and torn where the figure had been smashed by the explosion, exposing a darker core hidden inside.

				The strange gas was belching from this black stone. The wind was enough to blow it clear, though he resisted the temptation to remove his mask for a better look. The sight put him in mind of a smoke grenade, but . . .

				‘Where’s it all coming from?’ he whispered. Smoke grenades contained enough chemicals to produce a screen for ninety seconds at most, but this was pumping out a colossal volume, and showed no signs of stopping.

				He stepped down cautiously into the pit. A sound became audible even through his hood’s charcoal-impregnated lining, a sizzling like fatty bacon on a grill. The dark material at the statue’s heart almost appeared to be boiling, blistering with countless tiny bubbles, each releasing more gas as it burst.

				Another wisp of the gas to one side caught his eye. A chunk of the broken statue, smaller than his little finger, had landed at the very edge of the pool. He crouched to examine it. There was a sliver of the dark material embedded in the cracked ceramic shell, partially beneath the water’s surface. The exposed section was burning away just like its larger counterpart, consuming itself in some reaction with the air. As he watched, the top of the splinter spat and bubbled to nothingness . . . and the thin line of yellow smoke died away.

				Intrigued, Cross gently lifted the fragment from the water. It was warm, even through his glove. After a moment, the strange substance fizzed and puffed a new strand of yellow fumes into the wind. He dipped it back into the puddle. The reaction stopped.

				A light swept over him. ‘Cross!’ called Rosemont from the crater’s lip. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

				‘I found the angel,’ Cross replied, climbing out to meet him and indicating the larger hunk of the statue. ‘That’s where the smoke’s coming from. It wasn’t a chemical weapon; it was here all along, hidden in the temple. Waiting for us to find it. Waiting for me to find it.’

				Rosemont shone his flashlight over the broken figure. It was still belching out its seemingly endless plume of oily yellow gas. ‘Damn. What the hell is that?’

				‘It’s a messenger from God. Look.’ Cross illuminated the little pool. The dark water was revealed as a bloody red, the discoloration spreading outwards from the fragment like ink across damp paper. ‘“And the third part of the sea became blood . . .”’

				The lead agent snapped his light at Cross’s face. ‘I don’t want to hear one more goddamn Bible quote out of you, okay? This whole situation has gotten way out of control.’

				‘I know what we have to do. We have to take the angel out of here.’

				‘Are you out of your mind?’ Rosemont protested. ‘It killed Gabe, it killed Kerim and all his men! We’re not taking it anywhere.’

				‘Putting it in water stops the smoke. If we find a container, we can transport it—’

				‘Water, huh?’ Rosemont jumped into the crater. Before Cross could intervene, he had hauled the remains of the angel from the ground. The toxic gas swirled around him as he stomped back out of the pit, heading to the lake’s edge.

				‘What are you doing?’ Cross demanded as he followed.

				‘Making this safe.’ He drew back his arm – and hurled the statue out into the water.

				‘No!’ yelled Cross, but it was too late. The broken figure spun through the air, a poisonous vortex spiralling in its wake, before it splashed down some sixty feet from the shoreline. Both men stared at the water until the ripples subsided.

				Rosemont turned back to Cross. ‘Right. Now we radio in and—’

				He froze. Cross had raised his gun and was pointing it at his chest. ‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ said the Virginian in a voice that, while level, was straining with anger. ‘You’ve just interfered with God’s plan.’

				‘God’s plan?’ said Rosemont, trying to control his fear. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

				‘The Day of Judgement. It’s coming. The first angel bound at the Euphrates has been released. The seals will be broken, the seven trumpets will sound, and . . .’ He paused, new realisation filling him with greedy wonder. ‘And the mystery of God should be finished . . .’

				Rosemont shook his head. ‘You’re crazy. Lower your weapon, right now, or—’

				Cross pulled the trigger.

				A single bullet ripped through Rosemont’s heart and exploded out from his back. Eyes wide in shock behind his mask, he crumpled to the ground.

				Cross stared at the dead man, his face unreadable, then bent to take his radio. He set it to an emergency frequency. ‘Wintergreen, Wintergreen, this is Maven,’ he said, using the operation’s code names. ‘Wintergreen, this is Maven. Come in.’

				A female voice responded. ‘This is Wintergreen. We read you, Maven. Sitrep.’

				‘Mission failure, I repeat, mission failure. We were ambushed – the Iraqis had a gunship on patrol. Rosemont and Arnold are dead. So are our contacts.’

				A pause. When the woman replied, it was with clear concern even through the fuzz of the scrambled transmission. ‘Everyone’s dead?’

				‘Yes, everyone but me. Our transport was destroyed. I need immediate evac.’

				‘We can’t give you evac with a gunship in the air.’

				‘It’s been shot down. I need to get out of here before they come to see what happened to it.’

				A long silence as the controller conferred with a superior. Finally, she responded: ‘Okay, Maven, can you reach Point Charlie?’ A backup rendezvous point some miles to the south. ‘If you hole up there, we’ll get an extraction team to you asap.’

				‘I’ll make it,’ Cross answered. ‘I’ll contact you when I arrive.’

				‘Roger that, Maven. Good luck.’ She paused again, then added in a softer voice: ‘I’m sorry about Mike and Gabe.’

				‘So am I,’ said Cross, giving Rosemont’s corpse an emotionless glance. ‘Maven out.’

				He switched off the radio, then surveyed the area. The cloud had now mostly dispersed, but he didn’t risk removing his MOPP gear; there were still drifting patches of haze in the air. Instead he returned to where he had donned the suit to retrieve his equipment webbing. There was a water flask attached; he took it, then went back to the crater.

				The small sliver of the angel was still submerged in the blood-red water. He removed the flask’s cap, then carefully picked up the shard and dropped it inside before it started to smoke again. The thought occurred that he should find one of the dead agents’ canteens, as there was no way of knowing how long it would be before he was rescued, but he dismissed it. He knew he would find what he needed to survive. ‘“For the Lamb which is in the midst of the throne shall lead them unto living fountains of waters . . .”’ he said quietly as he firmly secured the cap.

				His cargo secured, he set out into the wilderness.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				New York City

				Twelve Years Later

				‘Has everything I’ve done in my life been worth it?’

				Nina Wilde sat facing Dr Elaine Senzer, but her eyes were lowered, avoiding the psychiatrist’s gaze. Instead she fixated on small, irrelevant details – a scuff on the other woman’s shoe, indentations on the carpet where her chair had been moved – as she tried to put her fears into words. ‘That’s the question I’ve been asking myself recently,’ she went on. ‘And the thing that’s worrying me is . . . is that I’m not sure it has.’

				Elaine leaned forward, adjusting her glasses. ‘I’m curious why you’d say that. You’ve already achieved more in your life than most people – I mean, it’s fair to say that you’re the most famous archaeologist in the world. You found Atlantis, you discovered the lost city of El Dorado and a hidden Egyptian pyramid, and all those other amazing things. That’s something to be proud of, surely?’

				‘Is it?’ Nina caught herself leaning back in her seat, as if subconsciously trying to maintain the distance between them. ‘Yeah, I found all those things – and I got a lot of people killed in the process. Too many people.’

				‘You didn’t kill them personally.’

				‘Some of them I did.’ Even without looking directly at Elaine, she could sense the psychiatrist’s shock at the revelation. ‘They were trying to kill me, it was always in self-defence . . . but yeah, I’ve killed people. And you know what’s really scary? I’ve lost count of how many.’

				Elaine hurriedly scribbled a note. ‘I see.’

				Nina gave her a grim smile. ‘You’re not going to have me committed to Bellevue, are you?’

				‘No, no,’ the dark-haired woman hastily assured her. ‘I actually think it’s good that you feel able to tell me about it at this relatively early stage. If you remember, when we started these sessions last month, it was quite a challenge for you to open up about anything at all. The very nature of post-traumatic stress causes sufferers to try to internalise it – there’s a great deal of anger, guilt—’

				‘Tell me about it,’ Nina muttered.

				‘I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way,’ said Elaine, with sympathy. ‘You have to tell me.’

				‘You want me to tell you about my guilt?’ Nina snapped. ‘Okay – about four months ago, one of my friends was murdered right in front of me. And it was all my fault! Macy wouldn’t have been there if not for me . . .’ Her voice faded to inaudibility.

				A long silence was eventually broken by the psychiatrist. ‘Nina . . . are you okay?’

				‘If I was okay, I wouldn’t be seeing a shrink, would I?’ the redhead replied, wiping her eyes. ‘What kind of a stupid question is that?’

				Elaine shrugged off the insult with professional calm. ‘Tell me about Macy. I know you’re reluctant, but I really think it would help. Please,’ she added, seeing her patient clench her fists. ‘In your own time; you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.’

				‘For a hundred and fifty bucks an hour, I’m not going to sit here in silence. I could do that for free at Starbucks, and the coffee would be better.’ Nina took a deep breath, then a second, before continuing. ‘Macy . . . she was an archaeology student when I first met her. She had a case of’ – a brief smile at the memory – ‘hero worship.’ Her expression darkened once more. ‘Spending time with me soon cured her of that.’

				‘But she was your friend,’ Elaine said.

				‘Yes. She could be annoying – God, she could be annoying! – but yeah, she was. She was young, that was all. And she thought life was there to be enjoyed, so she went all out to enjoy it.’

				‘Whereas you . . . ?’

				A wry shake of the head, her shoulder-length hair swinging. ‘I’m not exactly a party animal. Never have been. But Macy threw herself head-first into everything. And that . . .’ Her voice broke. ‘That got her killed.’

				‘How so?’

				‘She invited herself along on my last job for the International Heritage Agency. I could have said no, sent her home. But I didn’t. I don’t know why, maybe because . . . maybe because I was afraid it might be the last chance I had to spend time with her.’

				Elaine flicked back through her notebook. ‘Your illness – you thought it was terminal at that point?’

				Nina nodded. She had been under a slow death sentence, poisoned by a toxin from deep within the earth. ‘Yeah. There was a treatment, but I didn’t know about it then.’ She kept the full truth to herself: that the ‘treatment’ was nothing less than the legendary fountain of immortality sought by Alexander the Great. After the horrors she had been through to find it, she had vowed to keep its location a secret, to prevent the inevitable further bloodshed if others fought to control it. ‘So I let Macy come with us, and . . .’ She choked up.

				‘Are you all right?’ Elaine asked. ‘Do you need a Kleenex or something?’

				Nina rubbed away a tear. ‘No, no. I’m okay. It’s just, talking about it . . .’

				‘I understand.’

				‘It’s . . .’ Nina sat sharply upright, looking Elaine straight in the eye for the first time. ‘It’s not fair! She was so young, she was practically still a kid! And this man, this bastard, killed her like she was nothing – just to get to me. If I hadn’t gotten involved, or if I’d done what I should have done and told Macy to go home, she’d still be alive! I got her killed!’

				She slumped forward, head in her hands, trying to hold in her sobs. Elaine looked on with concern. ‘Nina, I’m so, so sorry. But you must know deep down that’s not true. You didn’t kill your friend. Someone else did.’

				Nina forced out a reply. ‘If it wasn’t for me, she’d still be alive. The same goes for Rowan Sharpe, and Jim McCrimmon, and Ismail Assad and Hector Amoros and Chloe Lamb and – and so many others I can’t even remember all their names!’ She looked up in despair. ‘This is what I mean, Elaine. Yes, I made all those discoveries – but this was the cost. Hundreds of people have died because of me.’

				‘It can’t be that many,’ Elaine said, though with uncertainty.

				‘Trust me, I was there. My whole career, everything I’ve accomplished, has been surrounded by death and destruction. Even when I was still a kid, my parents died – were murdered – while they were hunting for Atlantis. Which is why I’ve been asking: was it all worth it?’ She looked down at her abdomen, where a small but distinct swelling revealed the presence of her unborn child. ‘Do I want to bring a kid into my world? What right have I got to put a baby at that kind of risk?’

				‘But you’re not working for the IHA any more,’ Elaine pointed out.

				‘Maybe, but you know what?’ Nina said with another flare of anger. ‘Last month, a Nazi tried to kill me, right here in New York!’

				The psychiatrist’s eyes widened. ‘A . . . Nazi?’

				‘Yeah, an actual goddamn Nazi. You see? I can’t get away from this shit! I tried to, I just wanted to stay out of trouble and write my book, but it keeps finding me!’

				‘Your book,’ said Elaine, relieved at a chance to change the subject. ‘How’s that going? You told me last time that you’d been having difficulty maintaining focus . . .’

				Nina huffed sarcastically. ‘Oh, it’s going super fine, better than ever. No, I’m now almost completely blocked. My publishers are gonna be thrilled that they’ve paid over half a million dollars for three and a quarter chapters. Some people I know in Hollywood want to buy the screen rights.’ Macy’s boyfriend, the film star Grant Thorn, had unsurprisingly withdrawn from the idea after the young woman’s funeral, but his business partner had since made tentative enquiries about reopening negotiations. ‘Right now, though, it’d make a really short movie.’

				‘Why are you blocked?’

				‘Why? Because every time I start trying to write about what I’ve discovered, it makes me think of the people who died in the process. It’s . . .’ She sagged, feeling emotionally drained. ‘I can’t move forward.’

				‘In what way?’

				‘In every way. With my life. All I keep thinking about is whether it’s all been worth it, and I don’t know the answer, and . . . and I’m stuck. Going nowhere.’

				‘But you are going somewhere,’ said Elaine. ‘You’ve made progress over just the last month – you realised you were in denial over Macy’s death, and the fact that you sought help from a therapist shows that you’re able to start moving on.’

				‘I might be able to start, but that doesn’t mean I have started. On that, or anything else. The book’s stalled, I can’t even do something as simple as come up with baby names . . .’

				‘Do you know the sex?’

				‘Yeah. I had an ultrasound last week, and they could tell what it was. My husband, Eddie, told them not to say anything – he wants it to be a surprise – but I snuck back in and asked. It’s a—’

				Elaine held up her hands. ‘No, no. I’m like your husband, I like surprises too. I didn’t know what either of my kids was going to be until they were born.’

				‘I guess I prefer to plan everything in advance. He’s more the make-it-up-as-you-go type.’

				‘So how have things been between you since you learned you were pregnant? Has he been showing any tension, or . . .’

				‘No, no.’ Nina shook her head. ‘He’s been great – he’s absolutely thrilled at the prospect of having a kid, and he’s been doing everything he can to help me. No, it’s . . . it’s me.’ She sighed. ‘I’m angry, I’m depressed, I’m confused – I’m a hundred and one negative things, and I’m taking all of them out on him.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because there isn’t anyone else. Since I left the IHA, it’s just been me and him. I’ve been horrible, and I know it, but . . . but I can’t help it.’

				A sympathetic nod. ‘Pregnancy hormones can really affect your mood. It’s often a lot harder with a first pregnancy, because you don’t know what to expect. It’s good that he’s been so supportive.’

				‘Maybe, but . . .’ A lengthy pause as she struggled to make a terrible admission. ‘I can’t help thinking that he’s putting up with it for the baby rather than for me.’

				‘But do you really believe that, Nina? Deep down, I mean?’

				‘I don’t know. I don’t know what I believe about anything right now.’ She stared back at the marks on the carpet.

				The psychiatrist made more notes before speaking again. ‘I don’t know your husband, but from what you’ve told me, it certainly seems that he loves you. He wants to help you, but you’re reluctant to allow it. That’s understandable – you’ve been through a traumatic experience, and you’ve put up barriers to protect yourself from further harm. The problem is that you’re not letting anyone through them, even the person who cares about you the most.’

				Nina managed a sarcastic grin. ‘Well, duh. I didn’t need a psychiatrist to figure that out. I need one to tell me how to deal with it.’

				‘I can’t tell you to do anything, Nina. I can suggest, and advise, but in the end only you can come up with the answer. Although one thing I would suggest is couples therapy. If you both came in together, we could address some of these issues.’

				Another mocking little smile. ‘Eddie seeing a shrink? I can’t imagine that ever happening. He has his own ways of dealing with things . . .’

				The helicopter dived towards the Statue of Liberty. Eddie Chase gripped the controls, trying to regain height—

				‘Little advice, Eddie? Remember that thing I showed you called the stick? You might wanna pull it back.’

				‘Oh. Yeah.’ Grimacing, Eddie brought the cyclic control joystick towards him. The Bell 206L LongRanger’s nose came up, and the aircraft unsteadily levelled out. ‘That okay?’

				‘You didn’t crash into Lady Liberty’s face, so yeah. But we oughta go back out over open water. I’m havin’ some bad flashbacks to when I first met you!’ Harvey Zampelli took the controls, bringing the red, white and blue helicopter around across the great expanse of New York Bay. The spires of Manhattan rolled into view as he notified air traffic control of his course.

				‘Well, it’s only my second lesson,’ said the stocky, balding Yorkshireman once the exchange in his headphones had concluded. ‘And I haven’t crashed it yet, so I’m not doing too bad.’

				Harvey quickly touched the cross hanging from his neck on a chunky gold chain. ‘Jeez, don’t say things like that! It’s bad luck.’

				Eddie decided not to tell him how many plane crashes he’d been involved in. ‘Thanks again for letting me do this,’ he said instead. ‘I’ve been meaning to learn to fly for ages.’

				‘Hey, no problem,’ the black-haired pilot replied. ‘I mean, jeez, you saved my life! That’s gotta be worth the price of some avgas. I sure as hell hope so, anyway! Right? Right?’ He laughed, then added, with a hint of insecurity: ‘Right?’

				‘Right,’ Eddie told him with a grin that revealed the gap between his front teeth. ‘But it’s not a problem for you, is it? Doing this in the middle of the day, I mean.’

				‘Nah, I had an empty slot, and if there ain’t any paying customers, I gotta leave her sitting on the pad with the engine running anyway.’ The LongRanger’s flight had begun from the heliport at Manhattan’s southern tip; Harvey’s aircraft was one of the many offering tourist tours around New York.

				‘Isn’t that expensive?’

				‘Not as expensive as having to do a full check every time I shut down and restart the engine. Quicker, too. Besides, I’m a pilot. Any chance to fly, I’m gonna take it!’ He laughed again, then surveyed the surrounding airspace. ‘Okay, take the controls. Remember what I told you – keep the cyclic tipped forward to maintain airspeed, but don’t push it too far or we’ll lose height. We wanna stay between a thousand and fifteen hundred feet. Got it?’

				Eddie checked the altimeter, then closed his hands around the two control sticks. ‘Yeah.’

				Harvey raised his own hands. ‘Okay, all yours.’

				The Englishman gingerly edged the cyclic forward. He had flown as a passenger in numerous helicopters during his military career with the elite Special Air Service, and in many more since, but his only attempts to fly an aircraft himself had been when the pilot was incapacitated, or dead. Which, he mused, had happened alarmingly often.

				Today, though, nobody was trying to kill him. Operating a chopper even in peaceful conditions was still tricky, however. The Bell twitched and squirmed with every shift in the wind, and the fuselage felt as if it were swinging from the rotor hub like a hanging basket. But he held it steady, making slight adjustments to balance the airspeed indicator and altimeter.

				‘You’re doing fine,’ said Harvey. ‘Okay, we’re gonna follow the land.’ He indicated the shores of New Jersey and Staten Island. ‘Use the pedals like I showed you before, real easy.’

				Eddie carefully depressed one of the anti-torque pedals, adjusting the power being fed to the tail rotor. The helicopter slowly turned. ‘That okay?’

				‘Yeah, that’s great – whoa, hold on.’ A new voice came through Eddie’s headphones: one of the heliport’s staff, telling Harvey that he had a phone call. ‘Eddie, I gotta take this. Just keep doing what you’re doing.’

				The Englishman gave him an okay as the call came through. ‘Lena, hey hey!’ said Harvey, his Bronx accent becoming even more rapid-fire. ‘How you doin’? Great night last night, huh?’

				Eddie tried not to be distracted by what very quickly became a personal conversation, concentrating on following the shoreline. The huge jetties of the New Jersey container terminal rolled by. He glanced down at them, only to realise with alarm when he looked back at the instruments that the altimeter was falling towards the thousand-foot mark. He moved the cyclic, but the descent continued. ‘Oh bollocks.’

				‘Babe, I gotta call you back,’ said Harvey over the headset. ‘I got a slight altitude deficiency situation here.’ He laughed, then ended the call. ‘All right, man, I got this.’ He retook the controls, bringing the LongRanger back into a climb. ‘Sorry ’bout that. Women, huh? Gotta love ’em, but . . .’ He briefly took one hand off the throttle to mime a duck quacking. ‘Damn, that reminds me, I gotta make another call.’

				There was a cellphone connected to the cabin’s communication system by a cable; he thumbed through its contacts list. ‘Lana, hey, it’s Harv,’ he said after connecting. Eddie was again an unwilling eavesdropper. ‘Yeah, sorry about last night. I had to stay late at the hangar to deal with some FAA paperwork. How ’bout I make it up to you tonight, huh? Yeah, that place on Leland. Nina o’clock? Epic. See you then. Bye, babe.’

				‘Lena and Lana, eh?’ said Eddie.

				Harvey nodded. ‘Yeah. I gotta be so careful not to get their names mixed up! That might cause problems.’

				A sardonic smile. ‘You’re not kidding.’

				‘You ever been a juggler like that?’

				Eddie shook his head. ‘Not me. One woman’s always been enough for me. More than enough sometimes.’

				‘You’ve had problems?’

				‘Well, my first wife wanted to kill me. And I mean she literally tried to murder me.’

				Harvey made a face. ‘Yow!’

				‘Yeah. Nina . . . well, at the moment it sometimes seems like she wants to as well.’

				‘You want my advice? First hint of bunny-boiling, run, run, run! Life’s too short to be dealing with psychos.’

				Eddie chuckled. ‘It’s nothing like that. It’s just . . .’ He became more serious. ‘She’s been pretty hard to get through to lately. And when I try, she . . .’

				‘Bites your head off?’

				‘Actually, yeah. She’s a redhead; I’m used to a bit of mardiness, but this is different.’

				Harvey gave him a quizzical glance. ‘Mardiness? I guess that’s British slang?’

				‘Yeah. Use it in conversation with Lana – or Lena – and she’ll think you’re all cultured and refined, just like me.’

				‘No offence, man, but your accent? Not even slightly Downton Abbey.’ The pilot grinned, then nodded at the duplicate controls in front of Eddie. ‘Okay, you’re on the stick. Take us around the Narrows, then back towards the city.’

				The LongRanger was now cruising parallel to the shoreline of Staten Island, the great span of the Verrazano–Narrows Bridge straddling the mouth of the bay ahead. Eddie pushed the pedal again, and the helicopter swung into a lazy turn across the water. Brooklyn spread out before them, Manhattan coming back into view beyond. ‘Doin’ good,’ Harvey assured him, before checking his watch and making another call to air traffic control. ‘Okay, gotta start heading back now. My next tour group’ll be waiting.’

				‘Damn, and I was just starting to get the hang of this,’ Eddie replied. He still felt as if he were trying to balance a carton of eggs on a fingertip, but at least now he could maintain a constant height and speed.

				‘Stick with me and you’ll be an expert in no time. I told you I’m a licensed instructor, right?’

				‘Several times,’ said Eddie, grinning. ‘How long can I stay in control?’

				‘Until we get to Governors Island. I’ll take over when we’re in the East River VFR corridor.’

				‘The what?’

				‘Something you’ll have to know about if you wanna be a proper pilot! Visual flight rules – basically, flying by eye. If you’re in a ’copter, you don’t need to tell ATC what you’re doing in the Hudson and East River corridors, although it’s kinda good sense to let ’em know. Although they’ll be making the East River into controlled airspace soon for some UN summit. Pain in the ass.’

				‘Yeah, I know what it’s like dealing with the UN,’ Eddie told him with amusement.

				He continued flying until the flat pear of Governors Island loomed ahead. ‘I got it from here,’ said Harvey as he took control once more. He reported to ATC that he was returning to the heliport, then pointed to the right, up the East River. ‘You seen that?’

				‘It’s a bit hard to miss,’ said Eddie. The object of their attention was a huge Airlander airship, slowly cruising down the length of the waterway. The enormous twin-lobed craft, dwarfing even the largest airliner, was a new addition to New York’s long list of tourist attractions, having arrived a month earlier to act as a mammoth advertising billboard. With the Airlander presently head-on to them, though, the commercials on its flanks were invisible. ‘It looks like a massive arse from the front.’

				‘I always thought it looked like boobs myself. Whatever turns you on, man!’ Harvey snickered. ‘I’ll be glad when it’s gone – it’s a pain in the butt. Even in VFR, you’re supposed to maintain spacing with other aircraft, but that damn thing moves so slow, you’ve gotta go wide to keep clear of it. Airships, jeez.’ He shook his head. ‘What is this, the 1930s?’

				‘Oh, the humanity,’ Eddie joked. He sat back to watch the skyscrapers of Manhattan’s financial district grow larger as the helicopter descended. ‘Thanks for the flight.’

				‘No trouble,’ said Harvey, guiding the LongRanger towards the jetty where the helipads were located. ‘Like I said, any time you want a lesson, I’ll tell you when my next free slot is. Hopefully there won’t be too many – if I’m not carrying passengers, I’m not making money! – but I owe you.’

				He brought the aircraft in to land at a vacant pad. ‘I’ll be in touch,’ Eddie told him as he removed his headphones. ‘Try to remember which girlfriend’s which!’

				Harvey smiled and gave him a thumbs-up. A member of the heliport’s ground crew opened the cabin door, and Eddie hopped down, keeping his head low as he moved away from the chopper. Another guide waited nearby with the next passengers, who were led aboard as soon as he was clear.

				The first man took him back to the terminal building. He walked through it and emerged on South Street. Heading along the waterfront, he took out his phone and found Nina’s number. ‘Okay, brace yourself . . .’ he muttered as he made the call.

				Behind him, unnoticed, a man who had been waiting outside the terminal followed at a discreet distance, making a call of his own.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				Nina looked up as her iPhone buzzed. Her laptop was open, her notes and manuscript on the screen . . . but the cursor had remained in the same spot for twenty minutes. She checked the phone: Eddie. ‘Hi.’

				‘Hi, love,’ came the gruff reply. ‘You back from the shrink’s?’

				‘Yeah, about a half-hour ago.’

				‘How was it?’

				‘I think it helped,’ she said, not even certain if she was being truthful. ‘Did you do your helicopter thing?’

				‘Just landed. Good fun – we went around the harbour, buzzed the Statue of Liberty. I flew it for about ten minutes. Didn’t crash once!’

				Nina tried to inject some enthusiasm, however ersatz, into her voice. ‘That’s great.’

				She knew at once that she had failed. ‘Is everything okay?’ her husband asked cautiously.

				‘Fine,’ she said flatly. ‘Where are you?’

				‘South Street, on my way to the subway.’

				‘Can you stop off at the Soupman’s and get me that jambalaya soup I like?’

				‘What? That’s all the way over by Eighth Avenue – it’s a bit out of my way.’

				‘I’m pregnant, I get to decide what I eat and where it comes from!’ She had meant it as a joke, but it came out more shrill than intended.

				‘Soup for you, then,’ said Eddie. ‘You want anything else?’

				Was there a hint of sullenness? ‘No, that’s okay. Although, wait – you could get me my favourite sandwich.’

				‘The ones from Aldo’s deli back across in the East Village?’ That was definitely tinged with exasperation.

				‘Okay, forget the sandwich,’ she sighed. ‘Just the soup.’

				‘Just the soup. No problem.’

				‘Thanks, Eddie.’ Silence on the line. ‘Are you all right?’

				‘Yeah, of course,’ he replied, still sounding downcast before suddenly becoming more enthusiastic – forcedly so, she couldn’t help but think. ‘Oh, I came up with some more baby names!’

				Considering his past suggestions, that immediately put her on alert. ‘Go on . . .’

				‘For a girl, I’m thinking Pandemonium. For a boy, Arbuthnot. Pandemonium Chase, that works, doesn’t it?’

				‘Arbuthnot,’ she repeated. ‘That’s not even a real name.’

				‘Yeah, it is! It’s a good, honest Yorkshire name. You can’t go into a pub where I grew up without meeting a couple of Arbuthnots.’

				Nina knew that in other circumstances she would have been amused, but right now even Eddie’s best efforts were failing to breach her prison of gloom. ‘I think we need to keep thinking.’

				‘It’ll be hard to top Arbuthnot.’

				Something snapped. ‘Stop saying Arbuthnot! That’s the most stupid name I’ve ever heard. God! If you can’t even take seriously something as simple as choosing a name, how are you going to manage being a father?’

				The silence that followed was broken only by her own exasperated breathing. Finally he spoke. ‘I’ll figure it out when it happens. I’ll get your soup, then.’

				‘Eddie, I—’ But he had disconnected. ‘God damn it,’ she muttered, already annoyed at herself. He was, as always, just trying to help – in his own unique, occasionally infuriating way – and she had overreacted and blown her top. She glowered down at her stomach. ‘This is all your fault,’ she told the unseen foetus. ‘You and your frickin’ hormones.’

				She headed to the kitchen for a drink. Along the way she passed a shelf of memories. Beside her husband’s hideous pottery cigar holder in the shape of a caricatured Fidel Castro, that she had by now despairingly accepted she would never find a believable excuse to smash, was a collection of photographs. The majority were Eddie’s, pictures of himself with friends now gone: his SAS mentor Jim ‘Mac’ McCrimmon, Belgian military comrade Hugo Castille, and others she knew only from stories.

				But Nina had her memorials too. Macy in one, dressed up as Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider video games for a magazine photo shoot; and in another, her own parents.

				Henry and Laura Wilde beamed at her from the picture, a quarter-century-younger version of herself between them. She remembered the time and place: an archaeological dig near Celsus in Turkey. It had been a hot, dry day, making their descent into the partially excavated Roman tombs both a relief and a thrill. The memory made her smile . . .

				It froze on her face.

				Her parents were gone, killed by their obsession, which their daughter had then taken on herself. The question she had posed at the therapist’s office returned: had everything she’d achieved been worth it?

				Another question from the session joined it. Was it right to bring a baby into her world? She knew herself well enough to be fully aware that her own obsession, her need to uncover the past, would never be sated. Was it fair to subject her own child to that same mania, to continue the cycle?

				What kind of mother would she be?

				Nina was forced to admit she had no idea.

				She broke out of her trance, leaving her nine-year-old self behind and fetching a glass of water before returning to the study to find the cursor still blinking mockingly from its parking spot. She slumped huffily back in her chair, feeling trapped by her guilt and fear and uncertainty. She had to do something to break free, but what?

				Elaine had been right, she decided. Clearing the air with her husband would be a good way to start. She reached for her phone, but then withdrew her hand. Eddie would be on the subway by now, and she knew him well enough to guess that he would still be pissed at her behaviour. Wait until he gets home, she decided. Until I’ve had my soup.

				Eddie emerged from the 77th Street subway station and headed north up Lexington Avenue, holding a cardboard cup of hot soup and a bag of crusty bread. He had considered getting a cab back to the apartment, the subway journey from the soup store being a pain requiring two changes of train, but in the end he decided the longer trip might give Nina a chance to calm down about whatever had pissed her off this time.

				Still, the fact that he had gone out of his way would hopefully show her that he wasn’t mad about how she’d treated him. Well, not any more. His initial irritation had faded, replaced by a resigned amusement. She had endured so much in the past months, and surviving everything the world had thrown at them only to face an unexpected – though far from unwelcome – pregnancy would stress anybody out.

				He still wanted the old Nina back, though. And it would take more than fancy soup to do that. He’d done everything he could to be supportive and helpful and loving, but what if that still wasn’t enough?

				He tried to put the depressing thought aside as he turned on to East 78th Street and headed for their building. Maybe the combination of time and food would calm her down . . .

				Something triggered an alert in his mind.

				It took a moment to work out what; all he initially had was a feeling of wrongness. But why? He was only a few hundred yards from home. Then he realised the cause.

				A young man with dusty blond hair stood not far ahead, talking on a phone. Nothing unusual about that – except that when he had glanced in Eddie’s direction, his eyes had met the Englishman’s and displayed recognition, an involuntary split-second confirmation that somebody he was expecting had arrived. Then he looked away, but too quickly.

				The mystery man wasn’t a mugger. He was waiting specifically for Eddie. And he had an oddly clean-cut air that felt out of place for a street criminal, a neat, conservative haircut and casual clothes that looked brand-new.

				Eddie didn’t know him, but the face was somehow familiar. He had seen him before, though couldn’t place when or where. He kept walking, but tensed, ready to respond to anything that might happen.

				The man seemed to pick up on his wariness. He pocketed his phone and stepped to the centre of the sidewalk. There was a parked van to one side, a wall to the other. If Eddie got closer, he would be caught in a channel, the only escape routes being either to retreat the way he had come – or go through his adversary.

				He chose the latter. The man was younger than him – late twenties – and taller, but the former SAS soldier was confident he could handle him.

				The other man’s eyes locked on to him as he reached the van – then flicked to something behind him.

				Eddie spun as he heard the sudden scuff of someone breaking into a run, seeing another young man charging at him. The first ambusher rushed to catch him in a pincer—

				The Englishman dropped the bag and swiped the top off the cup – then flung its contents into the running man’s face. ‘No soup for you!’

				The jambalaya was still hot enough to hurt. The second man let out a yelp as he wiped his eyes – only for the sound to become a choked screech as Eddie’s foot slammed firmly into his groin. He collapsed on the pavement.

				Eddie whirled to face the blond, but a lunging fist caught the side of his face. He reeled as the blow jarred his skull, recovering just in time to intercept a second blow with his arm.

				He straightened and faced his opponent, who shifted his stance. The younger man had clearly expected an easy victory, but now that he had a real fight on his hands, he was stepping up his game.

				One of the man’s feet lanced at Eddie’s kneecap. He jinked away, an elbow barking against the van’s side. Fists shot at him, left high then right low; he swatted away the first, but the second punch caught his side. He let out a grunt of pain. Satisfaction on his attacker’s face, then he darted forward to deliver another blow—

				Eddie caught his arm with both hands. Before the younger man could react, he forced it downwards and twisted the elbow, hard. The joint crackled. The man started to cry out – but was silenced as Eddie head-butted him in the face, mashing the cartilage in his nose with a gushing squirt of blood.

				The Englishman threw him against the wall. The second man tried to stand. Eddie kicked his head, then turned to run—

				Something stabbed into the back of his leg – and a searing pain tore through his body as all his muscles locked solid.

				He fell, paralysed and helpless as a Taser’s agonising charge burned into his thigh. Through clenched eyes he saw a third, older man emerge from the van’s side door and stand over him, shouting orders to his companions. They dragged him across the sidewalk and threw him into the vehicle. The stun-gun shut off, the pain fading, but Eddie had no time to move before his attackers delivered several brutal revenge-fuelled kicks, then secured his wrists and ankles with zip-ties.

				The third man slammed the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. The van peeled away with a skirl of overstressed tyres.

				Eddie struggled to break loose, but the plastic strips were unyielding. ‘Get off me, you fuckers!’

				‘Shut him up,’ ordered the driver, looking back. Late forties, American, narrow eyes and a small, mean mouth.

				‘You come and shut me up, you fucking shithead! I’ll—’ The words choked in his throat as the first man reactivated the Taser, another excruciating jolt of electricity blazing through him. A piece of rag was forced into his mouth, then a length of duct tape slapped roughly across his cheeks to hold it in place. The blond glared down at him. Eddie realised where he had seen him before – Little Italy, a month earlier, mistaking him for the Nazi who had attacked Nina. Whatever the men wanted, they had been following him for some time.

				The current ceased, but all Eddie could do was scream muffled obscenities as the van disappeared into the crowded streets of New York.

				The cursor continued to blink relentlessly, still fixed in place on the laptop’s screen.

				Nina stared at it, then sighed. Maybe she would feel more productive after lunch. Which reminded her: where was her lunch?

				She looked at the clock on the menu bar. Even allowing for the detour to the soup store, Eddie was late. That wasn’t like him; as an ex-military man, timekeeping was engrained into him at almost a cellular level, and if there had been some problem en route he would have phoned. So where was he?

				A knock at the front door. ‘Speak of the devil,’ she said, going to answer it.

				She reached for the lock – then hesitated. Why would Eddie knock? He had keys. It was possible that his hands were full . . . but the New Yorker’s innate security-consciousness prompted her to look through the peephole.

				It wasn’t Eddie.

				Standing in the hallway were a tall, short-haired black man and a white woman with a dark bob and unflattering thick-framed glasses, both smartly dressed in light clothing. She didn’t recognise either. ‘Yeah?’ she called. ‘Who is it?’

				‘Dr Wilde?’ said the woman. ‘We need to talk to you about your husband.’

				Worry filled her. ‘What about my husband? Is he okay?’ Were they cops? Had they come to tell her that something had happened to Eddie?

				‘Can we talk to you, please?’

				Again, she was about to release the lock when caution returned. If they were cops, they would have identified themselves by now. She put the chain on the door and opened it a crack. ‘Who are you? What’s—’

				Nina leapt away in fright as the door was kicked open, the chain ripping from the wood. The man advanced on her, drawing a gun. The woman followed him inside. ‘Stay where you are, Dr Wilde,’ she snapped. ‘Shut up and you won’t get hurt.’

				Another two men filed into the apartment behind them. ‘What the hell is this?’ Nina managed to say, outrage pushing through her fear. ‘What do you want?’

				‘Come with us,’ said the man with the gun.

				‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she replied. ‘Get the fuck out of my house!’

				One of the other men twitched in distaste at the obscenity. The woman ignored it, producing a tablet computer. ‘You will come with us, or your husband suffers. Look.’ She switched on the device.

				Ice ran through Nina’s veins as she saw the image on the screen. It was Eddie, pinned to the floor by two men, his hands bound behind his back and tape covering his mouth.

				‘Hit him,’ said the woman. In response, the men punched their prisoner in the stomach. There was no sound, but Nina could almost hear the impacts. Eddie writhed in pain, cheeks blowing out as he struggled to breathe behind his gag.

				‘No!’ she cried, horrified. ‘Let him go!’

				‘If you come with us and do what you’re told, he’ll be safe,’ said the gunman. He gestured towards the open door. ‘Let’s go.’

				‘Not until you—’

				The woman cut her off. ‘Hit him again.’ The screen displayed another blow, this one to Eddie’s face. Blood oozed from his nostrils.

				Nina stared at him, terror rising. ‘Oh God! Stop!’

				‘Then come with us,’ the man repeated. ‘Now.’

				It was a command that she had to obey. The two other men went back into the hall to form an escort. She stepped out after them, the man and woman falling into place behind. The latter pulled the door shut as they left.

				They took her down to the street. She thought about yelling for help, but while the man had concealed his gun between himself and the woman, he was still pointing it at her back. And even if she did get help, their comrades had Eddie at their mercy. She gave the oblivious passers-by a last despairing look before being ushered into the rear of a van.

				A large box, worryingly close in form to a coffin, occupied most of the space. Its lid was open to reveal a padded interior. ‘Get inside,’ said the woman as her partner closed the doors.

				Nina stared fearfully at the confined space. ‘Are you insane? I’ll suffocate! I’m not getting in there.’

				‘You’ll be okay,’ said the black man. The woman opened a small plastic case, revealing an ampoule of some colourless liquid – and a syringe. ‘We’re going to put you out for the journey.’

				‘Fuck you!’ Nina spat. ‘You’re not injecting me with that!’

				The woman’s mouth tightened, and she nodded to her companions. The two other men seized Nina by her arms, the African American tugging up her sleeve. ‘Clean it,’ the woman told him. ‘We can’t risk infection.’ He rubbed a sterile wipe over Nina’s pale forearm.

				‘No, no!’ she cried, panic rising. ‘Don’t drug me, please! I’m pregnant!’

				Her kidnappers froze. The woman looked at Nina’s belly, almost doing a double-take when she saw the small bulge. She examined it in profile, then straightened with an expression of dismay. ‘Simeon, I think she really is. We can’t drug her; we can’t risk killing an innocent. What do we do?’

				‘I’ll call him,’ he replied, taking out a phone.

				The two other men kept hold of Nina, tightly enough that she knew she couldn’t break free. Instead she used the unexpected pause to try to calm herself, and assess her captors. They were appalled at the thought of harming an unborn child – yet were more than willing to torture Eddie to force her to cooperate. And as she watched the man wait for his call to be answered, she realised that there was something very odd about his clothes. The woman’s, too. The style was modern, but the material was extremely coarse, as if they were made from burlap. That couldn’t be remotely comfortable, but they were apparently enduring it by choice. Who the hell were they?

				Simeon finally got an answer. ‘Prophet,’ he said, the reverence in his voice suggesting to Nina that it was more than a code name, ‘we’ve got Dr Wilde, but there’s a problem. She’s pregnant. Anna thinks we can’t risk drugging her for the journey. What should we do?’

				A man replied, his tone both thoughtful and authoritative, but Nina couldn’t make out what he was saying. ‘Yes . . . yes, we will,’ Simeon said when he’d finished. ‘Thank you.’

				‘What did he say?’ asked Anna.

				‘He agrees that harming an unborn child would be a sin, so we can’t drug her. But he doesn’t want her to know the Mission’s location.’ He gave the casket a meaningful look.

				‘I am not getting in that box,’ Nina warned him.

				‘You’re coming with us, no matter what.’ He raised his gun. ‘You don’t need your kneecaps to give birth.’

				She felt a jolt of fear. His deadly earnestness warned her that he would have no compunction about carrying out the threat. But Anna spoke before he could do so. ‘We only need to blindfold her.’

				Simeon nodded. He took off his tie and put it over Nina’s eyes, knotting it behind her head. It was made of the same rough, scratchy material as the rest of his clothing. She fidgeted, but was unable to shift it, her vision completely blocked.

				‘Now what?’ she demanded, trying to hide her returning fear.

				She heard movement as Simeon climbed into the front of the van and started it. ‘We’re taking you to the Prophet,’ said Anna. There was a thump as the coffin’s lid was closed, then hands pushed her to sit upon it. ‘Get comfortable – it’s going to take a while.’
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