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Geopolitics, like nature, abhors a vacuum . . . Whenever a power vacuum emerges, someone will fill it.


THE FINANCIAL TIMES


THE MYSTERY OF THE WEAPONS


The first kills


The second blinds


The third rules


INSCRIPTION ON A TABLET BELIEVED TO BE IN EXCESS OF 5,000 YEARS OLD, PRIVATE COLLECTION, NEW YORK CITY


THE TRIAL OF THE CITIES


No oceans.


No clouds.


No rivers.


No rain.


The world a wasteland of misery and pain.


FROM THE ZEUS PAPYRUS, PRIVATE COLLECTION, LONDON
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THE AFTERMATH OF THE GAMES
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THE GREAT BEND













PROLOGUE I


[image: image] THE GREAT BEND THE UNDERWORLD, INDIA


For three whole days after the Great Games, the Underworld lay silent.


The captive participant, Captain Jack West Jr—competing on behalf of Orlando, the King of Land—had prevailed.


Having overcome the same deadly challenges that the three previous champions of the Games—no lesser figures than Osiris, Gilgamesh and Hercules—had faced, to the surprise of many in the royal gallery, he had won.


But during the final ceremony to crown the winning king and impart to him the Mysteries that would see the Earth safely through the coming crisis, pandemonium had broken out.


Helicopters had assailed the mountaintop temple on which the ancient ceremony had been taking place. Lord Hades’s own sons had tried to assassinate their father. And Hades’s minotaur army—all four thousand of them, a lost population of Neanderthals who wore bull-shaped helmets—having discovered the plan of their master’s sons to kill him, had risen up in revolt and stormed the mountain-palace. When the bodyguards of two of the fleeing kings had foolishly opened fire on the minotaurs, death and destruction had ensued.


Two of the four kings were torn limb from limb. All but a few of the royal elite who had gathered to watch the Games were also killed.


Only two kings had survived.




Hades, the King of the Underworld, who had fled with West and his loyal band of friends.


And Orlando, who had scurried away from the scene with his advisor, the Catholic cardinal and member of the Church’s shadowy Omega Group, Cardinal Ricardo Mendoza, leaving the rest of his entourage and his fellow royals to die.


Never in all of history had the four legendary kingdoms been thrown into such disarray. For thousands of years, they had ruled the world from the shadows, installing governments as they saw fit and toppling them when they deemed it necessary, instigating wars and destroying empires.


Word travelled fast.


Elsewhere in the world, individuals with connections to the four kingdoms quickly learned what had happened.


Royalty demands certain things, the foremost of which is continuity. Heirs had to be found and crowned, but in the immediate aftermath of the Games, it was uncertain just which heirs had survived and which had not.


Another demand of royalty is penalty, retribution, blame.


Someone had to be held responsible for the outrageous end to the Games. And punished for it.


Most worrying of all, the Mysteries—the very reason for holding the Great Games in the first place—were not revealed, and the fate of the world depended on them.


All of these matters, however, would be dealt with by others, the King of the Minotaurs thought as he surveyed the now-empty Underworld, battered and broken after the chaos.


The Grand Staircase was horribly blasted-open in its middle. That had been West’s doing.


The elevator giving access to the holy temple at the summit of the mountain-palace had been rent from its mountings.


Bodies lay everywhere. Many had fallen from the temple all the way down the mountain. It wasn’t pretty.




As Lord Hades had fled from the Underworld, he had bequeathed his kingdom to the Minotaur King, Minotus, and his Neanderthals, so that they could live out their days in peace and obscurity here in the remote northwestern desert of India.


Minotus had given his army of minotaurs a few days to rest after the whole affair and now it was time to commence the clean-up.


Bodies were gathered up and burned.


The smashed stone blocks of the Grand Staircase were taken away in preparation for rebuilding.


And thirty minotaurs were sent to the Great Bend, the farthest corner of the Underworld and the scene of the Fifth Challenge, a wild car race that had taken place on an edgeless roadway around the rim of a dark fathomless abyss out on the Bend.


These thirty minotaurs were tasked with hauling away the crashed vehicles and dead bodies that littered the precarious road.


A key part of their task was cleaning up the area around the two mysterious structures that stood at the farthest end of this farthest corner of the Underworld: an enormous pyramid positioned in a box-shaped shelf and a many-levelled building that hung off the edge of the great abyss.


Cut into the flanks of this building in regular rows were hundreds of rectangular recesses, each containing a glistening silver coffin.


Every single one of these hundreds of coffins was etched with a carving of a man with the head of a long-beaked bird.


No-one had been in here when, shortly after the Games, one of those coffins had slowly begun to open.


Now, as the minotaur cleaning crew arrived, they saw the open coffin.


It caused quite a stir.


The hanging tower, ancient and still for so many years, had loomed in mysterious silence for as long as any of them could remember.


The leader of the cleaning crew radioed the Minotaur King and informed him of the development. Minotus said he would come with a team of lieutenants at once.


The cleaning crew, unable to restrain their curiosity, edged toward the open silver coffin and peered inside it.


A six-foot-tall man-shaped figure lay in it.


The figure lay in perfect repose, on its back, as if sleeping.


It looked like a statue made entirely of bronze, with mostly human features: head, shoulders, arms, legs.


Except for one key feature.


The figure had no face.


It had no eyes or mouth and instead of a nose it just had a sinister-looking downturned beak.


Its hands were folded across its chest. They were crafted from the same dull bronze alloy that the rest of the statue appeared to be made of. It was a peculiar bronze: lustrous yet dull. The minotaurs’ flashlight-beams reflected off it in a muted, hazy way. There were no seams on the statue’s body. It was as if it had been moulded out of a single perfect pouring of the bronze alloy.


The members of the minotaur cleaning crew gazed at each other in wonder as they contemplated the hundreds of other coffins embedded in the flanks of the hanging tower.


None of those coffins was open. Just this one.


And then suddenly the bronze statue sat up, and with its eerie faceless head, stared right at them.


A toneless voice came from deep within it:


‘Kushma alla?’


Minotus and a cadre of his best lieutenants arrived on the scene twenty minutes later . . .


. . . to find the entire cleaning crew, all thirty of them, dead, cut to pieces and lying in grisly pools of blood.


The open coffin was empty.


Then the bronze figure emerged from behind Minotus and his entourage.




‘Kushma alla?’ the faceless thing said.


Minotus frowned. The language was unfamiliar to him.


‘I don’t understand,’ he replied.


And then the bronzeman raised its metallic claws and attacked them without fear, hesitation or mercy.











PROLOGUE II


[image: image] ARAGON CASTLE ISCHIA ISLAND, AMALFI COAST, ITALY
FOUR DAYS AFTER THE GREAT GAMES


In a soaring cavern inside a towering island-castle off the west coast of Italy, there was an octagonal chamber.


Within that octagonal chamber was an octagonal table made of worn timber that had once been the Porta Scelerata, the cursed gate, one of the gates of ancient Rome.


Occasionally over the centuries the table had been described as round, but this was not technically true. It was eight-sided, with a place for each of the eight men who for the last 1,600 years had resided here and claimed ownership of the table, the castle and the entire island of Ischia.


To those who knew of their existence, they were known as the Knights of the Golden Eight.


Their octagonal chamber was decorated with trophies from previous missions, items they had taken from their victims: swords, shields, crowns.


Today, a lone man stood before the Eight, on a precarious ledge situated across a chasm from their table. The platform was known as the Petitioner’s Ledge and it had been designed so that the petitioner was forced to look up at the Knights.


The man standing on the ledge wore a translucent plastic medical mask over the lower right quarter of his face.


His eyes blazed with fury. He was in excruciating pain but he did not give voice to it. His doctor had prescribed potent painkillers, but the man wouldn’t take them.




Right now, his pain fuelled him, drove him, reminded him of the vengeance he sought.


Vengeance that the Golden Eight would provide.


After the man in the half-mask had presented his case and provided the required gargantuan down payment, the leader of the Golden Eight stood and in a solemn voice addressed his seven brothers-in-arms.


‘The price has been paid, so the mark has been made. In accordance with our long and sacred custom, the Knights of the Golden Eight accept this assignment.’


The leader picked up the three photos that the man in the mask had provided in his brief.


‘The task is straightforward,’ he said. ‘One assassination, two kidnappings: this man is to be liquidated while the younger man and the woman are to be captured alive and brought before our noble employer here, for him to deal with as he sees fit.’


The leader of the Golden Eight nodded deferentially to the man in the mask. ‘Our price is high, but then, in over two thousand years, we have never failed on a mission.’


He held up the three photos. They were shots of:


Jack West Jr.


His daughter, Lily.


And her friend, Alby Calvin.
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FIRST PURSUIT


THE DECAPITATION OF HADES
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interregnum


n. (From Latin: ‘between kingdoms’)


The interval of time between the end of a sovereign’s reign and the accession of a successor; often a period of unrest, strategic manoeuvring and war from which ultimately emerges a new ruling order.









 


[image: image] SKY ABOVE THE U.S. ATLANTIC COAST
24 NOVEMBER, 0530 HOURS U.S. EASTERN TIME


Jack West’s plane shot across the sky faster than the speed of sound, rushing toward New York City.


Known as the Sky Warrior, the plane was a Tupolev Tu-144, a Russian-made clone of the Concorde. It was sleek in the extreme, clad in black radar-absorbent material, and like the famous Concorde before it, it was fast: really, really fast.


Jack had acquired the Sky Warrior from an old enemy after his previous plane, his beloved 747, the Halicarnassus, had been destroyed during a desperate mission at Easter Island.


Right now, flown by Jack’s loyal pilot, Sky Monster, the dart-shaped plane was slicing through the air at Mach 1.5 at an altitude of 50,000 feet, far above commercial airliner routes.


As a man who often ventured to some of the more remote corners of the globe, the bustling metropolis of New York City was not one of Jack’s regular destinations, but right now he was in a hurry to get there.


His haste was not just for his own reasons. It was also for the gentleman travelling with him: Mr Anthony Michael Dominic DeSaxe, known to the regular world as one of the richest men on Earth, a billionaire shipping and mining magnate, and the fourth member of his extremely old and aristocratic family to be appointed Marshal of France.


But that was the regular world.




In more shadowy circles, he was known as one of the four eternal kings who ruled the planet: Lord Hades, King of the Underworld.


Or at least he used to be.


Things had moved quickly for Jack and Hades after they had returned to Jack’s home in the hours following the disastrous ending to the Great Games.


That Jack had won the Games was nothing short of historic, an achievement that would place him in an elite pantheon of heroes that included the mythic Greek warrior, Hercules.


Indeed, as Jack had discovered halfway through them, the Games and their many diabolical challenges and prizes were the source of the myth of the Twelve Labours of Hercules. It was that very discovery that had proved crucial to his ultimate victory.


Arriving back at his home in the vast Australian outback, all Jack had wanted to do was rest. He’d never chosen to go to the Games; he’d been drugged and kidnapped, then forced to fight non-stop for his life for two days and nights, all the while wearing a Homer Simpson t-shirt and jeans.


Honestly, now he just wanted to tend to his many wounds and sleep in his own bed for about a year.


But that was not to be.


First, his wife, Zoe—with her short blonde hair and bright blue eyes—had been waiting for him, freshly returned from her own investigative trip to the Mariana Trench, the deepest ocean trench on the planet.


Seeing the Sky Warrior making its final approach to the farm’s landing strip, Zoe had hurried out onto the tarmac to meet it.


She couldn’t wait to tell Jack of her experiences and she smiled broadly when she saw him, Lily and Alby emerge from the plane, followed by Pooh Bear and Stretch.


‘Wait’ll you hear what I saw—’ she began.




Then she saw his shaved head.


And the many cuts and bruises on his face.


And the way he limped slightly and nursed his right arm. His left arm—made of titanium from the elbow down—was covered in dirt and scratches.


What had happened?


Then she noticed Lily: she wore a floral day dress that Zoe had never seen and she carried in her hands a pair of high heels. That was odd. Lily wasn’t a high heels kind of girl.


Pooh Bear and Stretch looked okay, but Alby wore a bandage on his face covering a large cut of some kind.


Then Zoe saw Jack’s mother, Mae, step out of the sleek black Tupolev.


Now Zoe felt completely on edge. If Jack’s wounds weren’t enough to whip up her anxiety, seeing Mae seized her full attention.


Dr Mabel ‘Mae’ Merriweather—all five foot two of her, with her short bob of hair and pixie face—was a formidable individual at the best of times. She didn’t suffer fools and she guarded her seclusion fiercely. She lived in the distant coastal town of Broome and didn’t emerge from her splendid isolation for anything but the most serious of reasons. (Birthdays and deaths were not serious enough, although thankfully Jack’s wedding to Zoe had been.) Why Mae would be here with Jack now was a clear and present cause for concern.


And then the others had emerged from the plane.


First, Iolanthe.


Zoe did not like the British princess at all.


Aristocratic, poised, refined—and totally self-interested—Iolanthe was everything Zoe was not. The sister of Orlando Compton-Jones, the King of Land, officially her title was the Keeper of the Royal Records for that kingdom. On several occasions, their paths had crossed: Iolanthe had once tried to kill Zoe and Jack at Abu Simbel in Egypt; she had repeatedly tried to seduce Jack; but then, surprisingly, at an ancient underground site at Diego Garcia, she had saved Jack’s life when she didn’t have to. Zoe didn’t know whether to trust Iolanthe or shoot her on sight.




And then came the two people Zoe didn’t know: Hades—he was about sixty, tall and powerfully built—and a smaller, stocky fellow with unruly black hair, a fat nose, a thick monobrow and deep-set brown eyes. Jack later introduced him as E-147.


‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ Zoe exclaimed. ‘I go away for a week and look at you. What happened? You look like you’ve been to Hell and back.’


‘That’s a very interesting choice of words, honey. Let’s go inside and sit down. I’ve got a lot to tell you.’


That was an understatement.







 


It took a while, but with the others’ help, Jack told Zoe everything.


About his kidnapping at Pine Gap, the Great Games, the four legendary kingdoms, the help he had received during the Games from a fellow champion named Scarecrow—‘and a fat but very gallant pilot who was a long way out of his comfort zone,’ Sky Monster added, holding up his bandaged right forearm as proof—and of course the cataclysmic end to the whole thing, when the minotaur army had stormed the mountain-palace and everything had gone to shit.


Mae helped Jack explain the concept of the kingdoms to Zoe—the four ancient kingdoms of Land, Sea, Sky and Underworld—by showing her the special map of the world she had, one that showed the boundaries of the kingdoms superimposed over the usual national borders:
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Zoe said, ‘You’re saying that nations, parliaments and governments are just fronts for these four kingdoms? Tools for them to use?’


‘Yes, exactly,’ Mae said. ‘They are the real power players of the world.’


Zoe shook her head. ‘All right then, so what do they want?’


‘What every ruler in history has ever wanted,’ Mae said. ‘To maintain their grip on power.’


‘What about you?’ Jack asked Zoe. ‘What did you and Nobody find at the Mariana Trench?’


‘Nobody’ was the nickname of Professor David Black, their friend and one of the foremost deep-sea diving specialists in the world. A protégé of Robert Ballard—the famed shipwreck hunter who had found the Titanic—Nobody Black divided his time between hunting for lost Spanish galleons filled with treasure and studying the bizarre sea life found in the darkest depths of the world’s oceans. He was part scientist, part seaman, all adventurer, and a good guy to boot.


It was he who had called Zoe away two days before Jack had been kidnapped for the Games—to come and see a discovery he’d made in the Challenger Deep, the deepest part of the Mariana Trench. That trip had put her completely out of contact for a week. It may also have saved her life by ensuring her absence when Jack had been snatched.


‘What did we find?’ Zoe said. ‘Oh, nothing much . . . except for a sealed stone doorway ten kilometres below the surface of the Pacific Ocean with markings on it written in the Word of Thoth.


‘The twins and I went down in a submersible with Nobody to investigate and do some tests. Ground-penetrating radar showed something behind the doorway: not a chamber or void of any kind but rather a colossal deposit of a type of volcanic stone called picrite basalt.’


‘I’m thinking this isn’t just any old deposit,’ Alby said.


‘No. This deposit is enormous and completely wrapped in a thin crust of sea-stone. It’s also shaped like a perfect cube, seven kilometres to a side. Seven kilometres. With straight sides and edges. We also found more ornamental “doorways”, a lot more, dozens of them located at regular intervals around the cube-shaped deposit. I took some photos of the original doorway.’


Zoe looked at Lily. ‘I was hoping you might be able to translate the markings on it.’


‘Sure,’ Lily said.


Zoe handed her a photo of the submerged ornamental doorway illuminated by glaring floodlights. Square in shape and flanked by marble columns, it looked very out of place in the depths of the ocean.


Lily saw an inscription on its upper lintel and translated it: ‘The world a wasteland of misery and pain.’


She swapped a look with Jack as she said it.


Zoe shook her head. ‘God help me. On any other day, mine would’ve been pretty amazing news, but after the time you’ve had . . . ’


‘Where’s Nobody now?’ Jack asked.


‘He went back to his lab in San Francisco, to retest the geological samples and see if they’ve been found in any other locations around the world.’


‘And Lachlan and Julius?’


Jack loved the twins: two red-haired chatterbox Scottish geniuses who adored astrophysics, history, video games and all things Star Wars in equal measure.


‘They went back to London,’ Zoe said. ‘Despite his addiction to League of Legends, Lachie’s a family man now. He has responsibilities.’


In the years since the twins had helped Jack find the Six Sacred Stones and unravel the mystery of the Five Greatest Warriors, they had shed a little of their Peter Pan natures and grown up.


While Julius was still determinedly single, Lachie had met and married a sweet Japanese-American astrophysicist on the Cambridge faculty named Dr Eriko Kinoshita. They had two cute-as-a-button four-year-old twins named Caleb and Willow.




Julius, ever the needler, took great joy in asking Lachie what kind of car he drove now.


Lachie would bow his head. ‘A mom van.’ It was a red Nissan Quest: the ultimate mom van.


On his birthday a few months back, Lachlan had awoken to find a racing number painted onto the bonnet and flanks of the red van: the number 55. A gift from Julius.


‘I just wanted to make it a little sexier,’ Julius had said with an impish grin.


For all that, the twins were still the twins: as thick as thieves, brothers forever. That, Jack thought, was a bond that would never be broken. Indeed, Julius lived in a detached flat in the backyard of Lachie’s house just outside London.


As for Pooh Bear and Stretch, after all the reunions had taken place, they returned to Pooh’s home in the United Arab Emirates.


They took Iolanthe with them.


They would take her as far as Dubai; from there she would return to the U.K. under her own steam.


‘I have to get back to the Hall of Royal Records and pick up a few items before Orlando does,’ she said to Jack as they stood on the dusty runway of his farm. ‘Then I need to disappear for a while. I imagine my darling brother is quite upset with me.’


She scribbled quickly on a slip of paper: ‘Here. This is the number for a disposable phone I have. If you need me, use a burner phone of your own and text it. And thank you, Jack. Well done at the Games.’


Then she kissed him on the cheek and left.


Standing nearby, Zoe scowled.


After the three of them were gone, Zoe and Lily sat down with Jack and set about stitching up his wounds.


‘My God,’ Zoe said at one point. ‘You really got beat up.’


Jack winced. ‘Trust me, I feel every single bruise.’


He wiped down his artificial left forearm—acquired after his own had been lost on the day of Lily’s birth twenty years previously—with a cloth, warm water and dish soap.


Then he politely took his leave from everyone and, shadowed by his ever-loyal little poodle, Roxy, lay down for a hot bath in a corrugated iron tub out on the back deck.


There he closed his eyes and finally, completely stopped.


He breathed deeply, calming himself, letting the desert sun warm his eyelids, absorbing and enjoying the silence.


That was, after all, what he loved the most about his secret farm.


The silence. The calm. The total removal from the noisy outside world. He liked it here, away from everything.


And after that gloriously peaceful hot bath, Jack went to bed and slept for thirty-six hours straight.


Roxy remained by his side the whole time, lying on her back, paws skyward, equally exhausted.







 


Mae decided to stay at Jack’s farm for a while, but for a specific reason.


She wanted to talk with Hades about the four legendary kingdoms, her life’s work.


Indeed, for a woman who was known for her take-no-prisoners severity, she was positively giddy at the prospect of it: she was like a presidential historian who actually got to interview a president, or the conspiracy theorist who finally got to go to Area 51.


While Jack slept, she and Hades sat down together for lunch.


Lily and Alby joined them: Lily now dressed in a grey ‘Han Shot First’ t-shirt and blue jeans, and Alby in a maroon-and-yellow USC t-shirt and shorts.


‘So,’ Mae said. ‘The four kingdoms rule the world from the shadows. There are a few things that I just have to know.’


‘Okay,’ Hades said.


‘The Kennedy assassination. Was that the work of the kingdoms?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘We needed the Vietnam War to continue.’


‘Abraham Lincoln?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘It was part of the deal we made with him.’


‘Which was?’


‘If he wanted immortality, he had to die.’


‘Princess Diana?’




‘No. That was just a drunk driver. A true shame.’


‘The moon landing?’ Mae’s eyes narrowed. ‘It was real, wasn’t it?’


‘Absolutely. And also very necessary,’ Hades added enigmatically. ‘The fourth landing was the important one.’


‘Do you rig elections?’


‘When we need to.’


‘Such as?’


‘Woodrow Wilson in 1912.’


‘What about Trump?’ Lily asked, interjecting for the first time.


‘We didn’t have to.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It was going to happen anyway.’


‘How do you know that?’ Mae asked.


‘Because democracy is inherently flawed,’ Hades said. ‘When the citizens of a democracy grow too wealthy, they begin to view politics as entertainment, and when voters do that, they elect those who will entertain them.’


Lily swapped an amazed look with Alby.


Mae sat back in her chair and stared in wonderment at Hades.


Hades gestured toward Alby’s shirt. ‘USC? Your name’s Calvin, you say? Albert Calvin?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Alby said.


‘I thought I recognised it. You’re studying ancient history and mythology, are you not?’


‘Yes.’


‘But as I recall, you’re also doing astrophysics at Caltech.’


‘I am,’ Alby said, surprised. ‘How did you know that?’


‘I know professors at both institutions. Call them scouts, if you will. Their job is to send me the work of talented students who they think show promise. I’ve received papers you’ve written from both of my scouts, on historical and astronomical subjects. You make an impression.’


‘Well, I . . . thanks,’ Alby said, a little chuffed.


Hades turned to Lily. ‘As for you, young lady, you also make an impression. Later, when things have quieted somewhat, I should very much like to speak with you about your singular heritage, your lineage.’


‘Okay . . .’ Lily said hesitantly. ‘Sure.’


‘Yes, later.’ Mae swatted their conversation away with mock annoyance. ‘Right now, Lord Hades is mine and I have more questions for him.’


Hades just gave Lily a quick nod and turned back to Mae.


And then, on the morning of his third day at home, Jack was shaken awake by Zoe.


‘Jack,’ she said urgently, ‘your new buddy Hades says he needs to talk to you right away. He says his world just went to shit.’







 


‘Captain,’ Hades said, ‘we have to go to New York. Now.’


‘Why?’ Jack asked, gripping a coffee mug.


With them were Zoe, Lily, Alby and Mae, all listening attentively.


‘I just got this message on my emergency voicemail service from my butler in Manhattan.’


Hades clicked a button on his cell phone and a recorded message played on the speaker:


‘Sir,’ a very prim and proper voice said, ‘it’s Geoffrey. Your assets are being attacked. All your trust accounts and shareholdings are being liquidated as I speak. All of your passwords have been changed and all of our computers have been shut out. After what happened at the Games, the new kings held a conclave and ordered forced-abdication proceedings against you.’


There was a long pause.


‘And, sir, the Slave King has been called upon to apprehend both you and Captain West.’


Jack threw a look at Hades.


The prim voice went on. ‘I have spirited away those heirlooms and works of art that I know you cherish. They are safe for now in your little hideaway in Rome, along with your emergency cash fund. The Slave King must be on his way here right now. If there is anything else in the apartment that you need or want, I suggest you come here immediately and get it. As you know better than most, the Slave King is not to be trifled with.’


Click.




Jack looked hard at Hades. ‘Forced-abdication proceedings? And who or what is a Slave King? Are there actually five kings?’


‘No. Just four. “Slave King” is a name used by some in noble circles to describe a very dangerous royal official.’ Hades stared off into space for a moment. ‘I thought I would have more time. They moved fast. Two kings were killed during the chaos at the Games, but their royal families have clearly acted quickly and anointed their heirs as kings.’


He looked at the group gathered around him. ‘And now the other three kings have turned against me. I am being decapitated. They are taking my crown from me. My title, my throne, my lands, my entire kingdom.’


‘Why?’


‘Formally, because the Games failed to produce a King of Kings,’ Hades said. ‘That was my sworn duty and I failed at it. Less formally, it’s probably because I failed to stop you from disrupting the Supreme Ceremony that was supposed to install Orlando as the King of Kings. And then I fled with you.’


‘And this Slave King, who is he?’


Hades shook his head. ‘Every system must have a policeman, Jack. Someone who enforces the law. The four kingdoms are no different. When someone breaks the rules of the kingdoms—from assassination attempts to simple theft—they must be punished.


‘In the shadow world of the four kingdoms, that individual is both chief policeman and chief jailer. He is officially known as the Governor of the Royal Prison at Erebus. Over the millennia, the various Governors have used slaves as guards at Erebus, so the holder of the position has become colloquially known as the Slave King.’


‘And now he has orders to hunt down and arrest the two of us?’ Jack said.


‘Yes. And with the resources at his disposal, he is very well equipped for the task.’


Hades pressed his lips together tightly.




‘Captain, we are entering a perilous new phase in the state of the world. The Omega Event is coming: the ultimate singularity, the instantaneous collapse of the universe as it reaches its expansion point. The end of all things.


‘And with the failure of the Games to reveal the Mysteries to Orlando—and appoint him King of Kings—the royal world has been plunged into a very unstable interregnum.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Zoe said.


‘The Great Games had one paramount purpose,’ Hades said, ‘to select the “King of Kings”, the emperor of the world, or as it is put in some texts, the Alpha.


‘The winning king’s prize for sponsoring the successful champion was twofold: first, to be installed as King of Kings; and, second, to receive the Mysteries, the sacred ultra-ancient knowledge that would guide us safely through the two trials that, when overcome, prevent the coming Omega Event.’


‘Which is the collapse of the universe,’ Zoe clarified.


‘Yes,’ Hades said.


‘Kind of a big deal . . .’ Alby said softly.


Hades said, ‘What should have happened after the Games was this: after Jack won, his sponsor-king, Orlando, should have stepped inside the black obelisk in the temple atop the Underworld and received the Mysteries.


‘Not wanting to see Orlando attain such power, Jack prevented this from happening, so Orlando did not receive the Mysteries and did not become the King of Kings. The title of King of Kings is now moot. To prevent the Omega Event, we must now find the Mysteries some other way.’


‘And use them to overcome the two trials,’ Alby said.


‘Yes.’


‘So what are the two trials?’


Hades said, ‘The two trials are known as the Trial of the Cities and the Trial of the Mountains.’


‘Wait,’ Zoe said. ‘The Mysteries. What exactly are they? Clues? Commands?’




‘Information,’ Mae answered. ‘Instructions. Ancient information and instructions. Over the years during my research into the kingdoms, I’ve encountered only a handful of references to the Mysteries, fragments at best. There are, so far as I can tell, five or six Mysteries. They’re a series of directives or instructions that guide one through the two trials and thus prevent the Omega Event.’


She looked at Hades, who nodded. ‘This is correct.’


‘Does anyone know what the Mysteries are?’ Lily asked.


‘Not in their entirety, no,’ Hades said. ‘That was to be the privilege of the king whose champion won the Games. Mind you, the Mysteries are ultimately information, and information can be unearthed in other ways.


‘Over the centuries, many have tried to find out the nature of the Mysteries, including royal historians, disciples of the Catholic Church and even some noted members of the Invisible College. But after all that, as Mae says, all we have are fragments of the whole, fleeting mentions of the Mysteries by those who talked or wrote about them throughout the course of history.’


‘Like who?’ Alby asked.


‘Well, like Zeus,’ Hades said. ‘He was the king who sponsored Hercules when he won the Games three thousand years ago. He was also a ruler of such charisma and power that three millennia of tales and legends have turned him into a god—the king of the gods, no less.’


Hades pulled out his cell phone and swiped to a password-protected photo album.


He pulled up a photo. It was a shot of a very old sheet of papyrus, encased in a glass frame:




[image: image]


Hades showed the image to the group. ‘You will no doubt recognise the language.’


‘The Word of Thoth,’ Jack said. The indecipherable ancient language that only the Oracle of Siwa—Lily and her twin, Alexander—could read.


‘This papyrus belongs to the King of Land. It is held in a humidity-controlled vault in the Hall of Royal Records in England.


‘I was privileged to see it during a dinner held there thirty years ago by a previous Land King and attended by the other three kings. This papyrus has been passed down from Land King to Land King for over three thousand years. It is known as the Zeus Papyrus since it was written at Zeus’s personal command by the Oracle at the time of Hercules’s famous victory.’


‘Do you want Lily to translate it?’ Zoe asked.




‘I don’t need her to,’ Hades said, flicking to the next photo. ‘Lily’s grandfather, a previous Oracle, already did that.’


This next photo showed a sheet of paper with handwritten text on it in English:


When mighty Hercules won the Games for me, my prize was an army, an indomitable force of men of bronze, to guard me on my sacred mission to the Three Secret Cities.


I also received the Mysteries: wondrous visions seared into my mind as I stood inside the obelisk, including two odes regarding the two trials to be overcome.


THE TRIAL OF THE CITIES


No oceans.


No clouds.


No rivers.


No rain.


The world a wasteland of misery and pain.


THE TRIAL OF THE MOUNTAINS


Five iron mountains. Five bladed keys. Five doors, forever locked. But mark you, only those who survive the Fall, May enter the supreme labyrinth And look upon the face of the Omega.


The Mysteries guided me through the first trial. That trial required me to take the Three Immortal Weapons to the Three Secret Cities, empower the weapons at them, and, thus empowered, perform the sacred ritual with the weapons at the Altar of the Cosmos before the next rising of Sagittarius over the Sun.




Let all who follow in my footsteps know: the journey to the Three Secret Cities begins at the end.


The second trial only begins once the first is completed—


‘That’s where the papyrus is torn, cut off,’ Hades said.


‘Take the Three Immortal Weapons . . .’ Lily said.


‘. . . to the Three Secret Cities . . .’ Zoe said.


‘. . . before the next rising of Sagittarius over the Sun . . .’ Alby said thoughtfully. He spun and started typing on his computer.


‘The journey begins at the end . . .’ Jack said.


‘I know a little about the Three Immortal Weapons,’ Hades said. ‘But not so much about the cities and nothing about the celestial event mentioned in the papyrus.’


Jack turned. ‘Alby? The celestial event?’


Alby looked up from his computer. ‘I have a couple of ideas. Let me do some searching.’


Jack said to the others, ‘I heard about the Three Secret Cities during the Games. Orlando’s chief advisor from the Church, Cardinal Mendoza, mentioned them to me: Thule, Atlas and Ra.’


‘The fabled cities of Thule, Atlas and Ra,’ Hades said. ‘Their locations are three of antiquity’s greatest secrets.’


‘But Mendoza didn’t say anything about three weapons, let alone immortal ones,’ Jack said. ‘What are they?’


‘They are, quite simply, the three most famous weapons in history,’ Hades said. ‘The Sword of the Rock, the Trident of the Sealord and the Helmet of Hades.


‘They were sometimes called the Three Weapons of the Kings, since they have always been owned by three of the four legendary kings. The fourth kingdom, the Kingdom of Sky, being more spiritual than its brother realms, takes pride in not being hostile, so its military item is a shield. I don’t know the locations of the first two weapons, but given that I was until recently the King of the Underworld, I do know where the Helmet of Hades resides.’


‘Where?’




‘In a vault in my apartment in New York,’ Hades said. ‘It is my helmet, after all. I also keep one artefact related to the Mysteries in that same vault, a stone tablet believed to be part of the altar mentioned in the Zeus Papyrus: the Altar of the Cosmos.


‘But Geoffrey cannot access these two items: that vault is biometrically sealed. Only I can open it. If you want to save the world, Captain, you have to come with me to New York and open that vault right now.’


Jack stared at Hades for a long moment.


Then, despite his exhaustion and his wounds, he stood. ‘Well, what are we waiting for? Everybody, grab your stuff. We’re wheels-up in thirty minutes.’







 


Things had moved quickly from there.


Lily and Alby grabbed some clothes and computers and dashed into the Sky Warrior.


Sky Monster fuelled up the plane.


Zoe threw some rugged clothes and weapons into a suitcase: guns, ammo and a hockey helmet.


She said to Jack, ‘I’m not gonna be on the other side of the world when everything goes down this time.’


Mae shoved past Jack and Hades and started grabbing books from Jack’s office bookshelf: textbooks, scrolls, parchments.


‘I gather you’re coming along, too, Mum,’ Jack said.


‘Bet your ass I’m coming,’ Mae Merriweather said. She jerked her chin at Hades. ‘I’ve been studying these kingdoms my whole life. Not only do I want to see his artefacts, I want to keep learning everything I can about the four kingdoms from one of their kings.’


Twenty minutes later, everyone was ready and on board the Sky Warrior.


Only one member of the group remained behind: E-147. He needed to rest the foot he had broken during the Games. He would remain at the farm to mind the dogs.


‘And remember,’ Jack said to him, ‘no eating the dogs.’


E-147 had nodded obediently as he’d patted Roxy.


* * *




The Sky Warrior lifted off.


After a short time, Sky Monster switched it over to autopilot and joined the others in the main cabin.


He sat down as Hades checked his voicemail service again, to see if his butler in New York had left him any further updates or, more importantly, warnings.


There were three messages on the system this time.


Hades played them on speaker so Jack could hear.


The first was from his butler, Geoffrey: ‘Sir, all is well in the apartment, for now.’


‘Can you trust him?’ Jack said.


Hades nodded. ‘With my life.’


He keyed the second message . . .


. . . and out of the speaker came a voice that, by the look on his face, Hades clearly had not expected to hear, that of Minotus, the King of the Minotaurs at the Underworld in India.


He was shouting desperately.


‘My Lord! It is Minotus! After the Games ended, one of the silver coffins in the hanging tower opened!’


A gunshot rang out behind him, loud and sharp.


‘A . . . a thing . . . emerged from it: a man made of armour, impenetrable bronze armour. He has killed fifty of my minotaurs so far and we are trying to contain him! Help us! Please!’


The call cut off abruptly, crashing to static.


Hades grabbed another phone and tried calling Minotus immediately, but the line was dead. It didn’t even ring.


Hades swallowed. ‘Good Lord . . .’


Jack eyed him closely. ‘Any idea what’s in those coffins, Anthony?’


Hades nodded. ‘Later.’


‘Jesus, Jack,’ Sky Monster breathed. ‘There were hundreds of those coffins there.’


Of all the members of Jack’s team, only Sky Monster had been with him through the entirety of the Great Games. It had been an illuminating and tough experience for him, especially given that he was a touch overweight and more used to waiting in the plane reading luxury jet and yacht magazines while Jack ran around in dangerous places.


Notably, Sky Monster had been at Jack’s side during the dramatic car race of the Fifth Challenge, when they had seen the tower hanging above the abyss, the one containing countless coffins in rectangular recesses.


Jack said, ‘I’ll call Stretch and Pooh Bear. They’re back in Dubai, so they’re pretty close to the Underworld in India. I’ll send them there while we go to New York.’


And then Hades played the third message.


A slow measured voice came from the speaker.


When it did, Hades visibly stiffened, his eyes widening with unconcealed fear.


‘Lord Hades,’ the deep voice said, ‘this is Yago, the Governor of the Royal Prison. You have been charged with treason against the four thrones. A valid royal warrant has been issued for your arrest. Once apprehended, you are to be conveyed to the prison at Erebus and imprisoned there for the rest of your natural life.’


There was a pregnant pause before the voice added: ‘I’m coming for you, brother dearest.’







 


‘All right,’ Jack said as they sat in a circle in the Sky Warrior’s main cabin almost twenty-one hours later.


They had flown almost halfway around the world and were now only an hour out of New York.


He looked at Hades. ‘I want to know three things: first, everything you can tell me about the Three Immortal Weapons—in particular, this helmet in your New York apartment; second, what’s going on at the Underworld; and third, why that prison-governor-Slave-King guy called you “brother dearest”?’


Hades bowed his head, nodding.


‘The three weapons have wended their way through tales and folklore for centuries. The Greek myths say that they were forged by Cyclops—the master blacksmith and weapon maker—for the three greatest gods of his age, the brother-kings Zeus, Poseidon and Hades. But according to my history books, the three weapons pre-date those men.


‘The first weapon is the Sword of the Rock, the blade of the Land King, an ancient sabre that has been wielded by many great Land Kings throughout the ages: from Zeus to the pharaoh Rameses II to Jesus the Nazarene to the British king known as Arthur. It has had many names over the centuries—Calibor, Caliburn, the Burning Blade, the Sword of the Rock, the Sword in the Stone, the Sabre of Fire—but the name that most know it by is Excalibur.’


‘Oh, my . . .’ Mae whispered.


‘Is its location known?’ Zoe asked.


‘It is. The Sword resides in the same place it has lain for the last 1,200 years, the Tomb of Arthur in the crypt of the castle of Avalon,’ Hades said. ‘The ancestral home of the Land King.’


‘And the second weapon?’ Jack asked.


‘The Trident of the Sealord,’ Hades said, ‘famously wielded by the man known to history as Poseidon. Strictly speaking, it is actually a triple-bladed mace, not a trident. Its location, however, is not known.’


‘And the helmet?’ Jack said.


‘The Helmet of Hades,’ Hades said, ‘my unique crown. It is a wondrous thing, forged from a strange other-worldly alloy. Like bronze but not. As strong as steel, but lighter. It is fashioned in the style of a Corinthian helmet, with a sharply pointed nose-guard, cheekplates and a plume. In fact, there’s a good picture of it—and the Sword, in fact—on the coat of arms of the US Military Academy at West Point.’


A quick Google search on Alby’s computer brought up the West Point coat of arms:


[image: image]


Jack gazed at the helmet in the centre of the image and the sheathed sword behind it.


Hades went on. ‘Like the Sword, over the aeons the Helmet of Hades has attained other names and mythical capabilities. It has been called the Helm of Darkness and the Helmet of Invisibility, but in my experience, it confers no such fantastical ability.’


‘And it’s in your vault in New York?’ Zoe said.




‘Yes.’


‘Okay, then,’ Jack said. ‘What about the Underworld? What’s going on there with the silver coffins?’


Hades said, ‘Of course, as the King of the Underworld, I have long known about those coffins in the hanging tower. On my father’s death, when I inherited his kingdom, my father left me a long note about the kingdom and, especially, that tower. Regarding the silver coffins, he wrote, Do not even attempt to open them, for you will not be able to. They will unseal of their own accord when the time comes. And do not stand in the way of their occupants.’


Hades looked away into the distance, remembering.


‘I followed my father’s advice and did not try to open those coffins. But I was curious. On a few occasions I tried to peer into them using modern techniques like X-ray and sonic resonance imaging.


‘I saw man-shaped figures in them, lying on their backs, completely still. Scans showed that they were both inanimate and inorganic. Statues. Statues made of a dense metal of some kind. In all the years that I was King of the Underworld, they lay there silent and unmoving, so I eventually assumed they were simply votive or decorative. I never knew they could come alive.’


Jack nodded.


‘And the governor of the royal jail, this Slave King, he’s your brother?’


‘My younger brother, yes. Yago DeSaxe. In age, we are only four years apart. When we were growing up, we were close. We did everything together. But we were competitive, competitive at all things.


‘Jack, in the last week, a metaphorical curtain has been pulled aside for you, allowing you a glimpse of the true royal power system that runs the world. I have a feeling that as things progress, you’re going to see more of that system. As you have seen already, it is based on a strict order of heredity. Well, let me tell you, in royal households younger siblings can be deadly.


‘For it is the eldest son who inherits their father’s title, castles and lands. Younger siblings get little or sometimes nothing at all. To make matters worse, very often they find themselves having to obey without question someone who was once their childhood playmate.’


‘Like Iolanthe and Orlando,’ Lily said. ‘During the Games, Iolanthe wasn’t happy at all when he tried to sell her off into a strategic marriage.’


Hades nodded. ‘It’s exactly like that. Keep an eye on Iolanthe, though. She’s a clever one. She is also the Keeper of the Royal Records for the Kingdom of Land, a modest position, to be sure, and one that many dismiss as a glorified librarian. But her twin libraries are very old and very comprehensive. I have a feeling that keepers of historic knowledge like Iolanthe will assume tremendous significance in the coming days.’


Hades sighed.


‘Orlando and Iolanthe’s relationship is positively sweet compared to mine and Yago’s.


‘When I inherited my father’s throne in the Underworld, Yago stopped speaking to me, even though I gave him many properties and enormous amounts of money. After our competitive childhood, that wasn’t enough. Yago saw me only through a lens of resentment, bitterness and envy.


‘As our father aged and it became clear that I would inherit his crown and kingdom, Father arranged for Yago to be appointed Governor of the Royal Prison. The Prison at Erebus is remote, but Yago’s is an important position and in certain circumstances, a very powerful one.’


‘Like now,’ Zoe said.


‘Yes, like now,’ Hades said sadly. ‘For now my brother is the royal jailer who has orders to hunt me down. He will do it and he will do it with pleasure, because for many years Yago has believed himself to be not merely my equal but my superior, and with my kingdom stripped from me, now he is correct.’


A long silence followed.


Alby broke it.


‘Jack,’ he said. ‘Lily and I have something to add.’




They had been busily working on Alby’s computer for most of the flight.


‘Shoot.’


‘We’ve been looking up the celestial event mentioned in the papyrus: the “rising of Sagittarius over the Sun”. As everyone knows, Sagittarius is a constellation of stars and a sign of the Zodiac. What fewer people know is that, when you look at it, Sagittarius is the closest constellation to the galactic centre, the supermassive black hole at the core of our galaxy, the Milky Way.’


‘Astronomers call that supermassive black hole Sagittarius A* or Sagittarius A-star,’ Lily said. ‘As well as being the densest object in our galaxy, Sagittarius A-star is also a rich source of radio waves: a constant outflowing stream of them. Right now, owing to the time of year, Sagittarius A-star is hidden behind the sun.’


‘Right,’ Alby said, ‘and according to our calculations, in exactly seven days—on 1 December, starting at 8:05 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time—for approximately twelve minutes, Sagittarius A-star will rise from behind the sun and bombard the Earth with its stream of radio waves. Then it will retreat back behind the sun.


‘Don’t worry about the radio waves; they won’t hurt us. They’ll just pass right through the planet and our bodies. But, do you remember that runaway galaxy that was charging toward Earth before the Great Games? The Hydra Galaxy?’


‘Yes,’ Jack said. It was hard to forget the image of the swastika-shaped spiral galaxy speeding toward Earth.


‘Do you remember how it carved a perfectly straight swathe through other galaxies on its way toward us? Like an empty path through the stars?’


‘I do,’ Jack said. ‘During the Games, Iolanthe even told me that the Hydra Galaxy was “clearing the way” for something, something connected to Isaac Newton’s writings about some kind of “return call”.’


‘She was absolutely right,’ Alby said. ‘Get this: that perfectly straight path will be positioned right behind Earth when Sagittarius peeks over the sun. The result: its radio waves will pass through our planet and then out along that path of empty space right to the source of the Hydra Galaxy, way out in the centre of the universe. The Hydra Galaxy was literally paving the way for this event.’


‘So the radio waves won’t hurt us themselves,’ Lily said. ‘But when they pass through the Earth, they will somehow confirm that the Trial of the Cities has been fulfilled?’


‘Correct. And if we fail to complete the trial,’ Jack said, ‘the world becomes “a wasteland of misery and pain”.’


The cabin fell silent.


Jack looked at his watch. Today was 24 November. Crunch time was the twelve minutes beginning at 8:05 p.m. GMT on 1 December.


‘So we have seven days to find the Mysteries and fulfil the first trial, the Trial of the Cities,’ he said.


No-one spoke as the scope of their task set in: three fabled weapons, three lost cities and a sacred altar that all had to be found in one week.


‘Fuck me . . .’ said Mae.


‘You can say that again,’ Hades said.


‘Fuck me . . .’ Mae said.


‘Okay,’ Jack said. ‘We know what we have to do. Everybody gear up and make sure you know your places when we get to Hades’s apartment. Make no mistake, when we hit New York, we’re going to hit the ground running.’







 


As Jack’s jet shot up the eastern seaboard of the United States toward New York City, three other private planes were also heading there.


The first was coming from the south, from somewhere in Central America.


It was a privately-owned grey C-17 Globemaster III military transport plane, one that had been heavily modified.


On its outside, carefully blended into its flanks, was some state-of-the-art weaponry including AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles, M61 Vulcan rotary cannons and an AN/AAQ-24 directional infrared countermeasure system designed to protect it from heat-seeking missiles; on the inside, in its massive hold (which could store, among other things, an Abrams tank or a CH-53E Super Stallion helicopter) was its main feature and reason for being: a row of six reinforced steel cells.


The huge grey plane bore a special serial number on its tail that allowed it immediate and unquestioned landing privileges in any civilised country in the world. Indeed, it had just been granted priority landing status at Newark Airport, west of Manhattan, forcing every other aircraft on approach to hold back and wait.


This was because it was the personal aircraft—and flying jail—of the Governor of the Royal Prison at Erebus, Mr Yago DeSaxe.


The second aircraft speeding toward New York came from England. It also bore a special tail number—ostensibly registered to the British royal family but in reality owned by the Land Kingdom—which also guaranteed it unfettered entry into any nation.


This plane was headed for JFK Airport, east of the city, and inside it was a very royal passenger.


The third and final plane racing Jack’s to New York that day was the smallest but fastest of the three: a sleek Bombardier Global 8000, the most expensive private jet in the world.


In it were eight stony-faced men.


With them inside their luxurious jet was a small arsenal of machine guns, pistols, grenades—both incendiary and smoke—tactical helmets and Kevlar body armour.


Their plane had a cage in it as well, just a single one.


The Bombardier also possessed a special registration number that allowed it to bypass the usual entry requirements of the United States, no questions asked.


This plane had been cleared for landing at McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey, to the south of New York City. It was coming from Aragon Castle in Italy and it carried inside it the Knights of the Golden Eight.
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SECOND PURSUIT


THE NEW YORK TAKEDOWN
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Let the mind be enlarged . . . to the grandeur of the Mysteries.


FRANCIS BACON
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NEW YORK & NEW JERSEY
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SAXONY TOWER & SURROUNDS
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24 NOVEMBER, 0600 HOURS U.S. EASTERN TIME


In the pre-dawn light, the Sky Warrior touched down at Teterboro Airport, a small private airport on the Jersey side of the Hudson, fifteen miles from New York City.


It taxied to a halt in front of Hades’s personal hangar.


Two helicopters were waiting for it, their rotors already turning.


The bigger one was a huge AgustaWestland AW101, the same VIP model of chopper that, painted green and christened Marine One, flew the President of the United States.


The second chopper was smaller, a luxurious Eurocopter EC155, which in any other environment would have been a showstopper all by itself, but beside the AW101, it looked positively modest.


Jack, Lily, Mae and Hades strode straight off the Sky Warrior and into the big AW101. The helicopter’s airstairs folded up behind them and it took off immediately.


Zoe and Alby boarded the smaller Eurocopter, heading for their positions.


No sooner were the two choppers in the air than Sky Monster taxied away in the Sky Warrior, soaring off into the sky to wait at Republic Airport, a little regional airstrip on Long Island.


The mighty AgustaWestland AW101 helicopter thundered through the sky, making a beeline for the southern end of Manhattan.




Speeding low and fast over the streets of Jersey City and then the broad expanse of the Hudson River, its journey—which in a car would’ve taken an hour—took exactly eleven minutes.


As they soared alongside the skyline of New York City, Jack gazed out at its many skyscrapers, including, right ahead of him, the enormous Freedom Tower at the World Trade Center.
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