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  PROLOGUE




  AD 374 – Egypt




  The Egyptian Desert




  Tarasios of Luxor stared into the face of the taller man’s fierce, cold eyes. The sharpened edge of the engraved pugio pressed against his throat was already drawing

  blood, and the pressure of the blade on his larynx choked his breath. No matter what came next, he knew that this encounter ended with the blade being given a sharp jolt by the powerful man,

  cutting through his throat and sending him out of this life. That much was a certainty. His earthly journey was already over.




  But there was still hope for good, even great good. He would be free, and his liberation would be the cause’s surety.




  The taller man, who held a military bearing and whose well-worn garments bore imperial insignia, grabbed at Tarasios’s hair with his free hand.




  ‘Your companions have left you, little man. Your pathetic followers have fled like desert rats into the sand.’ He spat the words with a cruel venom.




  ‘They know what persecution means,’ Tarasios answered back, forcing a defiance into his tone in the face of his certain death. ‘They know what you and your men will do to them

  if they’re caught.’




  The officer smiled, satisfied. ‘Good. At least their fear is justified. Perhaps there’s some knowledge in these “Knowers” after all.’ He peered deep into his

  victim’s eyes. He expected to see terror there. Hopelessness. Panic. Instead he saw only resolve, and his fury rose in response.




  ‘Tell me where they’ve gone,’ he demanded, forcing back Tarasios’s head and pressing the blade’s sharp edge further into his protruding neck. Blood began to seep

  across the metal surface. ‘Tell me where your friends have run to, and I will spare your worthless life.’




  The knife still in his throat, a confident smile curled the edges of Tarasios’s mouth. ‘My life, as you call it, is already saved. I am free.’ Defiant against the pain, he

  forced his forehead down and stared directly into the persecutor’s eyes.




  ‘I will tell you no more. Do what you must.’




  The soldier waited only a moment longer. The man would give him nothing – nothing but delays, distraction and heretical talk. Nothing worth putting off the inevitable for, not any

  longer.




  With a powerful, swift motion, he wrenched the knife sharply to the right, severing tendons, vocal cords and arteries in a single motion.




  Tarasios’s eyes bulged, but he did not remove them from his attacker’s face. As the blood poured from his throat, he watched the world fade to black in peace. He was already

  free.




  Twenty minutes later, a nineteen-year-old compatriot, nearing the point of exhaustion, continued his fevered run. The sun was already beginning to set over the distant dunes, but Eunomius knew

  the dusk gave him little advantage. The persecutions of his people were government sanctioned and the officers had at their disposal horses, weapons and highly trained soldiers. They would be close

  behind. He only prayed that Tarasios had been able to delay them long enough to give him the time he needed.




  The key had to be hidden before they found him. That was all that mattered. The ignorant soldiers only wanted his brethren, all those who had followed Tarasios and his truths. In their pathetic

  desire to eradicate the Empire of unwanted beliefs, they had no idea what was really at stake. Today, Eunomius would use that ignorance to his advantage. As long as he could hide the key, he would

  accept whatever they chose to do with his body.




  His lungs burning from exertion, at last he came upon the spot the group had chosen two kalends past, before the persecutions had fragmented them so desperately. Eunomius slowed to a jog. Before

  him was the ideal hiding place, one that would ensure the key’s safety for years – even generations. For as long as was necessary.




  Catching his breath, Eunomius navigated by memory rather than the illusion of his eyes, and clambered to the entrance, stepping into the darkness of the cave. Navigating his way through the

  blackness by feeling along the wall with his fingers, at last he arrived at the cleft in the rock that he knew was there. Kneeling, he reached beneath his cloak and removed the small jar containing

  the object. After pressing it to his forehead in devotion, he pushed as far into the cleft as his arm would allow and deposited his charge.




  Drawing back, he brought all movement to a halt. Outside, he could hear the sounds of men approaching. They had found him. In a matter of moments, his body would be theirs.




  Though the darkness was complete, Eunomius closed his eyes, raising his hands to shoulder level, and uttered a familiar prayer as a feeling of peace swept over him. His initiation had taken

  place only two years ago, when the world had seemed a calmer, more tolerant place. He had never suspected that the ultimate liberation would be delayed in this way, nor that he would be given such

  a critical role in preserving it for posterity. But these were the ways of the fleeting world and this fallen, wretched life. He was honoured to fight for a higher cause.




  His prayer finished and his duty complete, Eunomius opened his eyes and stood. Filled with resolve, he backtracked to the entrance of the cave. After the darkness of its depths, even the hazy

  brightness of dusk was blinding. He took a moment to absorb the fleeting rays before climbing down, away from its entrance, and taking his final position at a dark opening in the nearby stone,

  before which the men would find him.




  Their arrival came swiftly. The sounds Eunomius had heard were replaced by the vision of approaching soldiers as he stood his ground on the diminutive ledge. The group assembled below him, and

  from the edge of his vision Eunomius tracked the motion of two who climbed up the stone, striving for positions on either side of his post.




  It was perfect. He was ready for his freedom.




  Gazing into the clutch of men, he met the stare of a taller soldier whose garments marked him out as their leader. Concentrating intently on the man, Eunomius took a deep breath and shouted with

  full force the only word that mattered.




  ‘LIBERATION!’




  Even as the shout echoed off the stone hillside into the desert sands, a sword appeared at his right, glistened a moment in the evening sun, and with a swift flicker severed his head from his

  body and his life from the wantonness of the physical world.




  The Modern Day – eight months ago




  In the dark, solitary room, Albinus sat shaking, his whole body a mass of profound agitation. He could turn on the lights – in the windowless room they would not betray

  him – but the darkness felt safer. He held the cordless phone tight against his cheek, its rounded edge pressed firmly into his jawbone, the dialling tone droning in his ear. Sweat ran in

  rivulets down his face, dripping off the tip of his nose and making the phone slippery in his hands.




  What have I done? What am I doing?




  He was terrified, but there seemed no other choice. What was being planned was too terrible, its consequences unfathomable. His conscience would never let him live with the guilt if he did not

  make contact with someone who could stop this before it began.




  Liberation was not meant to be purchased at such a cost.




  In the darkness, he unfolded the scrap of paper on which he had scribbled the number for the FBI’s public line, refreshing his memory with the green illumination of the phone’s

  keypad. A moment later, his fingers nervously pressed into the digits.




  The phone rang once. Twice. By the third and fourth rings his pulse began to increase. Someone’s got to answer. A feeling in his gut told him he would not have another chance to

  make his call.




  After the sixth ring, the line connected. Albinus’s breath stopped.




  ‘You have reached the FBI automated reporting service . . .’




  His heart sank. An automated line. This was not what he had anticipated. Maybe it should have been, he suddenly realized; but second-guessing himself was too easy a trap for despair.




  He could not abandon his only hope.




  When the message was complete and a long tone signalled him to start, Albinus sputtered his anxious words into the phone. He had prepared himself for a conversation, not a one-way summary.




  ‘I’m, I’m . . . my name isn’t important. I have information . . . on an attack. Chicago. Something terrible . . . from the Church of Truth . . .’ He gasped, his

  breath seeming to fail him, words insufficient for the magnitude of his message. ‘A terrible set of events is coming. You have to stop it.’




  The leadership assembled in an air of urgency. The Great Leader was seated, his closest aides gathered around him, to deal with the defection that threatened to put decades of preparation at

  risk. The date that loomed only months away had been fixed as their target, symbolic and infused with too much meaning to be abandoned, and movements all across the globe were now advancing.




  ‘It’s Albinus,’ one of the brothers offered, hesitantly. He pushed the name out of tight lips, his Italian accent struggling with its strange, foreign shape.




  ‘He’s always been weak-willed,’ added another, his Spanish inflection contrasting with the Italian’s, ‘but we never thought he would go this far.’ His broad

  shoulders alternated between a frustrated droop and an angry, flexed tension.




  ‘How far, precisely?’ The Great Leader kept his tone firm. He did not need the others’ anger overtaking their focus.




  ‘He’s gone to the FBI.’ The man who answered stood directly opposite him, his arms firmly folded across his chest. If he felt any emotion at all, his features did not show it.

  ‘We’ve had it confirmed from the inside. He left a tip this morning. Used our name. Mentioned an attack. They’re going to be on watch.’




  The words provoked a deeper tension, broken only by the Italian who spoke the obvious implication, his eyes more afraid than upset. ‘Our shield of secrecy is broken. This “veil of

  anonymity” as you called it – it’s gone. Andato.’




  The Great Leader absorbed the words, the slight pulsing of flesh at his cheeks the only evidence of the grinding of his teeth beneath. The compelling vigour of his features – the intense

  eyes, inset beneath a brow whose gentle lines bespoke wisdom and experience, with cheekbones shaped enough to suggest power without being so angular as to seem vicious – now seemed hidden

  behind a sheen of concentration.




  Finally, he peered up at his men.




  ‘Albinus must be stopped. Tonight. Co-opt the Arab if you need him. We can’t have this man telling the authorities any more than he already has.’ He turned directly to the

  Italian, whose frustration visibly transformed into a resolve to match the Great Leader’s own.




  ‘Don’t be gentle. Show him just what happens to defectors from a righteous cause.’




  The slender man’s face switched to pleasure. He knew the order gave him carte blanche over just how much pain and suffering could precede Albinus’s execution. He rose, together with

  three of the others, each nodding reverently and turning for the exit.




  The sterner man opposite the Leader stood firm.




  ‘And our plan?’ he asked. ‘The cause itself?’




  The Great Leader looked long into his eyes. The customary intensity of his own was now back in full force.




  ‘Another approach will have to be devised,’ he answered. His confidence was not shaken.




  ‘Silence is no longer our ally. It’s time to make other friends.’










  Part One




  THE PRESENT




  SUNDAY, JULY 1ST










  CHAPTER 1




  Hays Mews, London




  In the early morning silence, the creaking floorboard tore into Andrew Wess’s consciousness like a siren. At first his groggy head took it as the last traces of whatever

  dream he had just escaped, the strange creak of boards and shuffling of papers the leftovers of scenes his mind had concocted in sleep. Glancing at the large clock opposite the armchair in which

  he’d passed the night, he registered the early hour. It was far too early to be up.




  Then he heard the noises again: a repeat of a creaking floorboard, the sound of drawers being opened and papers shuffled. Andrew’s back stiffened. The sounds that had roused him from sleep

  had not come from his dreams. These were distinct and real, and his taut skin immediately went cold.




  ‘Wake up,’ he whispered to the woman asleep on the sofa next to his chair. Their impromptu sleep on the sitting-room furniture had come after a late evening of conversation that had

  been more engaging than either had anticipated. After a lifetime of tête-à-têtes, they could still keep each other totally enthralled for hours on end.




  The woman’s head rested against one of the settee’s padded arms, her sleep deep.




  ‘Emily, wake up,’ Andrew repeated, stepping lightly towards her position, his voice still hushed. ‘Someone’s in the house.’




  In the darkness, the two men found navigation of the semidetached townhouse a challenge. Each carried a pen light, but they had surveilled the area thoroughly and were aware

  that residents in the elegant neighbourhood were prone to report unusual activities to the police, so they kept their use to a minimum.




  ‘This way, it looks like her office,’ one man whispered to the other. With a nod of his head he indicated a doorway to the right, behind which lay the makeshift office of Dr Emily

  Wess’s London home. They had already located and searched a similar room which served as her husband’s study, but had found nothing. This, however, was the room with real potential. It

  was her work they were interested in, or rather, her possessions. She had acquired only two days ago the object of which they now intended to relieve her, and she had taken possession of it without

  having the faintest idea what it really was. They, however, knew its real value, and their leader had charged them to reclaim the one object that would enable them to undertake the greatest work in

  their history.




  Now it was somewhere here, in the dark of her home office, waiting to find its way into their hands. Ideally, they would have come when the house was empty, rather than at night when its

  occupants were asleep so close by; but the chances of her leaving the object unattended were slight, and they did not know how long she intended to keep it in her possession before transferring it

  to its new owners. No, a nighttime operation was what the situation demanded. She would wake in the morning to find the item gone, never knowing just what it was she had truly lost.




  Emily’s eyes sprang open and without further demurral she sat upright to face Andrew, crouched on the floor in front of her. Before she could speak, he reached up and

  held a finger over her mouth, ordering quiet. ‘Shh,’ he mouthed. Cupping his hand to his ear as an instruction, they both listened. The sounds coming from Emily’s office down the

  corridor were soft, but clear – sound travelled through the old house’s paper-thin walls as if they weren’t there.




  Someone was rifling through her desk.




  Andrew rose slightly and sat himself on the sofa next to Emily, grabbing her shoulders and turning her squarely towards him.




  ‘I’m going to see who it is,’ he said boldly. He scanned the room, assessing his options, as Emily leaned in and whispered into his ear.




  ‘Don’t even think about it. We don’t know who it is. They could be dangerous.’




  She reached across the sofa and grabbed the cordless phone from the end table.




  ‘There’s a bolt on the sliding door at the end of the corridor, just there.’ She motioned towards the entrance to the front room, keeping her voice as soft as she could.

  ‘Go slide it closed, quiet as you can, and lock it. I’m going to head to the closet and phone the police.’ The walk-in storage closet nestled between the front room and kitchen

  was enormous, almost an additional room secreted into the wall, and so overfull of linens, clothes and supplies that it would do a decent job of muffling her voice.




  Andrew’s heart was thumping painfully, unaccustomed to switching so rapidly from sleep to stress. He looked to Emily, caught her familiar eyes – he had known them for so long, seen

  them in so many settings.




  He gave her a firm squeeze on the arm, relinquishing the sentiment to the needs of the moment, and pulled her towards the edge of the sofa. Emily nodded, rose on bare feet and tiptoed into the

  closet, slowly pulling the door closed behind her.




  Though Andrew Wess was terrified, a nighttime break-in something he had never experienced, the protective instinct was stronger. He and Emily had matched wits since their childhood, had played

  and sparred and fought as equals. But whenever she had been in danger or in pain, Andrew had always been her protector. He was the one who bandaged the scraped knee, who fended off the neighbouring

  bullies and then taught her to do the same.




  The sounds continued, and the childhood memories fled. Convinced that Emily was well hidden, his motivation changed. Locking them in and hoping for the best wasn’t in his nature, and

  ridding the house of the intruders became Andrew’s priority. He scanned the room, looking for anything he might wield as a weapon. The sconces on the fireplace were too small to intimidate,

  much less pose any real threat if intimidation didn’t work. The corner lamp was too unwieldy and cumbersome.




  Then, in the room’s far corner, the perfect resource. God bless you, Em. Though he had never tried the game in his life, Emily’s love for golf suddenly became one of her

  greatest virtues: her well-stocked bag of clubs was perched in a corner nook. He had teased her so many times about her love for the sport. When he’d got the intruders out of the house,

  he’d have to be sure to offer a good apology for that.




  Andrew stepped lightly across the floor and extracted a suitably heavy driver from the bag, then made his way quietly into the central corridor. With each step, the sound of muffled voices and

  shuffling papers grew louder, and closer.










  CHAPTER 2




  Hays Mews, London




  In the midst of Emily Wess’s office, one of the men suddenly froze. His hands were still tucked midway through a large pile of folders and documents, and for an instant

  he questioned whether this was real. The doubt didn’t last. He knew what he held in his hands: success.




  Simon had always been a practical man, but in moments like this he could not help the fact that emotion demanded an equal share of his attention. All his labour and service in support of their

  cause were aimed at a spiritual end, after all, and Simon had always had a spiritual side. In this moment, nothing could diminish the significance of what they were here to claim. It was the

  greatest work he had ever undertaken, and it would mark out his life’s finest achievement.




  ‘I’ve found it.’ The words came out as a whisper. Despite his sense of success, he was not a man who would allow his awe to overcome his attention to circumstances. The woman

  and her husband were almost certainly asleep in the house, and speech needed to be kept to a minimum.




  As the second man turned towards him, Simon drew the padded folder out from the larger stack in a drawer of the artisan desk. A moment later, it lay open and they both peered down at its

  precious contents.




  A single, ancient sheet of browned paper, wrinkled with age.




  ‘You’re sure?’ The second man studied the page, puzzled by the antiquated lettering that covered its surface. He was naturally mistrustful, a characteristic that had served him

  well more than once in his difficult life; and at the moment his innate disbelief seemed justified. ‘It doesn’t look like a map.’




  The first man scrutinized the document to its smallest detail. His partner was right: it didn’t look like a map. But the script was familiar, matching the penmanship in the Book –

  the ancient journal that had been their unerring guide for as long as he could remember – perfectly.




  ‘I’m positive.’




  The other man still wasn’t convinced. ‘I don’t understand how that’s supposed to get Arthur to the keystone.’ If they returned to their leader without the authentic

  map, the repercussions would be severe.




  Simon looked up at him, his face suddenly bitter. He wanted to smack him for his inexcusable irreverence, but at the moment he was more concerned about the noise even a whispered rebuke would

  generate. They had spoken enough. He shot his partner an angry look.




  The man stopped protesting. He was used to being rebuked so Simon’s glare didn’t upset him. Besides, there was something different about his partner. The fierce man, whom he had

  never seen quake, however dire the circumstances, was physically shaking with excitement. His eyes almost sparkled, even in the darkness.




  Andrew Wess shifted a few steps further down the corridor, finally pausing beside the door to Emily’s study. Inside, the sounds of drawers being shuffled through had been

  supplanted by whispers and the scuffling of feet, then more recently by stillness.




  As he approached, Andrew’s fear began to give way to anger. He’d heard of the rise in burglaries in London, and could picture a pair of teenage thugs just inside the small room,

  drunk or drugged and acting on the assumption that whatever they wanted in life they could simply steal. Never mind the damage, or the fear they might instil in others. The thought infuriated him.

  Back home in Ohio, they still took hooligans out behind the proverbial woodshed for a good Midwestern, small-town ‘discussion’ with the local community. He didn’t know what they

  did with them in London, but he was absolutely not going to let them run free through their lives.




  As he stood just outside the door, his fury drove him to impulse. Taking a breath and marshalling his courage, he spun to his left and thrust himself into the door frame. It was a mistake, but

  one he didn’t have the experience or maturity to appreciate.




  ‘What the hell are you doing in our house!’ he thundered, raising the club high in his left hand, its titanium-plated, wooden head almost scraping the ceiling.




  The fact that the intruders were not drunken teens registered in less than a second. Andrew’s surprise at the sight of the two physically towering men standing over the desk was superseded

  by the shock of two rapid gunshots that broke the nighttime silence, even before the last word had thundered off his tongue. The man closest to him had drawn his pistol with remarkable speed and

  fired without hesitation.




  Andrew Wess dropped to the floor, his heart perforated by the bullets and his life already gone.




  ‘Fuck!’ The gunman stepped forward and nudged his pistol against Andrew’s lifeless body. The two wounds glistened like rosettes on his T-shirt, a

  black pool of blood already appearing beneath him.




  ‘Dammit. He’s going to be pissed.’ The gunman didn’t mind his partner’s constant insults, but the Great Leader’s were harder to bear.




  A moment later his face registered another, more immediate cause for concern as the sound of the gunshots continued to reverberate in the air.




  ‘Come on, time to go. We can’t get caught here.’ They hadn’t intended to be discovered, and certainly not for this operation to generate casualties. But circumstances

  were what they were, and had to be accommodated.




  The other man nodded, and enclosing the precious page back in the folder, tucked it securely under his arm. Stepping over the lifeless body of Andrew Wess, the two sprinted down the stairs to

  the rear door and disappeared into the labyrinthine streets of Shepherd Market and greater Westminster.




  From the back of the walk-in storage closet, Dr Emily Wess let the tears stream down her cheeks as she waited for the men to depart. Their words had come through the thin walls softly but

  clearly, and burned their way into her mind with clarity and permanence. Even through her emotional agony, she knew she must cling to them.




  She did not recognize the intruders’ voices, she did not know what they wanted or what they had found. The words that they had uttered made no sense and she did not know what delusions had

  led them into her home.




  She only knew that two gunshots had been followed by the noise of a body falling, and there had been no sound from Andrew since.










  CHAPTER 3




  Córdoba, Spain




  

    

      ‘The Disciple said, “Why do we not rest at once?”




      The Lord said, “When you lay down these burdens!”’


    


  




  In the middle of the circle a ceremonial oil lamp flickered a wavering light. The outdated mode of lighting was intentional, the gentle flame it produced an important part of

  the ritual. The bodies surrounding it swayed in rhythmic motion, each clad in an identical velvet robe of a dark crimson, almost black. A low, bass tone was sustained by some of the participants,

  while the others joined in the words of the familiar incantation, drawn from their copy of the Book.




  

    

      ‘The Disciple said, “How does the small join itself to the great?”




      The Lord replied, “When you abandon the works which cannot follow you, then you will rest.”’


    


  




  The ancient words, uttered in reverent monotone by the practised tongues of their devotees, resonated through the dimly lit space. Only through careful focus could the initiate

  see the symbols chalk-drawn onto the floor, surrounding the lamp. Two snakes, entwined in a loop – the oldest of their images, the ouroboros, employed since the beginning. It was

  also the most familiar, worn by each member in the form of a silver ring on their left ring finger, where others put wedding bands. On the floor it was surrounded by celestial spheres, arranged in

  careful hierarchy. A sun, cresting a tree. All ancient images, faithfully recreated, representing the journey towards illumination into which he was about to be joined.




  This man sat, cross-legged like all the others, but stripped bare except for a pair of white shorts. Only when the Initiation Incantation was complete would he be clothed in the robe of the

  Knowers and drawn into a greater truth than any he had yet experienced. Only then would he discover the self beyond himself, the spirit beyond body.




  

    

      ‘The Traitor cried, “How is the spirit apparent?”




      The Lord replied, “How is the sword apparent?”’


    


  




  As the sacred words continued, a messenger in lay clothes appeared at the fringe of the circle. Hesitantly, he made his way around its edge until he came to the hooded figure of

  its local Leader, seated in the incantation ring with the rest of the members. It was all but unheard of to interrupt an incantation, especially an initiation, but the circumstances at hand were

  not ordinary. The Spanish Leader would want to know. Even if it meant a momentary distraction.




  Crouching down, the messenger leaned in close to the hooded figure’s ear. ‘Mi señor,’ he whispered during a momentary lull in the chanting. In the circumstances

  formal titles were required. The seated figure inclined his head towards him.




  ‘Master,’ the messenger reported, ‘the manuscript has been obtained. Our brothers are on their way to the Great Leader as we speak.’




  Beneath his heavy hood, the regional Leader allowed himself a contented lift of his eyebrows. This was the news he had been waiting to hear.




  ‘Very well. The time has come to put our plan into action,’ he said softly. He lifted his right hand, calmly placing his open palm on the courier’s chest. The ancient, intimate

  gesture was reserved for significant moments of parting, and this moment qualified.




  ‘Contact the brethren abroad, tell them it’s time to begin the exodus.’ Then, recognizing that the event commanded a more formal remark, he sat firmly upright and spoke with

  reverence.




  ‘It is time for them to come into the light.’




  Having received his charge, the messenger inclined his head and stepped away from the sacred scene.




  Exhaling a long, satisfied breath, the Leader turned his attention back to the matter of the moment. The Initiation Incantation was at its climax, and he joined his words to those of his

  brethren as they united a new life to their midst.




  

    

      ‘The Disciple asked, “How is the light apparent?”




      And the Master replied, “Only when you are bathed in it forever.”’


    


  










  CHAPTER 4




  Hays Mews, London




  Emily Wess sat on the sofa in the living room of a house that had, until only hours ago, sheltered both her and Andrew. His body, which since the shooting had lain on the floor

  in the doorway to her study, was being loaded into a body bag and placed on a trolley by the Metropolitan Police Forensic Services.




  ‘Dr Wess, I’m terribly sorry to have to continue with these questions at such a difficult moment.’ Detective Inspector Joanna Alwell broke a silence that had seemed longer than

  it was. ‘But I’m afraid I do have a few more matters I need to go through while these events are still fresh in your memory.’ Alwell had been in her rank over three years, but

  these moments never became any easier.




  Emily nodded, but made no other reply. She had removed herself from the scene as the men started their work. The hot tears that had flowed down her cheeks all morning were drying, but the sight

  of Andrew’s lifeless body being manhandled by emotionless men in sterile suits was too much for her to bear.




  She had known Andrew since her childhood, and could no longer remember a time when she had not considered him part of her life. Even now, with her career meaning they saw each other only rarely,

  she had never felt this decreased the closeness between them. His was a life that was always a part of hers. He had been the childhood strength that had helped a tomboyish little girl – still

  unsure of herself and far from the beauty and forceful self-composure she would later gain – find confidence and strength. Andrew was younger by almost ten years, but something in him had

  always been sure of every step he took and unafraid of those that were ahead. If Emily had come to love adventure, it was because she had been so strongly influenced by this man who had loved it

  since his youth.




  And that was exactly who she had become: a woman driven by the unknown, who craved the mysterious and unexplained. Her father had taken Emily and Andrew to a science museum’s exhibit on

  ancient Sumeria in her mid-teens, and her life had changed. Ancient history became her new passion, and she and Andrew had spent more weekends than she could remember recreating historic scenes

  from ancient Rome, or forging new expeditions of discovery in the park behind her family’s Logan property.




  Andrew had pushed her creativity, her enthusiasm, her strength. Suddenly, in the face of her loss, Emily found it hard to think of any dimension of the woman she had become that he had not

  influenced.




  It was a crushing, defeating, tormenting realization.




  DI Alwell leaned forward in her chair, professional yet compassionate, drawing Emily’s attention back to her questions. ‘You’re certain there were two men?’ She glanced

  back over her jottings from an earlier moment in the conversation, the near-verbatim notation of interviews a standard practice with the Met’s Homicide and Serious Crime Command. ‘You

  said you didn’t actually see the intruders. Could there have been more?’




  ‘No, there were two.’ The flat tones of Emily’s soft, Midwestern American accent lent themselves to her simple insistence. Though she had wept for much of the time that Alwell

  had been on the scene, Emily had done so quietly, her emotions stirring so deeply within that they seemed beyond the hysterics the detective might have expected.




  ‘One’s accent was south London,’ Emily added, ‘the other sounded vaguely Irish.’ She wiped a stale tear from her cheek, trying to focus on the details. On her lap,

  her interlaced grip was so tight that her well-manicured fingernails went a stark white.




  Alwell nodded. ‘Okay, good. That’s very helpful. Do you remember what they were speaking about before the gunshots?’




  ‘At first we only heard footsteps and the shuffling of papers. They were a couple of doors down.’




  Emily Wess’s normally upright posture was slouched, her auburn hair falling loosely around her shoulders. It was clear to the inspector that she was a woman for whom grief was as

  unfamiliar as it was uncomfortable, and the shell shock of the morning resonated in her appearance and voice.




  ‘They were searching through your house?’




  ‘Through my office. Either they didn’t know we were here, or . . . no, someone’s always here at night. They must have thought they were being quiet enough we wouldn’t be

  woken.’




  Emily paused, her emotions threatening to swell. She wanted more than anything else to make a phone call, but the inspector had been insistent that she answer her questions first.




  ‘Now, you say you hid yourself in the closet, just there,’ DI Alwell continued, motioning towards the linen closet. ‘Were you able to hear anything once you were

  inside?’




  ‘Not perfectly, but enough. It was late, so the house was silent, and the walls here are paper-thin.’ Suddenly, Emily could hear Andrew bemoaning the poor insulation of the old house

  when he’d first seen it, thumping a fist against a wall and mimicking an echo carrying the sound to every room. Paper-thin.




  She rubbed her fingers against her temples, forcing a regained composure. ‘Though they kept their voices low, I could catch a phrase here and there. They mentioned finding “the

  map”, which they said could be used to find a “keystone”, whatever that is. The Irish one quizzed the other to make sure they’d got what they came for, and the man from

  London was confident.’




  DI Alwell took down Emily’s words in an efficient shorthand on a pad in her lap. ‘Map . . . stone . . . that’s a wonderful amount of detail, Dr Wess.’




  Emily nodded vaguely. ‘Memory’s not a problem.’ She’d had a near-photographic memory her whole life, and her auditory recall was almost as clear, which on most days she

  considered an asset. But in the circumstances, she knew it meant she would never be able to remove the sounds of this morning from her mind. They would be with her, in all their horrible clarity,

  for life.




  ‘I would give anything to forget these details.’




  ‘I understand,’ Alwell replied automatically, ‘but every detail you tell us can help us find the men who did this to your husband.’




  ‘Cousin,’ Emily corrected her, her gaze remaining fixed. ‘Andrew was my cousin.’










  CHAPTER 5




  The British Museum, London




  ‘Michael, pay attention and switch on the box!’ The venerable frame of William H. Gwyth appeared in the office doorway of the Distinguished Research Fellow in

  Coptic Antiquities at the British Museum. Gwyth personified the stereotypical old-fashioned scholar, as innocent of concern for trends in fashion as he was for trends in thought outside his realm

  of specialism. He remained at the helm of the Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan, which he had piloted for seventeen years, despite now being four years older than the museum’s official

  retirement age of seventy-six.




  Michael Torrance looked up from his desk, ignoring the command. ‘The box’, he knew, referred to the television, and he had too much work to be distracted by it. Gwyth was an

  eccentric, always insisting that everyone drop everything at his whim.




  ‘Switch it over to Channel Four,’ the octogenarian commanded, stepping further into the room. Sensing Michael’s disinterest, he gave a demonstrative wag of his arthritic hands.

  ‘Don’t make an old man ask again.’




  For the briefest moment, Michael debated internally whether resisting the distraction was worth the scolding he would receive if he didn’t comply. Realizing it wasn’t, he withdrew a

  remote from his desk drawer and switched on the tiny television that sat perched in the middle of the bookshelf opposite. His office was traditional and dignified, and the television appeared

  incongruous with the immense desk protected by its muted, burgundy felt mat, surrounded by overly full bookshelves that lined every wall and once-organized stacks of paper that reached up from the

  shelftops to the ceiling. Michael Torrance had considered the office a second home for only the past six months, but with the clutter it could have been six years.




  ‘What warrants such a worldly distraction this morning?’ he asked as the old television gradually faded its images into view. William Gwyth was not known for his love of television,

  modern culture, or indeed much of anything that dated later than the ninth century AD. Everything else was generally marked as a ‘modern innovation’ and dismissed just as

  decisively.




  ‘That,’ Gwyth answered, pointing to the small screen. Michael turned his attention to the television, on which a news report was headlined with the unlikely phrase:

  ‘Gnostic terrorist.’ His face contorted in surprise.




  ‘Gnostic terrorist?’




  ‘I thought that might get your attention,’ Gwyth replied, a satisfied smile on his dry lips. ‘Seems a juvenile in the States has been arrested for some terrorist something or

  other, and claims to be one of your Gnostics.’ He lifted a well-wrinkled brow towards his surprised colleague. ‘Not something one sees every day, is it?’




  Michael held back an obscenity. His field of study was hard enough to separate from the realm of cultic mystics and spiritualist nonsense in the public mind. Having Gnosticism attached to

  terrorism, even if only in the sphere of the media, was absolutely the last thing he needed.




  The television switched from a shoulder shot of the newsreader to an arrest photograph of a man in America. Gwyth’s condescending ‘juvenile’ was an observation well made: the

  man could not be more than twenty-five. His bruised face made him look pitiful, though Michael saw a smugness that the bruises didn’t conceal. Bullet points on the screen indicated he’d

  been arrested in possession of a sniper rifle and claimed to be involved in a ‘sacred mission’ about which no further details were conveyed.




  ‘Maybe you should ring up the station,’ Michael’s boss offered, already turning to walk away. ‘You might be able to add “Anti-Terrorism Consultant” to your

  growing list of accolades.’ Michael heard Gwyth’s self-congratulatory laugh as he departed down the corridor.




  He kept his eyes on the screen a few moments longer before switching off the television in annoyance. On days like this, he wondered whether his career shift had been a good move. He could have

  gone anywhere in life, done anything, and had already followed more career paths than some. He had formerly been an architect – or, more accurately, had become a qualified architect only

  weeks before a sudden shift put him on the historian’s track.




  That shift had come in the form of a woman. For a man of good English stock and above-average intelligence, with a career on the horizon and a life-long desire to ‘make his mark’

  pressing at him since childhood, being swayed off course by love had surprised everyone in Michael’s circle of friends, including Michael himself. He’d abandoned almost every romantic

  relationship he’d had since his teens on grounds that ‘career comes first’ and his plans for life trumped the momentary impulses of romantic emotion; but with this woman, things

  had been different. The man who was never swayed, was swayed. The architect with an internship nearing completion and qualifications already in hand, had fallen for a historian and then fallen back

  into history himself.




  Michael had trod the path of history earlier, during his undergraduate days, before the lure of higher salaries and a natural curiosity with structure and form drew him away. But only seven

  weeks after his wedding, Michael had opted to leave the architectural world as swiftly as he had joined it, returning to university to take a PhD in the subject that had been his first interest.

  Now, sporting a doctorate in Coptic Studies and a zest for his new career, he focused on Gnostic social history and the fringe movements of early Egyptian Christianity as part of a prestigious

  year-long fellowship with the British Museum. The thirty-four-year-old’s fascination for modern structures of steel and glass had not waned, but the lure of other interests had taken pride of

  place.




  It was a lure that inspired deep and zealous commitment. A recent consignment of third-century BC Nile Delta pottery had pressured the whole department into a long working weekend, and Michael

  had even committed to sleeping in the corner of his office, reluctantly staying away from the comforts of home and bedding himself down with a thin pillow and a few blankets in order to make the

  most of early mornings and long working nights. His wife hadn’t even protested. She was a woman of zeal herself, and knew it when she saw it.




  But despite his own energy and that of the scholars around him, Michael was gradually learning an important fact: there was idiocy everywhere. The fool on the television wasn’t miles away

  from the stupidity of the group that had sent him the letter that now lay unfolded on his desk. He’d been trying to shake their persistent requests almost as long as he had been in post, but

  still they continued to write. ‘For reasons of academic research’, a ‘scholarly collective’ of which Michael had never heard was requesting access to the museum’s

  Coptic manuscripts collection. Though the terms were vague, it was not an unusual request. Groups constantly requested access to such materials, and the museum regularly granted it, but this group

  stood out for its persistence. Michael had already denied them access on no fewer than five occasions, on grounds that they had not provided him with any evidence of a genuine scholarly intention

  or adequate credentials to handle such ancient materials.




  But some people couldn’t take a hint, however formally it was stated.




  All at once, Michael chuckled at the strange absurdity of his morning. A group of fools in Britain seeking access to priceless manuscripts, while a lone fool in America claimed to be a

  ‘Gnostic Terrorist’. The ancient Gnostics were as far from modern-day world terrorism as night from day, Michael mused. A bit of nonsense that was a momentary object of

  predictable media misrepresentation.




  Sighing, he tossed the letter into a bin at his feet and pushed the whole matter from his mind.










  CHAPTER 6




  Hays Mews, London




  Detective Inspector Joanna Alwell’s head sprang up. ‘Andrew Wess wasn’t your husband?’




  Emily shook her head slowly, hardly noticing the other woman’s surprise. The detective’s reddening face foiled her effort to control a quickly mounting embarrassment.

  ‘I’m sorry. I was told you were married, and I assumed from the identical surname . . .’




  ‘I kept my maiden name when I married. Andrew is my younger cousin from back in the States. He’s been visiting us these past three weeks. He’d never been to London.’

  Emily’s words faltered, nostalgia creeping in, uncontrolled and unwelcome. When she continued, her voice wavered. ‘We used to spend our summers together, out in the woods, all through

  our childhood. Climbing trees, building forts. Whatever the summer brought.’ Her words began to choke in her throat.




  DI Alwell gave her a moment, regaining her own composure, then steered her back towards the events of the morning.




  ‘So these men broke in and attacked your cousin, in order to steal a map. A map of what?’




  ‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ Emily answered. ‘When your colleagues asked me to look through the desk and see what was missing, I noticed immediately what the men had

  taken. It was a file containing a manuscript I’ve been examining – a recent acquisition I’d made for CUA.’




  ‘CUA?’




  ‘Catholic University of America, in Washington DC. I’m a visiting professor there for the year, during my sabbatical from Carleton College in Minnesota. One of my chief roles is to

  acquire new materials for the university’s special collection. This stay in London was for me to collect this manuscript and bring it back to Washington. My husband’s family home here

  in the city is a convenient hub for us, especially since he’s here for a twelve-month post.’




  ‘Your husband is British?’




  Emily nodded in the affirmative, and DI Alwell took down the detail.




  ‘So these men broke in to steal a manuscript,’ the detective added a moment later, looking up. At least there was a clear motive. ‘Is it valuable?’




  ‘To historians, of course. But in monetary terms it’s hardly worth stealing. The university purchased it from a private collector here for just over £7,500.’




  ‘That’s not exactly pocket change.’




  ‘Maybe not. It’s a matter of perspective. The last acquisition my office made was of an eleventh-century parchment. Our bill there was $600,000. We only got this one so cheaply

  because there’s some debate over its authenticity. It might be a later forgery.’




  Alwell raised an eyebrow. ‘I had no idea old documents went for so much.’ She took the details down in her notebook. ‘So the intruders took this ancient map and

  left?’




  ‘It’s not a map.’




  ‘You said—’




  ‘I said that’s what they called it. The manuscript is a mid fifteenth-century French text recounting the history of a settlement in the Languedoc. I have no idea why they referred to

  it as a map. There’s nothing on it but text, and none of that text relates to geography.’




  Alwell took down these details, too. Whether they made any more sense to her than they did to Emily was impossible to determine from a face that had practised professional dispassion for

  years.




  ‘What happened next, Dr Wess?’




  ‘That’s the moment Andrew yelled out and stormed into the room. A second later, the gunshots came. The men didn’t linger after they’d killed him.’ Emily fought for

  composure. ‘They took the manuscript. Left by the rear entrance.’




  Concluding her notes, DI Alwell looked up at her. ‘Is there anything else? Anything at all?’




  Emily shook her head in the negative – her first and only lie of the morning. For whatever reason, something pushed her to keep quiet about a fact that she knew changed the contours of the

  scene before her, perhaps dramatically. She knew it was important, but she could not bring herself to tell it to the officer.




  Alwell sat up in her chair, tucking her pad into a pocket on her uniform. ‘There’s one last thing to attend to. The US Embassy needs to be informed of your cousin’s

  death,’ she said. ‘You can do this yourself, Dr Wess, or I can do it for you, though you’ll need to be in touch with them directly at some stage.’




  Emily nodded at the latter option and the DI attempted to offer a consoling smile. ‘All right. That’s enough for now. You’ve been tremendously helpful. I know you’ve been

  anxious to get to the phone. Is there anyone we can call for you? Anyone you might want to talk to first at this difficult time?’




  Only one name came to Emily’s mind, and she announced it to the detective without hesitation.




  ‘Michael Torrance. I’d like to speak with my husband.’










  CHAPTER 7




  The Outskirts of Terrasini, Italy




  ‘This is the whole shipment? Are there other crates?’ Mustafa Aqmal looked over the three boxes before him without gazing up at the courier.




  ‘No, it’s everything.’




  He removed a full-sized Kabar from a sheath at his waist and used the military knife to cut the cord binding the first wooden crate. Lifting the lid, he carefully examined its contents, ensuring

  all was as he expected it to be, before lowering the cover gently back into place. He repeated the process twice, once for each of the remaining crates, before finally turning to the courier. The

  cigarette dangling from Aqmal’s thin lips accentuated every action with a puff of thick, curling smoke that seemed to wrap around his heavily accented words.




  ‘Where did you source the compounds?’




  ‘The principal ingredients from my source in Gattières, in more than ample quantity. This you can see.’ The courier’s accent was stronger than Aqmal’s, he spoke a

  muted African French in which his ‘th’s came out as soft ‘z’s.




  ‘The final elements for the reaction are from his associate in Germany. Just as you instruct. Nothing from anywhere on the watch list.’




  Aqmal had been specific: all countries designated on the Terrorist Watch List were to be strictly avoided.




  ‘And the circuitry materials?’




  ‘Also from Berlin,’ the man confirmed. The courier spoke quickly, wanting to please his buyer. He also felt the rising desire to complete the delivery and get away as swiftly as

  possible. Something about the man’s tone during their phone conversations had set him on edge, and meeting him in person only renewed that discomfort. The courier knew nothing about the

  individual before him, but something intangible suggested a darkness he did not wish to explore. And the man had horribly vacant eyes that seemed to stare right through him. He wanted to get away

  from those eyes as fast as he could.




  Aqmal gazed long at the three boxes. They contained all the supplies his mysterious clients had requested, and from sources that wouldn’t raise suspicion. His promise of an efficient and

  untraceable delivery had thus far been fulfilled. His aim and theirs was met.




  Almost.




  ‘Who knows of the shipment?’ he asked. ‘Who is aware these materials have been brought here?’




  The African courier, used to being questioned, had his answers well prepared. In the hierarchy of black-market transactions his work was critical, but his position as low on the totem pole as it

  was possible to be. To stay alive and in business, he had learned years ago, meant always to be prepared to give a full accounting.




  ‘I brought them myself. I take my uncle’s boat from Toulon to Cannes, and last twenty-four hours in that death trap’ – the courier motioned towards a small 1986 Ford

  Transit parked a few metres away – ‘driving to Genova, then down to Arezzo and past Rome. This morning I take a ferry from Napoli. I know the captain, and for a little cash he takes me

  on board, no question, no inspection, and sets me down in Ficarazzi, away from port traffic.’ The man finished his report, self-satisfied at his labours. ‘That these crates are

  here,’ he added, ‘is only known to two men in the world: you, and me.’




  Aqmal nodded, the motion of his head distracting the courier from the slight movement of his hands.




  ‘Good. But I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong. Their existence here is known only to one man. Me.’




  The courier was momentarily confused. ‘But I—’




  It was then that he saw Aqmal’s right hand, raising the Kabar up to chest height. This time the blade was not pointed towards the packing cords. What moments before had been a tool was now

  a weapon, wielded by a man whose haunting eyes bore directly into him, devoid of any emotion.




  With a certainty that came from too many years working on the market, the courier saw what was coming, and even as he bolted to dodge the blade, a helpless ‘Non!’ escaping his lips,

  his mind knew where this moment led. His presentiment was fulfilled in the sudden lunge forward of Aqmal’s lithe frame, forcibly halting his attempted escape. The Arab man grabbed his torso

  with his free hand and forced the knife between his ribs, piercing his heart without a sound.




  As the courier dropped slowly to the ground, his final contribution to the shipment was accomplished.










  CHAPTER 8




  The British Museum, London




  The ancient telephone on Michael’s desk vibrated as it rang, sending the papers around it into a flutter.




  ‘Hello?’ he answered, lifting the receiver to his ear while his eyes remained glued on a photocopied article. Most of the office calls Michael received were quick matters of routine

  business and he’d learned to multitask without losing his focus.




  ‘Is this Dr Torrance?’




  ‘Yes.’ He used his free hand to highlight a segment of the article that struck him as potentially significant.




  ‘Dr Michael Torrance, of the British Museum?’




  ‘The same.’ Another highlight, a quickly circled key word. A turn to a new page.




  ‘Dr Michael Torrance of 46 Hays Mews, Westminster?’




  Michael finally paused from his reading. ‘Yes, I’m Michael Torrance. Who is this?’




  ‘My name is Detective Inspector Joanna Alwell, with the Specialized Crime Division. I’m phoning you on behalf of your wife, Dr Emily Wess.’




  At the name of his wife Michael shot up in his chair. ‘Is she all right?’ A not unfamiliar sense of panic grabbed at him.




  ‘Yes, Dr Torrance, your wife is safe and unharmed. But I’m afraid there’s been an incident at your London home, involving her cousin.’




  ‘What type of incident?’ Michael’s body was rigid with instantaneous worry. Emily’s life over the past five years – ever since her discovery of the ancient

  Library of Alexandria – had been far from predictable and rarely sedentary. What had begun then as a historical exploration had culminated in the exposure of a global conspiracy that had gone

  as far as Washington DC and the Oval Office, beginning in a college common room and ending in an FBI debriefing room. It had been Emily’s first great ‘adventure’, as she cherished

  calling it, but it had not been her last.




  There was a lengthy pause following his question, and Michael heard words being exchanged quietly, away from the phone. Eventually, the detective’s voice returned.




  ‘Dr Torrance, I’m going to pass the phone to your wife.’ A moment elapsed, and a different voice came across the line.




  ‘Mike?’




  ‘Emily! Are you okay? What’s happened to Andrew?’




  ‘He’s dead,’ she answered flatly, numb and too drained for any more tears. ‘Two men broke in this morning and shot him.’




  Michael faltered. The sense of panic returned.




  The only words he could think to offer were, he knew, totally inadequate. ‘Em, I’m so sorry.’




  ‘There’s more,’ she continued. ‘After they shot him, they stole the manuscript I’d just acquired.’




  Michael’s mind struggled with the report. ‘They killed him for your manuscript? Why would anyone do that? What kind of manuscript?’ He tried to anticipate the various

  possibilities.




  ‘One which, until this morning, I hadn’t thought was anything special. A fifteenth-century document, maybe forged, from the Cathar Gnostic community near Mont-Louis.’




  As she spoke, something turned over in Michael’s stomach. Taking into account the television report he’d seen only fifty minutes before, this was the second time within the hour that

  mention of violence and Gnosticism had been strangely paired together.




  Coincidence.




  ‘Are you still at home?’ he asked, coming back to himself.




  ‘Yes. The investigators are finishing up and starting to leave.’




  ‘Don’t move,’ Michael instructed, already rising from his chair. ‘I’ll be there as fast as I can.’










  CHAPTER 9




  Chicago, Illinois




  The man whom some knew as Walter retrieved a new cell phone from his pocket and dialled a long series of digits from memory. The line took only a few moments to connect. The

  phone on the other end did not complete a single ring before being answered.




  ‘I’m listening.’ No greetings were exchanged. No names would be used. The protocol had been discussed and rehearsed many times.




  ‘It’s time.’




  From Walter’s seat at the Palm Court restaurant of the Drake Hotel, Chicago’s ‘Magnificent Mile’ was framed in picturesque view through large, tinted windows. Even as he

  made the call that would set the final phase of their plan in motion, he knew this place was the perfect stage. Lining the six-lane Mecca of consumerist self-indulgence were endless shops, ranging

  in their degree of glamour from Ralph Lauren, Tiffany & Co. and Luis Vuitton, to the Disney Store and the Purple Pig. Even in the early morning, the street bustled and tourist-shoppers jostled

  excitedly from one glass door to the next, caught up in the surroundings and willing to pay twice the actual value for items they only here realized they couldn’t live another moment

  without.




  Walter looked on the scene with unmitigated disgust. Everything about the sight repulsed him, from the fat, materialistic shoppers who scuttled about like insects below, feeding on the dung heap

  of decadent materialism, to the buildings themselves, which stood like dazzling, shiny monuments to gluttony and delusion. Even the so-called ‘religious’ buildings of the Mile had

  fallen prey to the convoluted idolatry of the age, with the Archdiocese of Chicago’s complex blending seamlessly into Saks Fifth Avenue, leaving considerable doubt as to whether there was any

  real difference to the philosophies exemplified within them.




  If anything was proof of the Great Leader’s interpretation of the End, this was it. The world was lost, dead, over. Anything good was long since gone, leaving behind only . . . only,

  this. A sour taste formed in Walter’s mouth.




  The silence on the phone became conspicuous, and he turned his attention back to the exchange.




  ‘Release the video.’




  The slightest pause, then the brief, expected response. ‘Consider it done.’




  Walter said nothing further, and a moment later the line went dead. The diminutive script had been followed to the letter and the men on the other end would know precisely what to do. The video

  they had prepared a week earlier would be released and the public face of the plan set in motion. Truth would begin to be spoken in darkness, and the elect would at last be set free.




  Just as had been intended for nearly two thousand years.




  Walter took a sip from his water glass and a bite from the single slice of plain bread he’d ordered from a visibly unimpressed waiter a few moments before, turning the small phone over in

  his hand. He raised his gaze from the street to the buildings lining the avenue to the south, his eyes settling on the site that had been selected long ago. Its location was ideal: accessible,

  along the scheduled route, and the central structure of a gardened square where the Mile was at its widest and the greatest concentration of people would be assured. Its elevation was perfect. At

  just over 150 feet it was tall enough to ensure wide exposure, without being so high as to diminish the impact or effect.




  Even the design was fitting. On a street that glistened with everything modern, this building looked old. Almost ancient, so much like their own cause.




  With no need to linger further, Walter set the cell phone down on the table, wiping it clean of his prints. He would leave it as he departed, a tool that had served his purpose and was no longer

  required. Gazing back through the window, for a brief moment the scene before his eyes changed. He saw a vast, fiery cloud; glass fragmenting the sun as it fell like rain; bricks loosing their

  connected clutch and turning to vapour. He saw ash and dust and an impact blast stronger than any natural wind. He saw the future, and it filled him with an excited satisfaction.
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