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Аннотация
In southeast Turkey where the heads of the four main rivers once met, a magnificent temple created 14,000 years ago is discovered beneath the desert floor. Believed to have been created by lost technology, it is quickly determined by a team of archaeologists to be the centerpiece of Eden, a once illustrious civilization and the cradle of mankind. But what if Eden is not the Paradise texts make it out to be? What if it held dark secrets and unholy terrors instead? As Senior Archeologist Alyssa Moore and her team of experts discover the truth of man’s beginning, she realizes that the secrets of man’s true origins lie within the sacred tombs inside the temple. But the journey for the truth is not without its dangers or pitfalls… Something walks the warrens within.


Rick Jones
The Crypts of Eden


PROLOGUE

Somewhere in Eastern Turkey
The old man was euphoric after discovering the hidden temple of Edin.
Three days later he was running for his life.
With a hand over a heart that threatened to misfire in his chest, Professor Jonathan Moore ran in a crooked gait as he and his aide, Montario, sprinted away from something inside the tunnels.
Whatever it was had always stayed beyond the fringe of light, teasing the professor with mere glimpses, but never showing itself in its entirety. It was quick, quiet, and experienced in its approach, picking off team members one by one, and then dragging them into the darkness until their screams died away.
The professor was yielding space as the gap widened between him and Montario. “Montario, you’re moving too quickly!”
Montario stopped and turned, shining the head of the lantern beyond the professor and into the veil of darkness.
There, another glimpse, a flash of the creature with its diaphanous frill fanning around its head like an Elizabethan collar, rattling. And then it was gone as quick as a subliminal message, its tail whipping across the light’s beam until there was nothing but a wall of darkness.
“It’s behind you, Professor!”
“I know!” he cried out, his breathing labored. “I could sense it closing in as I was falling behind!”
Montario flashed the light down the direction of their escape. There was no form of light anywhere, not even the slightest pinprick of illumination to give them any hope that there was an opening somewhere along the corridor’s length.
“Keep going,” said the professor. “This is the way we came in.”
Are you sure?
Montario scanned the lamp. The walls, the ceiling, the floors — they were all the same, all made of black silica as smooth as the surface of glass.
“Keep going,” the old man prodded, shoving Montario forward.
The corridors were like a maze, each intersecting or T-boning into one another.
But the professor didn’t hesitate, using his memory and intellect like a compass, taking one twisted bend after another until a glimmer of light shone at the far end of the corridor.
“There,” said Professor Moore, pointing. “There’s the way out!”
The professor grimaced and went down on a bended knee, a hand clutching his chest.
Montario reached down and tried to hoist the old man to his feet, but failed. “We’re almost there,” he told him calmly.
Something hissed from the cloak of darkness.
Montario flashed the lamp.
And saw nothing.
But they both knew it was there, waiting.
“It’s not gonna let us leave, is it? We’re gonna die here.”
The old man clenched his teeth against the heaviness growing in his chest, waiting for it to pass. “What are you, Montario? Twenty-four? Twenty-five?”
The aide looked at him questioningly. “I’m twenty-eight.”
The old man nodded. “Let me tell you something,” he said, laboring to his feet. “You’ve got plenty of time ahead of you so don’t talk like that.” In the pale light, Montario could see that the professor’s shirt was beginning to take on the sweaty Rorschach blots on his chest, back and underarms. His face was turning slick and gray like the underbelly of a fish.
“You’re gonna to be all right,” Montario told him in a low voice. “You’re gonna be OK.”
The professor feigned a smiled. He knew better. “How far do we have to go?”
Montario pointed the lamp at the direction of the light. “Not too far,” he answered.
The professor gauged the distance, and then, “For me, Montario, it just might be. But just in case.” With a birdlike hand he reached into his shirt pocket, took out a small black book, and held it up within the wash of the lamp’s light. “I want you to take this,” he told him, “and give it to Alyssa.”
“Professor, please—”
“Montario, I’m slowing you down!”
Montario looked past the old man and into the darkness behind him.
But the old man grabbed Montario’s attention by tapping the young man’s chest with his forefinger. “I want you to give this to Alyssa,” he repeated, waving the book. “And I want you to tell her that it exists,” He pressed the tome into Montario’s palm, and then folded Montario’s fingers around it until the aide was in complete possession of the book.
“Professor, you can give it to her yourself.” He tried to hand the book back but the professor refused it.
“Look, Montario. I’m an old man and I’ve lived a good life. But if I don’t make it out of here, then I want you to tell her the truth about Edin, you hear me? I want you to tell Alyssa that what we’ve discovered here is not the biblical paradise that it’s made out to be. Tell her that it’s a cold, dark place that holds a horrible secret.”
“Please, Professor—”
“And tell her about the crypts. Tell her to follow the encrypted passages in that journal like a blueprint. It’ll lead her to the crypts beneath the temple’s cap. And tell her to be prepared,” he told him. “The disclosure of the true occupants lying within may lead her to question her faith.”
“Professor, please! We need to move!”
The professor looked over his shoulder and saw nothing but a veil of darkness that was complete and absolute. “I’ll be right behind you,” he said. And then he grabbed his aide by the elbow and drew him close. “But if I slow you down, Montario, then you leave me behind, you hear me? You leave me… behind.”
Montario nodded.
“I’m serious, Montario. Just make sure that Alyssa gets that book.”
He placed the book in his shirt pocket with reluctance. You’ll be giving this to her yourself.
Something behind them made a noise, a ticking of claws against the black silica floor.
…Tic-Tic… Tic-Tic… Tic-Tic…
Whatever it was it was coming closer to the edge of light — something blacker than black.
Wincing as he clutched his chest, Professor Moore forced Montario toward the light at the end of the corridor. “Move your ass and don’t look back!”
The opening grew brighter, larger, the professor leading him from darkness to the light of hope.
The black silica walls shone with polished veneer as did the floor and ceiling, a marvel of archeological advancement by today’s standards let alone the values of a culture considered to be fourteen thousand years old.
Edin did exist. And by the interpretations of cuneiforms discovered within the temple of Göbekli Tepe, currently the oldest known civilization believed to be 12,000 years old; he was able to decipher the references of a “technologically advanced city to the north” that predated Göbekli Tepe by two thousand years. By following the suggestions cited in cuneiforms, religious texts and ancient scriptures, after years of suffering ridicule from scholars who considered Edin to be as mythical as the city of Atlantis, he finally found his Holy Grail. His previous discoveries no longer mattered. Not the treasures, not the antiquities — there was absolutely nothing that could compare to the crypts that lie within this temple.
Absolutely nothing!
The old man snapped out of his musings, finding himself once again falling behind.
Montario held up. But the professor waved him on. “What did I tell you? I said to keep moving!”
The professor trundled on in an uneven gait, his chest tightening. And then his legs gave, folding underneath him and sending him to his knees. Placing a hand against the wall he tried to sidle his way back to solid footing, but failed.
Montario headed back against the professor’s wishes, the old man waving him away as his face became a contortion of agony. “Don’t worry about me!” he said. “Get the book—” The old man grabbed his chest, grit his teeth, his entire body now a tabernacle of pain. “Just get the book to Alyssa.”
Montario held the lamp in front him as he ran towards the professor and away from the light.
Turn around, you damn fool!
As he approached the professor, he saw the old man pressing a shoulder against the wall as he sat on the floor, his face hanging, the man exhausted.
He held the lamp high. “Profess—” He cut himself off.
What had been trailing them now entered the circle of brightness. Its head probed the light’s fringe, darting in and out to test the severity of its intensity. For the first time they were able to gather a good look at their predator. Its hide was rough and pewter-gray, its eyes golden-yellow with black vertical slits for pupils, and its claws were curved and wickedly keen, obviously designed to rip and tear.
It came into the light, its head lowered, approaching the professor with caution, its tongue lashing in and out, tasting the air, its olfactory senses telling it that its prey was wounded.
In self-preservation Professor Moore held his hand out and whispered, “Run, Montario.”
His aide watched with paralytic terror as the thing advanced toward them.
“Montario, run!”
The sudden cry galvanized the creature into a state of agitation. Suddenly its frill expanded around its head and vibrated intensely. Its mouth opened with threads of viscous saliva connecting its upper and lower jaws. And then it lunged forward, snapping the professor out of the circle of light.
The old man was there one moment, and gone the next. The only indication that the professor had been there at all were his fading cries as the creature dragged him off into the darkness.
As Montario’s mind tried to register the reality of the moment, he cast the light against the empty space where the professor had just been.
He was now the last of his group.
When certainty finally hit him that the professor was gone, Montario headed for the light, hoping that the old man’s heart gave out before the creature pitched him into whatever corner it used to consume its prey.
With his fingers tracing the outline of the book inside his pocket, he ran.
As he dived through the exit hole he was hit by a wave of inhospitable heat, the sun white hot, then turned to face the amoeba-shaped opening that proved to be an invite to deadly consequences.
Immediately he drew distance by crawling along his belly against the sand before turning on his back.
Above him, he watched the birds circle overhead in perfect loops against a uniform blue sky and listened to the soughing of a wind that sounded like soft whispers.
And then he thought about the professor by tracing a finger over the book in his pocket.
It was still there.
After looking at the lamp as if it was something alien, he tossed it aside. It rolled down the hill of desert sand and rock, before coming to a full rest at the bottom. He got to his feet, looked over the harsh, brutal desert landscape, and began to walk south.
He glanced over his shoulder often to make sure that nothing was giving chase.
And when nothing was, he found himself totally grateful.

CHAPTER ONE

Göbekli Tepe, Southeast Turkey
Four Days Later
Alyssa Moore was petite and athletic with strong arms and legs from years of plying her trade by swinging pickaxes and lifting spades of dirt at archeological dig sites. With raven hair, almond-shaped eyes and cocoa skin that she inherited from her Filipina mother, the only disposition that she inherited from her father was his ambitions. By the time she was twenty-six she was a senior archeologist with New York’s Archeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities, the AIAA, which happened to be a venue managed by her father, the inimitable Professor John Moore.
As a representative from the AIAA and working on behalf of the German Archaeological Institute of Istanbul, she was taking digital photographs of bas-relief carvings along stone pillars belonging to the ancient temple of Göbekli Tepe, the amphitheater of the oldest known civilization dating back 12,000 years.
In 1995, an archaeologist by the name of Klaus Schmidt began to excavate the hillside he considered to be an unnatural feature in the landscape, and ended up unearthing T-shaped pillars that surrounded twenty rounded structures. What was so startling was that the limestone columns were created from tools of Neolithic times, most exclusively by primitive flint points. Further examination of the site — that were suggested by layers of stratification — clearly revealed that several millennium of activity had taken place as far back as the Mesolithic period some 12,000 years before, which is 8,000 years before the Greeks and Egyptians had set the standards of creating the first civilizations.
But Göbekli Tepe changed all that, becoming man’s new cradle of societal development.
Alyssa took photos from every angle of a carved relief of a lizard projecting out from the pillar. Its head was looking downward, a large tail curling around its body. It was one of several depictions of animals such as boars, snakes, foxes, lizards and bears — indications that Göbekli Tepe was at one time surrounded by lush landscaping capable of preserving such fauna more than twelve thousand years ago.
When she was done she traced the figure of the lizard with her fingertips. For whatever reason, it was the main figure on the pillars. It was also depicted in pictograms and cuneiforms along the temple walls.
“Ms. Alyssa.”
Noah Wainscot was a British archeologist formerly of the Royal Archaeological Institute of Great Britain, and now a senior member of the AIAA going on his fifteenth year. Normally he was a man of high cheer always portending that this would be ‘the day’ that would bring something wondrous in that ‘one true discovery’ that would put the AIAA over the top, always the voice of hope.
But today he appeared grim.
“Ms. Alyssa, have you a moment?”
She immediately read his face; saw the depressing features instead of the laugh lines that often bracketed his mouth. “For you, Noah, I have all the time in the world. Why? What’s up?”
“Allow me to say that Mr. Montario is back from the expedition.”
“Is he all right?”
“He’s fine,” he told her. “He’s somewhat dehydrated, is all.”
She picked up the tension in his voice. “Where is he?”
The senior archeologist hesitated a moment before answering, as if searching for the right words. “I’m afraid there’s some bad news,” he said. “Mr. Montario would like a word with you.”
“About?”
Noah shifted from one foot to the other, obviously uncomfortable. He was as old as her father, sixty-two — a supportive colleague who was every bit as paternal towards her as her father was. He was kind and gentle, and spoke and acted with aristocracy even though there was no trace of nobility coursing through his veins.
And then her face fell with the looseness of a rubber mask. “It’s about my father, isn’t it?
Did something happen to him?”
“Please, Ms. Alyssa, all I can say is this: you must be prepared,” he said, pulling her into an embrace. “I’m afraid what you’re about to hear is not going to be good news.”
She pressed her face against his shoulder and, smelling the sweat of his labors, wept.
Kahramanmaras Sutcu Imam University Hospital
Southeast Turkey
By the time Alyssa arrived at the hospital, Montario was sitting on the edge of the exam table. His face was red and raw with the skin of his nose and cheeks either blistering or peeling back. His lips were cracked and swollen, the thin slices on his lips appearing as razor cuts.
The moment he saw Alyssa, he attempted a smile but when he parted his lips his pain became electric, the sudden shock forcing his smile into a tight grimace.
“Montario.” Alyssa crossed the distance between them with her hand out for him to grab. “How’re you feeling?”
“Tired,” he told her. “The doctor said I’ll be fine — just a little dehydrated, that’s all. They gave me some saline to pump me up.”
They embraced; then pulled back and measured each other with hangdog looks.
In a tone mired in sadness, Montario said, “I’m sorry, Alyssa. I’m sorry about your dad.”
Her chin began to quiver. “How…” It was all she could manage.
Montario looked painfully awkward. How do you tell someone that her father had become the victim of something much higher on the food chain than he was?
“Montario, what happened to my father?”
For a moment he stood as still as a Grecian statue.
She studied him with keen appraisal, wondering if the hospital garment he wore was too large and made him look small, or if he was simply wasting away as the sharpness of his facial features suggested. Were the points of his shoulders the result of his body becoming thin and emaciated by what happened? Whatever the case, Montario appeared to have shrunk since she’d last seen him, which was only days ago.
He slid back onto the exam table. “Your father,” he began, “found what he believed to be Eden… but discovered it to be so much more.
“It is a place you couldn’t even begin to imagine,” he told her. “It is totally surreal. At first everything was fine. And then we began to hear strange noises and ticks, a metered tapping coming from the shadows. When the tapping stopped and nothing happened, we moved on. It remained that way until the second night. By this time we were deep inside the temple.” He cast his sight to the floor, unable to look her in the eyes. “Because it was late, we all went to sleep with the exception of your father. He was keyed up like always. So he took a lamp and went deeper into the tunnels where he came upon what he called a Central Chamber. Inside he found something incredible.”
“Like what?”
“Depictions of crypts,” he answered. “He said the pictograms answered any and all doubts about the true nature of Eden. He said that it’s a cold, dark place that was nothing like any of the religious texts make it out to be.”
“Eden was written as a metaphor to teach lessons,” she told him. “It wasn’t really considered to be a civilization of historical significance.”
Montario continued. “The night your father went into the Central Chamber, he told me that he didn’t think he was alone. He thought that there was something in there with him, something watching very closely.”
“What are you talking about?”
“There is this… thing. We never knew what it was because we only saw glimpses of it. But within hours, while we slept, it began picking us off one by one. At first it took those farthest from the light, dragging them into shadows. Their screams woke us up so we banded together, keeping our lamps close. But no matter what we did, it just kept coming — just snatching people right out of the circle of light, and then dragging them off to some obscure niche. Even now I can hear their cries.” He looked at her forlornly. “I don’t think I’ll ever get them out of my head.” And then he closed his eyes, making her wonder if he was hearing them at this moment.
And then: “When your father and I were the only two left,” he added, “this thing shadowed us, letting us know it was there by ticking its claws against the floor, telling us it was close, that it was watching. And when your father and I finally saw the way out, when we got close to the exit, it was then that it came out of the shadows and took him.”
As much as she had tried to prepare herself, her eyes glassed over. The sting was too painful, the truth a stab wound to the heart, the sudden weight on her shoulders even too heavy for Atlas to bear. She closed her eyes and fell into Montario, who pulled her close.
“I’m sorry, Alyssa. He was a good man. And be assured that when he left us, he did so only after finding the one thing he had spent his entire life looking for — even when no believed him. He ended up proving everybody wrong.”
She pulled back as tears lined her cheeks, looking lost and proud at the same time.
Montario, however, never mentioned her father’s black book.
Though she did not know of Eden’s exact location, Alyssa had seen her father’s aerial photographs of a geographical anomaly in southeast Turkey. It was a barren area, a harsh terrain of sand and stone, and one of the three locations her father considered to be the actual area of Eden after following the blueprints of religious texts.
“Unless we can prove what he found,” she finally said, “then he died for nothing.”
He looked at her for a long moment, studied the beauty of her face and her pixie-like features. “I’m not going back there, if that’s what you’re alluding to.”
“Montario, you loved my father as much as he loved you. We can’t allow his findings to go without further examination. You know that. None of what you tell me means anything unless we can confirm it. Otherwise, it’s nothing more than tabloid fodder about an old man pursuing a myth. Now you might have been to a place that may or may not have been Eden,” she continued, “but I’m not about to let my father’s rep become front page news for a rag paper. I need you to show me the way.”
“I don’t have to show you anything,” he returned testily. “And don’t use how I feel about your father as a weapon to guilt me into a trip I don’t want to make. I’ve been there, Alyssa. I know how dangerous it can be.”
“My father wasn’t prepared for danger,” she returned. “But we will be.”
“There is no preparation for this,” he told her. “Your father, God bless his soul, would never forgive me for putting you in jeopardy.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” she stated emphatically. “Sometimes in the pursuit of factual evidence, risks have to be taken. He always said that, Montario. You know that.”
“Sometimes,” he emphasized. “You just said it yourself. Sometimes is the keyword here. He didn’t say always. He didn’t say at all times. He said sometimes. All I can tell you is that some places were never meant to be found.” And then after a slight pause: “And Eden is one such place.”
“Montario, please.”
“There’s no way in hell I’m going back there,” he told her. “There’s no way.”
He could see the annoyance in her face, the pulsating Y-vein throbbing against her forehead, which was something that always happened when she got flustered.
“Then tell me the coordinates.”
He refused.
“Montario, please, I'm begging you. Tell me the coordinates.”
“Alyssa, some things were never meant to be found,” he said softly. “Please let it go.”
She made a noise of frustration, which was soon followed by a stomp of her foot.
“Look,” Montario began. “Whether it is or isn’t what your father believes this place to be, it’s not worth risking your life over. OK? I’m not going down that road, Alyssa. Not again. And there’s no way I’m allowing you to do so, either.”
“If I have to, Montario, and you know I will, I’ll do this without you, and you know I will.” She turned to leave.
“Alyssa?” He called after her in imploring manner.
She stopped with her back to him.
“The reason I’m doing this is because if you follow through with this expedition, I don’t want to be responsible should anything bad happen to you. You know I’d be devastated if you were hurt.”
Her shoulders dropped slowly. “Why won’t you ever let me be angry with you?” she asked. And then: “But as angry as I am with you — you know I love you, right?”
The edges of his lips lifted faintly. “Like a brother,” he answered evenly.
She nodded. “Like a brother. But you know I can’t let this go, either. You said so yourself, Montario. He may have died finding what he’d been looking for all his life, proving his colleagues wrong. But until I can verify his finding, then my father has proved nothing.” She looked at him with features that were kinder and softer. “You know I have to do this,” she told him. “You know it’s what my father would want.”
“This time, I’m not so sure,” he advised. “Not after what I saw. And if something should happen to you, then I couldn’t live with myself knowing that I could have stopped you. Now with your father gone, you’re all I’ve got. Please understand that. If it is Eden, just let it go.”
“If it is Eden, then the world has to know.”
Montario stared at her, wanting to smile but couldn’t. “You’re so much like your father,” he finally said.
She feigned a smile. “If there’s a legend to be had, then it’ll be his. My father deserves this.”
He couldn’t deny her sentiment or fortitude regarding the love of her father. “Then you take care of yourself,” he told her, his voice starting to crack. “And be careful.”
She took a step closer. “And what about you, Montario? What are your plans?”
“Me? I’m going back to New York,” he told her, “to finish up with my studies at NYU.”
She looked at him as a brief moment of silence passed between them. And then she laid a hand on his forearm and stroked it gently. “You know I’ll find this place,” she said calmly. “You know I’ll find Eden.”
He sighed. “I know,” he told her flatly. “I just wish you wouldn’t.”
A moment of time passed between them as they stood diametrically opposite from one another; one possessing the conviction to find Eden, the other content with knowing what was inside and having the presence of mind to leave it alone.
In an instant, they embraced as the anger and disagreements between them bled themselves dry. Even though he confessed to love her as a brother, the truth was that he loved her fully and deeply. Alyssa Moore had always been his first thought in the morning when he woke, and his last thought at night when he went to bed.
His passion was too great for him to admit.
When they pulled apart and looked at each other, he wanted to tell her about his underlying emotions. But he could not find the courage to do so.
“I got to go,” she said finally.
He smiled in return, hating himself for feeling so awkward about his feelings. When she left, he allowed his shoulders to drop. At least he had not given her the black book, he told himself. He was sure somewhere within its encryptions lay the coordinates Alyssa wanted. He was justifying his actions as championing a cause that would ultimately save her life. Without the book, she would not have a directional blueprint to follow. And she would be safe.
But if there was one thing about Alyssa Moore, he thought, it was that she was dogged by nature. Although she may have been rendered petite in stature, the fight in her was incredible.
So he prayed that her father had hidden his secrets well — as he was prone to do.
But if he had not, then he would guard the secrets of the book.
He turned to the closet that held a baggie containing his clothes and personal items. Inside was the black book which he would take to New York.
After all, he considered, some places were never meant to be found.
And in this case, he was spot on.

CHAPTER TWO

Göbekli Tepe Site
Not only was Alyssa Moore tired, but she continued to mourn the loss of her father. While sitting at her desk, she had taken on a vacant stare that seemed to look well beyond the walls and into the nether regions of dismal thoughts, a world that was as gray and disturbing as a film noire. She was calling up images of her father when a tear coursed lazily down her cheek and dangled precariously at the edge of her jaw a moment before falling.
“If you wish, Ms. Alyssa, I could come back.”
Upon hearing Noah’s voice, she sat up and ran the back of her hand across her cheek. “I’ll be fine,” she said.
“Are you sure?”
She shook her head. “I’m all right, Noah. Please, come in.”
Noah was a tall man who had to duck beneath the flaps of the tent to enter. Besides the cot, a few tables, and a laptop for networking and research, the area was quite spartan. “I just wanted to inform you that Emiyet Müdürlüğü officials are on site asking about your father and his expedition.” The Emiyet Müdürlüğü was similar to investigative police.
Alyssa nodded. “Thank you, Noah.
He moved closer. “You know this already,” he began, “but your father and I go back long before you were born.” Looking over the research papers that lay scattered across the tables, and the photos of the bas-relief carvings posted on the Göbekli Tepe columns, he told her, “Everyone — including scholars and world-class professors — believed your father to be chasing a myth. But whenever they doubted him, he always brought up the names of Frank Calvert and Heinrich Schliemann.”
Alyssa knew where this was going since she heard it a thousand times before, this story of hope. Whenever colleagues disputed her father’s claims as nothing more than a feeble attempt to shine a spotlight on his endeavors, he always countered by naming Calvert and Schliemann as the founders of Troy after following the blueprint of Homer’s writings. For many years, scholars had disputed the existence of Troy, stating that it was nothing more than the fictional account of the Greek author. But in 1865 they had proved them wrong by discovering the city right where Homer’s writings said it would be, in Turkey.
“They eventually proved the world wrong,” he added. “But unfortunate as it may be, your father will not be able to confirm his findings.” He made his way to Alyssa until he stood behind her. “Do you believe that your father found Eden?”
“I believe he found something.”
“Then my intent is merely to suggest that we attempt to prove your father right. I suggest that Montario act as the guide since he knows the location.”
“Montario isn’t going,” she told him. “He wants nothing to do with this.”
“Surely with the find of a lifetime—”
“Montario isn’t going, Noah. He knows where it is. But he says some things were never meant to be found.”
“Why would he be afraid of the ‘find’ of a lifetime?”
She hesitated before answering, and then she enlightened Noah as to everything Montario had told her — such as the creature within the tunnels, about the crypts and the Crystal Wall within the Central Chamber, the wall a schematic of some kind.
“My father’s dream will become a legend someday,” she told him. “I promise you that.”
“Then you know of its location?”
“No. But I’ll look for them in my father’s records.”
“Your father kept things well hidden. Perhaps you won’t find them,” he said.
“That’s always the possibility, Noah. But I will find Eden… somehow.”
“Very well, then.” There was a slight pause between them as he turned toward the tent opening. “If you wish, I can handle the Emiyet Müdürlüğü.”
“That won’t be necessary,” she returned, patting his liver-spotted hand. “I’m sure they’ll have questions only I can answer.”
“We’ll talk later then.”After giving her a quick and supportive rub on her back, Noah Wainscot left the tent.

CHAPTER THREE

Two Days Later
Somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean beyond the Shoreline Limits of the United Kingdom
Obsidian Hall was a man of incredibly expensive taste. So expensive, in fact, that he was listed as one of the wealthiest men in the world amassing a multi-billion dollar fortune from commercial and financial holdings, with his corporate office a 300-foot yacht that was in constant motion.
In the state room that was located in the central part of the ship, Obsidian Hall was sitting on a cream-colored sofa made of the finest Corinthian leather. The room was large and opulent with luxuries from all over the world, including paintings and relics such as Dynasty vases and ancient scrolls that had been illegally appropriated from museums, only to end up in his private collection.
Opposite the sofa stood a ceiling-to-floor mirror he used to appraise himself during periods of working out. However, Obsidian Hall never lifted a dumbbell or even raised anything heavier than a glass of expensive cognac to his lips. He used the mirror as a tool of his own narcissism, forever scrutinizing his appearance with casual tilts of his head to view every angle of his face. He was tall and lean with a tanned complexion in contrast with hair so blonde it was like corn silk. And his eyes were as blue as Jamaican waters.
As he sat there looking over his features, raising an occasional hand to graze the tips of his fingers along his jaw line, he was engaged in a phone conversation in speaker mode.
“The news of Professor Moore’s disappearance was nothing but tabloid fodder,” he said evenly, “until the administration at the AIAA confirmed his loss along with eight others. Now I say his disappearance and not his death, mind you.”
“I can assure you, Mr. Hall, that Professor Moore is unfortunately deceased. I can further assure you that his findings are most likely credible.”
“And how likely is ‘most likely’?” he asked.
The voice that exited the speakers throughout the room sounded confident. “I believe that he found Eden,” he said. “I believe it exists.”
Obsidian Hall got to his feet and began to pace the room. “Where? And don’t say Turkey, either. I gathered that from the reports. What I need to know is where in Turkey.”
“I’m afraid that’s a secret possessed by the surviving member of the professor’s team.”
He stopped pacing and looked up at one of the speakers. “You’re talking about this Montario guy?”
“He would be the one, yes. He was being detained by the Turkish authorities regarding the disappearance of Professor Moore and his team. But since there is no actual consideration of foul play, they released him.”
“And where is he now?”
“He’s on his way to New York.”
“Then tell me this,” he said. “Why didn’t he surrender the location of Eden to the Turkish authorities? Certainly they would want to follow up on the matter considering that nine people disappeared.”
“They did press him,” he answered. “But Mr. Montario claimed that he could not quite pinpoint the location after wandering the desert for two straight days.”
“And you believe that he was being untruthful?”
“I’m saying that I believe Mr. Montario knows where it’s at since, after all, he was there.”
“And the expedition? How did he explain their disappearance?”
“He’s claiming they were killed by something within the tunnels.”
Hall brought the glass of cognac to his lips, sipped from its edge, then lowered his hand while maintaining focus on his mirrored image. Then, more to himself, he whispered, “Something… within the tunnels?”
“From my understanding, he also informed Ms. Moore that there was a chamber within the temple that contained crypts.”
“Crypts?” He took another sip. “It appears that Eden is getting more interesting by the moment,” he said.
“He insists that the crypts contain a dark secret.”
“And that would be?”
“Apparently the truth is written on the chamber walls.”
“The truth about what lies within?”
“You’d have to ask him.”
Obsidian Hall began to pace the room. “And what is it that he believes killed the professor’s team?”
“He doesn’t know.”
“It sounds like Mr. Montario doesn’t know much about anything, does he? What about Ms. Moore? Does she know the location?”
“No. But she’s perusing her father’s records for a directional guide.”
“I see.” He stood before the mirror but didn’t acknowledge his presence since his mind continued to deliberate. The prospect of Eden existing was inconceivable. More so, he had the means to be standing upon its threshold within days, if not hours, if he had the coordinates.
All of a sudden the treasures within the state room mattered little.
“I need those coordinates,” he said, looking out the window and at the slight swells of ocean waves. “Can you get them for me?”
“Only if Ms. Moore finds them, but it’s not promising since her father kept such things hidden.”
“Find them, and your rewards will be great.”
“My only reward is to see that Professor Moore gets the recognition he deserves.”
“Professor Moore can get whatever posthumous sentiments the institutes deem fit to present him with. My only concern is Eden and what lies within.” Obsidian Hall moved before the mirror and squared his shoulders, then stood sideways to measure the profile of his flat stomach. “Since Ms. Moore is a non factor at this point in time, we’ll begin with the survivor,” he said. “Perhaps Mr. Montario’s memory is not as bad as he claims it to be. I’m sure his memory will become quite clear the moment I press him for the answers I need.”
“All I ask of you—”
Hall cut the caller off without as much as a valediction by disconnecting the line. Within moments he contacted his valet, a small Hindu man whose dark complexion was in stark contrast to his pristine white clothing, and informed him to ready the chopper for travel to the nearest airport, where he would charter a jet.
“When I make reservations, sir, where shall I tell them that you’ll be departing to?”
“To New York,” he said. “I’m going to New York.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Eastbound Over the Atlantic Ocean
Even now, on a flight to New York, to look at Montario one would think that he had been wandering for days beneath the desert sun, rather than the two days he actually meandered about before a Turkish shepherd took note of him.
When he was discovered wandering in the desert he was in an obvious state of confusion and greatly dehydrated, speaking of the expedition and of things that didn’t make any sense whatsoever, the ramblings of a fevered mind.
When the Turkish authorities arrived, however, Montario was given a saline solution, which brought him back to a normal range of cognition.
Two men from the Emiyet Müdürlüğü, the area’s District Directorate, wore the blue uniforms and ranking silver stars of their position — that of lieutenant — who openly questioned him on the subject of Professor Moore’s missing team. The nature of their interview was insinuating rather than curiosity. Were they accusing him of criminal activity? No matter the answer he gave them, they accused him of lying, which puzzled him greatly.
“Why would I lie?”
The officer with the sparse mustache on his upper lip smiled. “Because nine people are missing,” he told them. “We need to know what happened, since you were there.”
More questions revolved around criminal insinuations, the officers pointing an accusing finger at him saying that he was responsible for their deaths. And if he wanted to prove otherwise, then it would be in his best interests to tell them where the bodies were.
He gave the coordinates as best he could recall, resulting in several search attempts by Search and Rescue with negative results.
Subsequent questioning sessions came in waves for the two days he was hospitalized; the line of questioning becoming more intense when they realized that Montario was sending them in endless circles. And should he not give them what they wanted, they promised him that he would serve the balance of his life in a Turkish prison.
That was when Montario had enough and requested an authority from the American Embassy, further stating he no longer had anything to say unless a U.S. consul was present.
“There are nine bodies out there in the desert,” the man with the sparse mustache said, his face stiff and unyielding. “We only want to help your friends.”
Montario leaned forward. “You can’t,” he said. And then he fell back into his pillow, his eyes ceilingward.
The men sat there looking at Montario for what appeared to be hours when, in fact, it was only seconds. Still, they unnerved him as he lay there under their gaze of examination.
Without saying another word the officers rose from their seats, gathered their jackets, and left the room. When they were gone Montario allowed his chest to deflate, the rush of air pouring out of his lungs.
They had nothing and he knew it. They had used every interrogation tactic short of corporeal punishment. And he knew that, too.
Nevertheless, on the following day he could only wonder if they would show up again for another round of finger pointing. They never did. So he considered the matter closed.
The moment he was released, he returned to the Göbekli Tepe dig site to retrieve his gear, which was a backpack filled with dirty T-shirts, dusty shorts, and random notes. Without saying goodbye to Alyssa, who was said to be inside her tent, he left.
No matter how much he wanted to, he could never face her again, knowing that he would have to choke back emotions. He had been able to contain himself in the hospital, had kept himself from looking at her with those doting eyes of his, the way they fawned over someone the way eyes do when they say “I love you.”
Not only did she possess a natural beauty and carry herself with graceful economy, but she also possessed an inner strength that was matched by her desire to succeed at every turn.
But in her eyes he was just Montario, a student aide working his way through NYU. And he knew he would be nothing to her but Montario, the student aide.
As the plane took a turbulent bump, he closed his eyes.
Like a good soldier, she would follow in her father’s footsteps. He knew that. And that is why he wanted to remember her by the way she smiled at him with ruler-straight teeth, or the way she cocked her head when they shared a joke or a memory.
She was a part of the Moore legacy and nothing could change that. She would follow in her father’s footsteps right into the black heart of Eden. “A cold, dark place where things hide themselves in darkness,” he murmured, drawing the attention of the woman sitting next to him.
He opened his eyes and sighed as the plane shuddered along the waves of turbulence.
And then he checked his watch.
New York City was less than two hours away.
* * *
By the time Montario arrived at LaGuardia, he was exhausted. All he wanted to do was go home, take a shower, and fall asleep.
After grabbing a cab to his apartment, a twelve-story brick tenement about a mile east of Times Square, Montario paid a marginal tip much to the chagrin of the driver and made his way quickly up the stairwell.
When he opened the door of his apartment, he was greeted with the heated staleness of a residence that had had its windows closed for over a month. Dropping his backpack on the couch, he went to the window and parted the drapes. With his apartment facing west, he cherished the rosy afterglow of sunset beyond the towers of the city’s horizon and smiled.
It was good to be back.
“Welcome home, Mr. Montario.”
The voice was alien to Montario as he twisted around with the action of a startled man, his eyes sizably wide with awe.
Sitting on the couch was a man wearing an expensive suit, one leg crossed over the other in leisure. He raised a hand and patted the air in a gesture for Montario to calm down. “I apologize for the intrusion,” he said. “I simply request a moment of your time.”
“Who are you? What do you want?”
The two men flanking the stranger did not go unnoticed by Montario as he took quick appraisal of their simian-like features, such as their prognathous jaws and sloping brows, thick muscles and broad shoulders. What he didn’t like, however, were their gazes, which were full of chilly resolve and black intentions.
“These are my people,” said the stranger, intercepting Montario’s line of sight. “My aides, shall we say?”
“How do you know my name?”
The stranger looked at him with the clearest blue eyes Montario had ever seen, but they were ice cold in their stare. “Actually, you have me at a disadvantage,” he said, feigning a smile. “I’m afraid I don’t know your first name at all.”
“It’s just Montario.”
The man’s smile flourished. “Like Fabio or Cher or Liberace, huh?”
Montario didn’t answer him.
“Mr. Montario it is, then.”
“I’m calling the police.”
“Mr. Montario,” the man’s voice was no longer affable but rigid, “I don’t think you really want to go there with me, do you?” He raised a hand to indicate his aides, to bring about the advantage of their size. “They won’t let you. And nor will I.”
“What do you want?”
“First, let me introduce myself. My name is Obsidian Hall,” he said with self-importance.
Montario narrowed his eyes, wondering where he had heard that name before. It came to him in a swift flash of enlightenment. Obsidian Hall was a billionaire reputed to be a man of questionable character who often exhibited thin moral fiber by choice, at least according to media sources.
But why is he here and what did he want?
“You have information I need,” he said finally. “And you’re going to give it to me.”
“Me?” Montario pointed to himself. “What could I possibly give you?”
“For starters, I want you to give me the location of Eden.”
The men stared at each other for a long moment in a match of wills.
And then: “You will give me what I want, Mr. Montario.”
“I can’t give you what I don’t know,” he returned.
“You may have told that to the Turkish authorities. But I’m not the Turkish authorities. So you will cooperate.”
“Professor Moore was in complete authority,” he said honestly. “He was adamant about keeping certain information close to his vest for fear of misappropriation.”
“You really want me to believe that you don’t know where Eden is after spending time there?”
“One part of Turkey looks just as much as another. Have you been there?”
“Mr. Montario, I’m a man of little patience. I didn’t get to where I am by believing every man I came in contact with. In fact, I am where I am because I made insignificant people like you give me what I want — freely or otherwise.”
“Otherwise? You mean, as in torture?”
“I prefer to call it experimental interrogation.” Hall leaned back, clasped his hands together, and placed them on his knee while studying Montario. “I’m a man of extreme wealth,” he said. “I have people everywhere. And all I have to do to get whatever I want is to reach into my sizeable wallet and pay them for whatever information I need.” He leaned forward, his blue eyes steely in their appraisal. “And my information regarding you, Mr. Montario, is this: You were very close to the professor and his daughter. So close, in fact, that you were his aide. So for you to stand there and lie to me by pleading ignorance is a foolish tactic to protect Eden. You will tell me everything I need to know.”
“I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”
“Then perhaps I can jog your memory.” He turned to the man closest to Montario and tipped his chin, a command that galvanized the large man to reach into the pocket of his suit and produce a photo. He handed it to Montario and stepped back.
It was a recent picture of Alyssa at the site of Göbekli Tepe. She was busy taking notes at one of the carved bas-reliefs on a column.
“I believe that’s Alyssa Moore, yes?” asked Hall.
Montario stared at the photo for a long time before lifting his gaze toward Obsidian Hall. And then he lifted the photo, showing Obsidian the snapshot side. “And you’re showing me this why?”
“She visited you at the hospital, yes?”
Montario remained quiet.
“Your lack of response is becoming quite annoying, Mr. Montario. You will answer my questions, do you understand? Now, she visited you in the hospital, did she not?”
“She did.”
“Obviously she wanted to know what happened to her father and at Eden. Did she ask you the same questions I’m asking? Did you lie to her the same way you’re lying to me?”
When Montario failed to respond, Hall made a fleeting and dismissive wave of his hand, prompting the large man to close the gap between them and force Montario to his knees. The large man kept a vise-like grip on the back of his neck, threatening to snap his bones with a quick twist, if necessary. Montario grit his teeth against the pressure as he dropped the photo.
“Did you lie to her?”
“No.”
“So she knows the whereabouts of Eden?”
When he didn’t answer the large man squeezed Montario’s neck, causing pain.
“No!” he finally hollered. “Everything about Eden was kept in her father’s journal.”
Obsidian Hall leaned forward, as if caught by surprise. “His journal?”
Montario nodded. His face twisted in anguish as the man maintained his grip.
“He kept a journal of everything he did.”
With another nod from Hall, the man eased up on his grip. Hall got to his feet. “And where is this journal?”
“It’s in… my backpack.”
Hall nodded to the second ape who rummaged through the backpack, found the black book, and handed it to Hall, who leafed through the pages and discovered that it was entirely encrypted. He held the book up. “Is this a joke?” he asked, waving it.
More silence from Montario.
“Mr. Montario, if you wish to be obstinate—” Hall nodded to the large man who squeezed Montario’s neck to the point where Montario thought his life was about to be snuffed out with a single snap, right up until the time when the large man finally relaxed his grip. “Mr. Montario, what did he write in this encrypted journal of his?”
“Lots of things,” he said. “I can only assume he wrote about the crypts — about the Central Chamber.”
Obsidian Hall waited for him to expand on this. When he didn’t, he pressed him. “What about them?”
“I’m not sure,” he said. “Everything’s in cryptic passages. Professor Moore writes in ancient languages as a tool to keep others from misappropriating his findings. I can’t decipher them. Only Alyssa can. I can only remember what he told me.”
“And what was that?”
“That Eden is a cold, dark place. A place unlike what religious texts makes it out to be.”
Obsidian gained his feet and walked toward Montario until he stood over him, and then looked down. He held the book tight. “I must say, Mr. Montario, as intriguing as all this sounds about crypts and a Central Chamber, we all know that truth lies within facts. And the facts lie within those crypts.” He began to pace the floor of the apartment. And then speaking rhetorically, he said, “The question is: who are inside the crypts?” And then more directly to Montario: “What did the good professor tell you about them?”
“Not a thing.”
Hall gave other nod, prompting the huge man to squeeze hard enough for Montario’s face to flush.
“Every time you lie to me, Mr. Montario, my colleague here will squeeze your neck until he crushes a bone or two, which will make you a quadriplegic for the rest of your life. Now I want the truth. What did the professor tell you regarding the crypts?”
Through gritted teeth, he said, “I swear to you! He said nothing to me other than it’s not what religious texts make it out to be. All he said was that Alyssa may lose her faith, should she know the truth.”
Hall stopped and turned on the points of his feet. “That’s what he said? That Ms. Moore may lose her faith?”
Montario nodded as best he could.
“Funny,” Hall said, “that a woman of science sits upon the border of science and religion, accepting to believe in both when one clearly contradicts the other.”
“You don’t know her.”
“If you do not proffer me the coordinates, then here is my proposal to you: I will present this book to Ms. Moore and force her to interpret her father’s writings, assuming he wrote the coordinates down, which, in all probability, he did. Is that what you want, Mr. Montario? Do you want to put her in the position you now find yourself in?”
The large man allowed Montario to raise his head enough to view Obsidian Hall.
“Give me the coordinates,” Hall said simply. “Should you do that, then there would be no need for me to contact her.”
“If I don’t give you the location, will you kill her?”
“Kill her? No, Mr. Montario, I’ve never killed anyone in my life. In fact, it’s my belief that anyone can take a life at will. Some would even say that taking a life is true power since the action is a show of complete dominion over another. But I believe differently. I believe that true power comes by having someone kill for you. That way, I do not have complete dominion over one life, but two: The one I order to commit the action, and the one who the action is committed against. That, Mr. Montario, is power that is complete and absolute. And that’s the power I hold.”
Obsidian Hall moved toward the window. The sky was beginning to settle toward darkness. The street lamps were beginning to light up ten stories below.
“It’s your choice, Mr. Montario. Either you give me the coordinates… or I get them from Ms. Moore. I believe you know where Eden is. So if you give me the coordinates, then I could be at Eden’s doorstep this time tomorrow. Long before Ms. Moore begins her quest.”
Montario closed his eyes. He could vaguely remember something regarding its location and the flash of numbers on one of the professor’s documents prior to encrypting it. But he did not want to place Alyssa in jeopardy, either.
“Think carefully, Mr. Montario. But don’t take too long,” Hall said evenly. “There’s a play on Broadway I’ve been meaning to catch for some time now. I don’t want to be late”
The numbers appeared jumbled in his mind, almost dyslexic in their placement. And then he began to spell out the degrees and minutes of Eden’s location.
The second man booted up Montario’s computer and applied the data into the search engine. The area that came up was a place in southern Iraq, which was nearly a thousand miles away from the Turkish border.
“You’re lying to me, Mr. Montario.”
“You’re asking me to remember a series of coordinates under extreme conditions.”
“Extreme conditions? Mr. Montario, I am being quite pleasant,” he told him affably. “I’m allowing you to live, aren’t I?” There was a slight pause as Obsidian Hall stared out the window and at the pinprick lights that made up the constellations. To Montario, the quiet was very unnerving.
“The play is about to begin,” Hall said calmly. “And time for you is running out. So if I were you, Mr. Montario, I would come up with the correct series of coordinates. And understand me when I say this: There will be no third chance, no third opportunity.” There was a pause. And then: “The coordinates, Mr. Montario. Give them to me now. The clock is ticking.”
Montario closed his eyes. His heart and mind were racing. And the grip on the back of his neck was tightening, a reminder he was moments away from being paralyzed for the rest of his life.
Standing silhouetted against the window was Obsidian Hall, who took a moment to raise his hand to check his watch. The play was about to begin.
Montario prattled off numbers, which were loaded into the search engine.
This time the location was somewhere in Africa.
Hall clicked his tongue in disappointment. “Either you’re lying to me, Mr. Montario, or you really don’t know the coordinates, as you say.”
“I swear,” he said, “I can’t recall the exact numbers. There’re so many.”
“That’s a shame,” he said. “Then I’m afraid I’ll just have to get them from Ms. Moore.”
“Please don’t hurt her.”
“Then give me the numbers.”
“I can’t.”
“So sad,” he said.
Montario lowered his head until it was inches above the floor. The man’s grip remained steady around the back of his neck. “I really can’t remember,” he said. So what will you do now? Cripple me by snapping my neck?
“Remember when I said that I had complete and absolute control? That I had dominion over the lives of two people and not just one?”
Montario treated his questions as rhetorical.
“I meant every word.” The silhouette of Obsidian Hall raised a hand and pointed to the far end of the apartment, toward the balcony door.
The large man hoisted Montario effortlessly to his feet and ushered him to the balcony. Montario tried to fight against the man’s strength, found it futile, like a child against a grown adult, and found himself on the balcony ten flights up.
The air was cool and mild; a slight breeze softly caressed his skin as the city beneath him seemed to crawl with a surreal slowness. He was lifted off his feet and over the man’s head; as the stars above him came closer, he was then tossed outward, the world becoming a terrifying spiral as he pin-wheeled his arms and legs to the surface below.
From where Obsidian Hall was standing, he was surprised that the young man did not cry out. And for that he earned a measure of his respect right up until the moment when Montario landed with the sound of a melon hitting the pavement.
The large man returned to the living area, brushing off imaginary dust from his suit as if the deed cast him in filth.
Obsidian looked at the little black book, then tucked it away in the inner pocket of his suit. “It looks like we’ll get to see the opening act, after all,” he said. And though it appeared his thoughts were hanging by the brief moment of his hesitation, he finally said, “Tomorrow I’ll fly to Turkey to meet with Ms. Moore.”
With his two colleagues in tow, Obsidian Hall closed the door behind him and immersed the apartment in complete and total darkness.

CHAPTER FIVE

Göbekli Tepe
The world of Göbekli Tepe mattered little to Alyssa Moore as she sat inside a tent that was hot and dry with little to no wind providing any comfort. Drawings and glossy photos of the carved bas-reliefs lay haphazardly across her desktop and some on the ground, as if tossed about in a fit of rage. Her computer monitors were blank, the system shut down. And the single blanket of her cot remained unmade after a restless night in bed, which was unregimented of her.
Her entire world was becoming disheveled. She heard the tent flap pull back and someone enter.
She closed her eyes and clenched her jaw. She really wanted to be alone. And then, with such gentle softness: “Ms. Alyssa?”
It was Noah, so she relaxed. Right now, he was the closest thing to a father she had. “Yes, Noah.”
He crossed the tent, grabbed an empty chair, placed it beside her, and straddled it. He then reached out and grabbed her hand, feeling the calluses of a laborer, but looked into the face of someone who should have been a model on the runway. “I know this is a difficult time,” he told her, stroking the back of her hand gently. “But I’m afraid there’s been another tragedy.”
She looked at him, her mouth hanging. She wasn’t sure she could take much more. Not now.
“It’s Montario,” he said. “There’s been word from the AIAA that he’s met with a most unfortunate accident.” She sat upright, her spine as rigid as rebar. “It appears that Mr. Montario fell from his balcony in New York.” And then: “I’m sorry.”
Her chin became gelatinous as her eyes moistened. This time she was unable to choke back the emotions as she fell into Noah’s arms and wept. In return, he pulled her close and kissed the crown of her head. “I’m so sorry, my dear. He was a good man.”
Suddenly her world began to spin kaleidoscopically out of control, the pieces of a once orderly world becoming fragmented and displaced, her mind wheeling with confusion. She had always known that he loved her, cared for her, tried to see her more than what she was, a scientist. But she saw him as a brother, someone she could trust in matters of privacy that she could never share with her father.
“He was a good man,” Noah repeated, patting her lightly on the back. “A good man.”
And then she broke, sobbing into Noah’s shirt as her world was falling apart around her by the inches.

CHAPTER SIX

Vatican City
The Papal Chamber
The Vatican’s Intelligence Service, the Servizio Informazione del Vaticano, or the SIV, was created to counter early 19th century efforts to subvert the secular power of the Vatican. So as a necessity, the Church saw the need in creating an unofficial security agency to solve problems by developing a system of confidential communication and information gathering. In 1870, when the Papacy was forced to give up some of its territories and cutbacks were ordered, the diplomatic service remained but its intelligence and security functions were truncated. As the Vatican adapted to periodic threats over time, they saw an immediate need to develop the SIV into a service that rivaled most intelligence agencies, including Mossad and the CIA.
With diplomatic ties with more than ninety percent of the world’s countries, the SIV was now a staple of Vatican life that protected the sovereignty of the Church, its interests, and the welfare of its citizenry.
Today, however, provided them with a critical challenge.
Inside the Papal Chamber, Pope Leo XIV sat behind his desk, an ornate piece made of mahogany with raised carvings of cherubs playing harpsichords as its corner pieces. From the open doors that led to the balcony, a mild wind blew in from the east, causing the drapes with scalloped hemming to billow softly. But it brought little comfort to the room as Leo sat across from John Savage, the top administrator and team leader of the SIV, who carried the look of a solemn man who had been weighed down by atrocities.
In Savage’s possession was a leather portfolio. Inside the folder were several sheets of intercepted data taken from agencies on both sides of the pond regarding the alleged discovery of Eden.
“Do you believe it to be true?” asked the pope.
Savage placed a single sheet on top of the pontiff’s desk. “This was taken from the AIAA’s data base.”
“The AIAA?”
“The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities,” he answered. “It was Professor Moore’s venue. Their transmissions confirm that the professor and his team have disappeared. And according to the sole survivor, Mr. Montario, the site was discovered.”
“And Mr. Montario’s take on the matter is what?”
“He claims that Eden is not what religious texts make it out to be.”
“And what does he make it out to be?”
“He said it was a cold, dark place. At least that’s what he told the Turkish authorities.”
The pontiff lifted the sheet of paper from his desktop. It was a short dossier on Montario, a quick summary of the man’s life. There was nothing special about him, only that he was a student of archeological studies at NYU and little else. He placed the paper back down. “And the expedition team?”
“According to him, they’re dead. He claims there was something in the darkness that took them, including Professor Moore.”
“And what do the Turkish authorities believe?”
“They believe Mr. Montario to be a confused individual, since he was showing signs of dehydration after being in the desert for two days before a shepherd boy found him.”
“You think—” He looked down at the sheet, at the name. “You think Mr. Montario knows the whereabouts of Eden?”
“I do. But I’m afraid that Mr. Montario met with a fatal accident upon his arrival in New York.”
“So there is no one left of the expedition?”
“No, Your Holiness. No one. But it appears that the Professor’s daughter, Alyssa Moore, visited him at the hospital. It’s possible that the transfer of information may have taken place then.”
The pontiff closed eyes that were iron gray, thinking. A slight breeze blew in from the balcony, alighting on their skin, a sweet caress.
Pope Leo opened his eyes. “The secret of Eden’s location must be maintained at all costs,” he said evenly. “I need you to find the girl, find the truth, and deal with it accordingly. If she knows the whereabouts of Eden, then I’m afraid the Church has no other recourse. We have to preserve its interests.”
Savage cocked his head questioningly. Was the pontiff telling him to commit murder?
“Your Holiness, how exactly am I to deal with this ‘accordingly’?”
“If she has those coordinates, John, then you have to make sure that she no longer has the capability to forward them to anyone else.”
“Do you know what you’re asking me to do?”
“I’m asking you to preserve the interests of the Church.”
Savage continued with his puzzled look.
“Do you know where the girl is?”
He nodded. “She’s at the Göbekli Tepe site in Turkey.”
“Then gather your team,” he said. “And find the girl quickly before she follows in her father’s footsteps.”
“Why?” asked Savage. “Why cover this up? Eden is a wonderful opportunity to share with the world.”
“In my eyes, finding Eden would be a blessing if it truly exists. But in the eyes of the Church it may be an abomination. So find the girl, John. Find the girl and keep the truth — right, wrong or indifferent — from getting out. And ask me no more questions.”
John Savage continued to look puzzled. Why would the Church look upon Eden as an abomination? And then: “Yes, Your Holiness.”
Pope Leo held out his hand for Savage to take, which he did, and kissed the Fisherman’s ring.
“God be with you,” said Pope Leo.
Having more questions than answers, John Savage left the Papal Chamber to gather a team to head for Turkey.
* * *
Beneath the Basilica is the Vatican Vault, where the treasures of Christendom lie. In one chamber sits the alleged cradle of Christ. In another the reputed heart of Joan of Arc, the only part of her that did not burn in the fire. And yet in another is the Ark of the Covenant. But in the final compartment, the L’Archivio Segreto Vaticano, whose vault contains a vast collection of historical texts and countless secrets of the Catholic Church, sat an aged scroll considered to be the earliest written account of humanity.
Beneath the spotlight glow of a single bulb, a gold cylinder that encased an ancient scroll of treated goatskin cast its bullion-like shine across the old man’s face. It had been years since he’d returned to the vault to regard its antiquities. But ever since he had authorized Alyssa Moore’s death to preserve the interests of the Church, he agonized over his decision. What was inside the cylinder, however, would help serve to justify his choice.
For a long moment he stood within its aura, taking into consideration the scholarly regard that “magic” was science not yet understood. That Eden was simply a metaphorical reference of man’s fall from grace for contesting the wishes of God, or by the interpretations of some, against the values of the Church.
But Leo knew that within that cylinder lay the truth of Edin, a metaphorical tale that was all too real. With hands that looked as thin and fragile as a sparrow’s wings, he picked up the cylinder and carefully unfurled the scroll from the tube.
It was a crudely drawn map written in a blend of fading inks indicating that Eden was situated at the junction of the Four Rivers, the Pishon and Gihon, now gone, in what was a passable interpretation of what is now Turkey.
Rolling the scroll further, he unveiled a diagram of a massive Mayan-like temple, not the biblical Garden of Genesis. Inside the temple were crypts extolling markings which appeared more scientific than ancient, with ships and chariots taking the dead to an afterlife without cherubs and angels, but to a place of multiple gods in chariots, a place of polytheism. This imagery alone was not catastrophic to the Church — that the people of Eden may have worshiped multiple gods rather than exercising monotheism.
The truth was far worse.
He studied the crypts, and at the crude designs of those who lie within them. And because of that he could not accept the weight of the truth.
He rolled the scroll back into its cylinder and carefully placed it on its mount. Where the gold tube came from or its history, he didn’t know. He only knew that its message was entrusted into his knowledge upon taking the papalship, and that its secret was to be maintained.
The old man closed his eyes, thinking the cost was too great. By condemning an innocent woman to death to keep the truth hidden from the masses, then he may have condemned himself to the pits as well.
His heart was truly heavy. And he prayed well into the night, hoping that God would see the value of his decision. That it was for the greater good.
But he was afraid that He said ‘No.’

CHAPTER SEVEN

Vatican City
“We’re not about that,” said the large man wearing the cleric’s shirt and Roman Catholic collar. He was about six four and weighed 245 pounds, but when the big man moved he did so with grace and economy, especially in combat. “Are you sure?”
John Savage looked Leviticus directly in eyes that were as brown as newly minted pennies, and shrugged. “There is no other interpretation,” he told him. “At least nothing I can come up with.”
Leviticus stood looking puzzled. He was one of the Knights of the Holy Order, the head of an elite command of soldiers who possessed a very particular set of skills far beyond the abilities of the Swiss Guard, whose purpose is to travel abroad to protect Vatican interests. Under his command, they had ventured into the jungles in the Philippines to save the lives of missionaries held hostage by terrorist factions. Other times they traveled to the Eastern Bloc to protect priests from dissidents. But whatever the mission, its aim was always to protect the sovereignty of the Church, its interests, or the welfare of its citizenry. But what Pope Leo was asking of them went against the conditions of their league or their mantra that loyalty was above all else, except honor.
“I understand that loyalty is to be placed above all else,” said Leviticus, “but to kill someone in order to preserve a Vatican secret, is that honorable?”
Savage toiled with this as well. “Do we dare question the pope?” he asked.
“If it’s to take the life of an innocent, then I say yes.”
“But if it’s to protect something of value, then it becomes an interest of the Church.”
“And once we go down that road, John, when will it stop? The moment we justify the murder of one, then it becomes easier to justify every other killing thereafter.”
Savage knew he was right — that such an event could promote further actions as long as they were tagged as justifiable. The easiest thing for any man to do is to justify any action, no matter how heinous the act may be.
“We are bound, nonetheless,” he said finally. “Pope Leo was evasive. But I could clearly see in his face that this decision racked him as well.”
Leviticus crossed his arms across his chest. “Pope Leo has always been a good man,” he said. “To make such a call is unlike him.”
“I believe that Leo thinks that the discovery of Eden holds something dark and dangerous about it, something that could hurt the Church.”
Leviticus shook his head. “Can’t do it, John,” he said. “You know my team lives by the credo: Loyalty above all else, except Honor.”
Savage nodded.
“She’s an innocent woman who doesn’t deserve this. I — my team — will not target her.”
“Then you will have to explain this to the pontiff.”
“I’ll have no problem with that.”
There was a pregnant pause between them, both men unwilling to relinquish their steely gaze.
Then Leviticus relaxed by lowering his arms. “Look, John, you’re my friend. But this is your problem. Now I know you have combat skills rivaled by few, but this is a matter you may have to perform on your own if you choose to do so. But if you do, then do a little soul searching and ask yourself what’s more important: Duty to Pope Leo or duty to yourself. This isn’t the Crusades where we promote Catholicism by the sword. This is the time to uphold and value our honor and the honor of the Church, no matter who holds the scepter of rule.”
Savage just looked at him. Leviticus stared back.
Although he was SIV and Leviticus a soldier, in his heart he was also a warrior. For more than ten years, he had served as the head of an elite navy SEAL team. On several occasions, he and his team had been sent on covert missions performing the “impossible,” with every member of the team believing that the word “impossible” didn’t mean that something could not be done; it only measured the degree of difficulty.
And his unit met that high level of difficulty time and again, and always came away victors.
“My duty is to the Pope,” he said, but there was little conviction in his tone.
As a SEAL, he was forged to act without question, it was ingrained in him. But the moment he retired from the SEAL team, he had set off to Italy where the Vatican chose wisely in its decision to have him direct the Servizio Informazione del Vaticano. But he could not deny that he missed the feel of a gun in his hands or the flow of adrenaline coursing through his veins.
“Then follow whatever your conscience tells you to,” said Leviticus. “Mine is clear.” Without saying goodbye, Leviticus turned and left Savage standing alone by the stand of flowers next to the Old Gardens. And there he stood vacillating between duty and honor, wondering if both were equal or separate.
* * *
“Leviticus is a good man,” Pope Leo told Savage. They were standing on the balcony of the Papal Chamber that overlooked St. Peter’s Square. In view were the Colonnades and the Obelisk, and a perfect sky that was uniformly blue. “But there is much that Leviticus does not know,” he finished.
“Yet you ask him to commit murder.”
The pontiff reached out and placed a gentle hand on Savage’s forearm. “What I ask I do so with much heaviness in my heart,” he said. “Believe me, John, when I say that I agonize over this ruling. But sometimes harsh decisions must be made in order to preserve the integrity of the Church.”
“And Eden poses such a threat?”
“It may. But it’s something I can’t afford to risk.”
“But you’ve never said why.”
Leo released him and looked out over the square, at the throngs of people milling about. “There’s an ancient scroll,” he said, “that’s in the possession of the Vatican. It spells out in detail the location of Eden… as well as what’s inside.”
The pontiff offered nothing more so Savage pressed him. “And?”
Pope Leo lowered his head. “All I can tell you, John, is that it’s a place where science and religion meet,” he said. “Nothing, not even this place—” He cast a hand outward to indicate the city “—may be as it seems. Not even us, for that matter.”
Savage looked at him questioningly. The man was talking in circles. “I don’t understand.”
“John, I’m being cryptic for a reason. The secret of Eden is entrusted to the reigning pope, and is subsequently passed down to the successor. So I ask you to respect that. I’m also asking you to take that leap of faith and do for me what Leviticus refuses to do. I need you to preserve the interest of the Church.”
Savage worked the muscles in his jaw.
“The scroll demands it,” said Leo, building on his goading. “It’s been ordained.”
“By whom?”
Leo didn’t answer. At least not right away. And when he did speak, it was only in the form of a question. “Will you do this, John? Will you find the girl?”
Savage gave the pontiff a sidelong glance and then, for some reason, he raised his hand and flexed his fingers, opening and closing his hand in and out of a fist, wondering what it was like to once again hold the weight of a firearm.
“Find the girl,” said the pontiff, “before she finds Eden.”
“And if she should find it before I find her?”
“Then destroy it,” he said. “Destroy it so that it can never be found again.”
Without anything further, Pope Leo turned and walked away, leaving John Savage alone on the balcony beneath a beautiful blue sky.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean
Obsidian Hall was back on board the Seafarer, sitting in the antiquities room that overlooked one of the yacht’s three pools. He was surrounded by priceless goods such as jade vases and glass skulls bearing the mystiques of supernatural histories. On the walls were stolen pieces by van Gogh and Rembrandt, the “Poppy Flowers” and “The Storm on the Sea of Galilee,” respectively, and worth more than one hundred and fifty million dollars combined.
“Mr. Montario was the last,” he said into his Bluetooth. He sat in a chair on the upper deck that overlooked two bull sharks circling each other in the pool. “Now that Professor Moore’s entire team is gone, that leaves Ms. Moore as the only person who has the ability to translate this book,” he added, holding the small journal up in front of him.
“You didn’t have to kill him,” said the voice coming over the sound speaker.
“I gave him every opportunity to comply.”
“You would have killed him anyway.”
“Most likely, yes. It’s obvious the Turkish government knows nothing of the location of Eden. And now that Mr. Montario has been liquidated, that leaves me with the high probability that I possess the coordinates somewhere within the encrypted pages of the journal I now hold in my hand. I have thereby taken the liberty to scan the pages and will summarily forward them to you. You will then proffer them to Ms. Moore and mine her for information.”
“After what you did to Mr. Montario, I no longer wish to be in league with you.”
Obsidian traced his fingers over the curvature of a crystal skull that had been misappropriated from a Columbian museum, and was reputed to possess spiritual and mystic powers. Never once did he take his eyes off the sharks. “Do you know what I’m doing right now?”
“No.”
“I’m watching a pair of bull sharks circle inside my pool,” he said smoothly. “If you ever feel that you’re in charge of anything I’m involved with, financially or otherwise, then I will personally oversee the effort to have you brought here to join them. Is that clear?”
When the caller didn’t answer, Obsidian repeated himself more emphatically. “I said, is that clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I have kept the AIAA afloat for years through corporate grants. If it wasn’t for me, then Professor Moore and his lackey clan of subservient gravediggers would have been nothing more than teachers working in lackluster colleges, rather than at valued dig sites. This has been a long time coming for me. I paid my dues and now I stand at the threshold of greatness. The moment you agreed to accept my funding to keep the AIAA alive, was the day you became my bitch. In other words, you have nailed your soul to the devil’s altar.”
“My intentions were honorable.”
“Your intentions cost me millions — honorable or not. You don’t run the show. I do.” There was silence over the speakers. “Are you still there?” asked Hall.
“I’m here.”
“Does Ms. Moore know that my corporation has funded past digs, most recently the Göbekli Tepe dig?”
“She would never have allowed it if she knew the truth. Neither would her father — given your reputation. It would have broken their hearts, but they would have let the AIAA go under before they accepted a dime from you.”
“So in rushes a man of regard, such as yourself, who is unwilling to stand by and watch an old friend’s vision of leading a crusade to find Eden end up as a pipedream. You paved the road to hell with good intentions to keep this from happening. How noble of you.” Hall continued to watch the sweeping motion of the sharks as they circled ceaselessly and without purpose. “Ms. Moore may prove to be an asset, so get the documents to her. In the meantime, I will gather a team.”
“A team? For what?”
“If there are dangers within Eden, then it would be prudent to go in with an armed unit to keep what happened to Professor Moore from happening to us.”
“She’ll never agree to that.”
“Make her agree,” said Hall. “If not, then your purpose has been served. Let’s not have a repeat of what happened to Mr. Montario happen to you.”
There was a long pause, and then, “Yes, sir.”
“Good enough. The documents are on their way, so check your laptop.” With that, Obsidian Hall cut off the connection.
He continued to graze the tips of his fingers over the smoothness of the crystal skull while holding the black journal in his other hand. There was no doubt in his mind that John Moore, given his anal quality of pursuit and documentation, had encrypted the coordinates within the bindings of the little black book. Now it was up to Alyssa Moore to determine them.
He looked at the skull and considered the legend that it had the ability to speak or sing, and that it contained the answers to some of the great mysteries of life and the universe. But so far it had granted him nothing; not even the secrets of the professor’s journal.
And then he gazed at the paintings, at the vases and antiquities, at all the treasures and realized that he was surrounded by priceless riches that would never hold up to the prizes of Eden. He closed his eyes and could only imagine. The moment he stepped one foot inside the temple, he would have the woman killed.
And all the riches of Eden would be his.

CHAPTER NINE

Göbekli Tepe Site
Southeast Turkey
Alyssa Moore barely left her tent, choosing instead to remain within its hot confines as the desert sun blazed overhead. There were reliefs to be catalogued and studied, pillars and foundations to be examined, but no one denied her the right to mourn the loss of her father. Everyone at the site grieved by missing the man who was gentle and kind, a man who was congenial and never raised his voice or levied a curse in anger, a person who never failed to cast a smile, regardless of the pressures he was under.
And as much as Alyssa followed in his shadow, she knew she was the polar opposite to what he was. She was sometimes impatient, not with others but with herself, always expecting perfection with everything she did, always trying to make her father proud when she knew that he was already proud. She wanted to be more, always going above and beyond, even when she knew she could reach no further. And whereas he was always politically correct and grounded, she was sometimes blunt and fiery with an acid tongue. But they made a great pair, their opposites creating a wonderful balance.
As she sat there, she watched her father on the screen of the video phone as he was leaving for Eden. He was smiling and animated, speaking at the lens of the phone with childlike excitement. It was so good to see him like this, she thought. To see him loving life and what he did to the very end. How many people, she asked herself, truly loved what they did?
Closing the lid of the phone and having every intention of transferring the video to a disc, she took stock of her surroundings. It looked as if a whirlwind had rushed through and cast everything about. Then she realized that she was the whirlwind, venting in a way of catharsis. As the day went on and the heat inside the tent became intolerable, she peeled back the flap and began to reassemble her life. She started by cleaning up the mess and setting papers and forms and photos into orderly fashion, and then rearranged her desk so that things made sense. In her way, she was trying to accept things as they were by moving on.
“I saw the tent flap up,” said Noah. “So I took it as an invitation.”
She turned and smiled. “You’re always welcome, Noah. You know that.”
It was good for him to see her smile again, even if it was a false one. He looked around and made a face as if his surroundings met his approval. “Very nice,” he said. “It’s a far cry from yesterday.” He then looked at her with a paternal gaze. “I didn’t mean that to sound poorly. I just meant—”
She cut him off by raising her hand, her palm toward him. “I know what you meant,” she told him. “I just thought it was time to move on.” She then opened her arms to indicate the inside of the tent. “So I thought I’d start here.”
“Very good, my dear.”
“Noah?”
“Yes, Ms. Alyssa.”
She always hated it when he called her Ms. She could remember bouncing off his knee as a little girl, always closer to him than she was with her own uncles. He could at least address her without the formality. “Noah, it’s just Alyssa,” she stated. “We went over this.”
He smiled. “I so like to rile you,” he said. He stepped further into the tent. “It’s good to see you back to your old self again.”
She raised a cautious finger. “I’m not there yet,” she said. “It’s still hard to let go.”
His smile tapered off. “Yes, of course. I only meant that it’s good to see you moving on.”
“That I am,” she said, moving to her desk.
From Noah’s vantage point, he could not see what she was doing but he thought she was gathering documents of some kind and putting them in their proper place. “Ms. Aly—” He caught himself. “Alyssa?”
The corner of her lip lifted into a smile. “Now you’re getting it,” she told him.
“I need to know,” he began. “Are you ready enough?”
She looked at him straight on. “To take over for my father, you mean?”
He nodded his head, looking sheepish. “Yes.”
“Noah… I’m always going to feel emptiness,” she said. “My father was everything to me. You know that. But I know that I have to move on, as well. So I need to gather my father’s records and schedule a plan. Are you up for that?”
“Of course, my dear. But perhaps I can help.”
“Noah, you’ve been by my father’s side for more than thirty years. I need you by my side too. I need your skills of interpretation.”
Noah appeared stoic. “We will bring honor to your father’s legacy,” he said. “This discovery belongs to him.”
“I agree.”
He laid a few sheets of paperwork on her desk.
“What’s this?”
“Copies of notes from your father’s journal,” he answered. “They’re entries regarding his excursion into Eden.”
She picked them up as if they were as fragile as old parchment. “Where did you get these?”
He swallowed. “It appears that they were in the possession of Mr. Montario.”
“And he didn’t give them to me?”
“It appears that he wanted your father’s secrets to remain secrets. Perhaps, Alyssa, Mr. Montario was afraid that you would decipher the pages and determine the coordinates to Eden. In his own way, by keeping your father’s journal, perhaps he was trying to protect you.”
She held up the encrypted sheets of paper. “And how did you get this?” she asked him.
“It was with Mr. Montario’s belongings in New York, which were discovered soon after his accident. Your father’s property was then forwarded to me. So now I’m forwarding it to you.”
She examined the pages, noting the archaic forms of her father’s writing. The forms were a scramble of different languages and symbols. “Thank you,” she finally told him.
“I believe everything about Eden is there, including the coordinates. Knowing your father as I do, he would not neglect to write everything down for future reference.”
She shook the papers. “They’ll be in here,” she replied.
That’s what he wanted to hear. “Shall we prepare ourselves then?”
“For?”
“To seek out Eden and build on your father’s legacy.”
She looked around the tent, at the documents on her desk and the photos. “I need to sum up my reports regarding the carved bas-reliefs,” she told him. Not only was it her father’s belief that the carvings of the creatures upon the Göbekli Tepe pillars had been indigenous life supported by rich fauna that no longer existed, it was also in direct correlation with his studies that this area was once a garden-like environment, suggesting that Eden may have existed in this part of the world before it had faded to a desert.
“And there are other matters of preparation,” Noah said finally. “Not only will we have to gather sufficient amounts of lighting and gear but, given the plausibility of Mr. Montario’s statement, there is the matter of protection.”
“You mean armed protection?”
“It’s a simple matter of prudence,” he said.
“Noah, I’ve never touched a gun in my life.”
“They scare me to death as well,” he said. “But in this case, I believe it would serve to better our chances of survival. Wouldn’t you agree?”
She gave him a nonplussed look. “Noah, this is a high-priority expedition that has to be kept close to the vest. We can’t afford to let others to know the whereabouts of Eden, because it only heightens the probability that they may appropriate the region and compromise the site. This was my father’s biggest fear, you know that.”
“Do you see another way, then?” he asked patiently. “Please keep in mind that an entire team has been terminated by whatever resides within the temple. We will not be alone. And without protection, we may not stand a chance.”
Alyssa knew that he was right. “We need to keep this as covert as possible.”
“I understand.”
“So what do you suggest?”
“I will employ a team,” he said. “And have them here within a day.”
She cocked her head questioningly. “How would you know people like that?”
“In my walk of life,” he said, smiling his paternal smile she had seen so many times over the years, “you have to be ready for all contingencies. They will not need to know the location until we arrive there. I believe that will ease your concern of possible appropriation on their part should we keep them in the dark, yes?”
“They’re to understand, Noah, that I’m the expedition lead. Not their commander.”
“If they’re paid accordingly, then I see no problems.”
Still, she was on edge. She knew that getting the proper licensing in foreign countries meant you sometimes had to grease a few political palms. But this was something different. She’d be paying mercenaries with funds from the AIAA coffer. Or so she thought.
“All right,” she finally said. “Do what you have to do, Noah.”
“Of course, my dear.”
“I’ll assemble a team for the expedition,” she added. “People of my choosing.”
“And I’ll gather the goods and make the preparations. We should be ready to go in two days, yes?”
“Two days,” she confirmed.
Noah nodded. But before he turned to leave, he spoke to her once more. “A lesson,” he suggested, “in practicality.”
She loved this. It was always something her father did to develop deductive reasoning. It was a learning tool. “I’m ready.”
Noah raised a finger, using it the same way a maestro would direct his players with a baton. “A man is asked to perform a task,” he began. “He is told by the administrator to sit in a bathtub filled with water. He is then given three items: a spoon, a teacup, and a bucket, and is told to empty the bathtub with the least amount of effort. What should he do?”
Her smile flourished. Most people would answer “use the bucket,” since it’s bigger than the spoon and teacup. But the answer was simpler. “The least amount of effort to empty the tub,” she said, “would be to pull the plug.” In other words, genius was always in simplicity.
“Very good,” he told her. “I’ll catch up with you later, my dear.”
“Bye, Noah.”
After he left, her mind drifted to thoughts that she was about to follow in her father’s footsteps. On the desk sat a small photo of the two of them, smiling. It was a recent picture of the day they arrived together at the Göbekli Tepe, taken no more than three weeks ago.
How quickly, she thought, someone you love, someone so close to you, can be here one moment and gone the next. She traced the tip of her finger lovingly over the image of her father, missing him deeply, and then she allowed a single tear to slip from the corner of her eye.
Collecting herself, she turned to the sheets that Noah gave her, and began to read.

CHAPTER TEN

First Journal Entry (Encrypted)
Let me begin this preamble by stating that I used the allusions mentioned in the Book of Genesis, the Torah, the Koran, and all the Göbekli cuneiforms as guides of reference as they relate to the geographical location of {Edin}, putting {Edin} at the {headwaters} of the four rivers that include the Tigris, Euphrates, Pishon and Gihon. Though the Pishon and Gihon are speculated to have been in the southeast of Turkey rather than northern Iraq, it is now believed that these tributaries dried up over several millennia, which would place {Edin} in Turkey rather than in Iraq, Africa or the Persian Gulf. By using these references as orientation points, I was able to triangulate a site in Turkey using the coordinates 36° 13′ 23.88″ N, 37° 55′ 20.64″ E.
With the use of satellite imagery and ground-penetrating radar, a most amazing discovery was made. Using those coordinates, I was able to determine a linear structure hidden beneath the sands in southeast Turkey. Without a doubt it is massive in size and constructed with geometric configurations that are (not) natural features derived by Nature.
So with the strength of this data along with my reputation, I presented a proposal to the Administrative Board at AIAA to financially back an expedition into Turkey in search of {Edin}. Not only did it take all of two days to garner complete support, but I was duly assigned the task to choose nine candidates to serve as my team.
My daughter, Alyssa, has chosen to remain in Göbekli Tepe to piece together the history regarding the development of mankind, rather than partake in a most amazing adventure. But she has chosen responsibility over curiosity, which shows me that she possesses a great deal of fortitude to see things through.
And for that I am truly proud.
So barring my daughter from joining my expedition, I have chosen a team comprised of five senior archeologists from the AIAA, my apprentice and aide Montario, and three candidates from the German Archaeological Institute of Istanbul (the latter condition mandated by the Turkish government, requesting that I share mutual authority with the professorships from the Institute of Istanbul in order to receive the proper licensing).
After weeks of preparation we began our journey to said coordinates. I, however, kept the location a secret from my team for fear of misappropriation from competing scholars. But the underlying truth is more selfish, since I want to be the one to point the finger of discovery of this site. But on the flip side, I also regard this to be my personal right.
After reaching our debarkation point, which was seven miles from ground zero, at least according to my GPS tracker, we trekked over rocky terrain until we came upon the fringe of what appeared to be an unnatural formation. Whereas the region was entirely flat, this area was lifted as if the landscape heaved squarely upward.
After scaling the rise, it was quite clear that it was the only such mount for as far as the eye could see. And rather than being rounded or taking on an indescribable shape, the rise was nearly perfectly square with the four sides equal in length at one-half kilometer per side, or by American standards, one-third of a mile.
Whatever lay beneath the terrain was massive.
By the time the sun set, we had made camp at the crown point of the rise, all of us chatting excitedly by the fire wondering what historical treasures lay beneath our feet. But it wasn’t until the following morning that we discovered a passage on the southeast side of the rise — a small opening large enough for a man to pass easily through.
What was most disturbing; however, were the fresh tracks around the hole. Since we’re archeologists and hardly knowledgeable about the nature of beasts, we tried to determine which nocturnal creature would possess such prints, which appeared to be heavily padded, with the points of its claws leaving impressions in the sand. The consensus was that it was a large cat, perhaps the cave a refuge from the hot sun. But whatever it was, it put us on alert.
Nevertheless, science does press on.
After taking a lamp from Montario, I pointed it into the hole, the light penetrating perhaps thirty feet. However, at the breach of the opening where the sand had been blown in by desert winds, I could see walls that were black and polished as an onyx gemstone.
So without fear of consequence as to what made those footprints around the breach, I cast aside all caution and ventured inside.
When I stood within the warren with the opening to my back and the lamp held high, I could see that the tunnel had been fashioned into a perfect trapezoid shape, wide at the bottom and thin at the top with the walls slanting inward and upward to meet ceiling with floor. It was faultless in its geometric shape, the walls perfectly flat and completely unblemished.
The marvel of such technology was a puzzle to me. How was it even possible to develop this tunnel thousands of years ago when the Neanderthal still walked the planet? I was so stunned I couldn’t begin to conceive anything around me as being genuine because everything appeared so surreal.
But the most astonishing thing was the engravings on the wall above the entrance. The figures appeared to have been acid-etched into the surface of black silica, the calligraphy of four letters a combination of pre-Sumerian characters and Göbekli script.
As I pieced them together, my heart appeared to still inside my chest, or perhaps I was just holding my breath too long as my eyes went from one letter to the next, deciphering.
What I translated was this: α Ϯ Д Ѡ
α, represented the letter E,
Ϯ, the letter D,
Д, the letter I,
Ѡ, the letter N.
I was literally standing upon the threshold of EDIN. And because it was such a glorious moment in my life, I didn’t realize that I had lowered myself to my knees until Montario lifted me back up.
And as I stood there looking at the etchings with awe, my mind understood everything as I read further text: In the Land of Edin is the Garden of God, the One True Paradise.
According to scientific conventions, the world began in about 4000 B.C., which is 8000 years after the civilization of Göbekli Tepe was created. The intricate writings found upon the pillars in Göbekli Tepe are the same found upon this wall as the Sumerian-like text clearly defines this as the temple of {Edin}. The only difference within the written configuration is that it predates the syntax of the language discovered in Göbekli Tepe. The wordage, barring archaic symbols, does bear a striking resemblance to Göbekli Tepe text, which leaves me to believe that those discovered within this temple is somewhat of a genesis language that had modified over time to become the language discovered in Göbekli Tepe. Since the writing appears to be primitive in structure but maintains some similarities to the writings discovered in Göbekli Tepe, this tells me that the script found here predates the Göbekli scripts by thousands of years, which will be clarified by carbon dating. So this place, this wonderful temple, may be the oldest existing civilization ever created, the true cradle of humanity which the ancient texts define as {Edin}, the paradise located within the juncture of the four rivers as all the religious texts have indicated.
Therefore, in terms of sacred reference according to the Torah, the Bible and the Koran, {Edin}, or {Eden}, may be the first site of humanity.
Dr. John Moore
The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities
New York, New York

Her father, as always, wrote in cryptic language, usually in ancient prose, especially in Sumerian. Whereas it would be difficult for others to read, it came as easy to her as if the text was written in English. But the enigmatic writing was more of a learning tool for her. Whatever symbols or inscriptions she could not determine became the source of further study, requiring her to examine and discover their meanings for future readings.
And within the first paragraph, as she knew her father would perform by using his cryptic skills, he had written down the exact coordinates to Eden.
She set those pages aside and read on.
Second Journal Entry (Encrypted)
It is beyond comprehension that the discoveries I’ve made thus far in the warrens appear to lead to the temple’s center. The surrounding walls seem to be constructed of black silica, giving it a polished sheen. The surfaces are entirely smooth, nothing but perfect geometrical planes that could only be rivaled by modern technology. Yet here we are, inside a temple that was created when man was still foraging for food and residing in caves. It is like comparing New York City to some obscure hutted village deep within the Amazon.
Even more astonishing are the ancient inscriptions along the tunnel walls. The writings, the cuneiform, the raised images of the carved reliefs, were either sculpted or etched to the finest detail that would have made Michelangelo proud.
In detail I drew the reliefs as best I could — same with the cuneiforms and inscriptions. Art was never my forte but that of my daughter’s. I certainly hope she has enough of a keen eye to decipher my renditions, since they appear to tell the chronological history of {Edin} Eden.
Most interesting was the fonts spaced every twenty meters. Each one bears a carved relief of creatures on its silica base beneath the well of a deep basin, which I believe were mandated to hold combustible oils volatile enough to remain lit by fires to light the way. Scorched residue remains along each of the basin’s rim as evidence of the fonts’ true purposes.
Though the discovery of the fonts and the inscriptions consumed most of our time during Day One, we soon found ourselves quite fatigued as the adrenaline dumped from our systems as quickly as it fired them up.
So we made camp along the stretch of a long warren with darkness flanking our edges. A single lamp remained lit as we ate strips of dried beef and drank bottled water. It was enough to tide us over.
However, as fatigued as I was, I could not sleep. So here I write beneath the feeble glow of a lamp as my team sleeps around me.
As excited as I am about the discovery of Eden {Edin,} I can’t help wonder about the religious accounts of this Paradise — of the indications of rich fauna and indigenous creatures depicted in the carved reliefs. So far all suggestions are that this temple has been created under a canopy of utter darkness, a black-silica ceiling now sustaining inconceivable amounts of earth that has gathered over twelve thousand years.
Was it strong enough to hold true? Sometimes I wonder, often catching myself looking ceilingward, telling myself that the silica has so far stood the test of time. Still, I hear noises like the creak of a board settling in an old house or a perhaps a gentle wind passing through the eaves and playing a song. But these noises are different. They sound like metered tapping. Like Morse code, very discernible.
And this allows me to believe that we are not alone.
As I look around, I see my comrades asleep and unaware, which is good, since the tapping is sometimes close, other times distant, but always moving.
Whatever else is in Eden {Edin}, I hope it is much more afraid of us as we are of it.
Dr. John Moore
The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities
New York, New York

Third Journal Entry (Encrypted)
It appears that during my entries, I was finally overcome with fatigue and fell asleep with pen and journal in hand. It wasn’t until morning (but who can tell since there is no light?) when a student shook me awake, startling me, mentioning that a team member was missing from the ranks.
Sure enough, it was discovered that a leading professor from the Istanbul Institute was gone; his bedroll missing from the fringe of light where he had bedded down the night before, saying the lamp would keep him awake since he was sensitive to the light.
Last night, as I was writing in my journal, I would often look to see the members sleeping fitfully, including Professor Ahmet Osman, whose chest rose and fell with the comfort of rest.
This morning, however, he was gone. And so was his bedroll.
Needless to say, a search was summarily undertaken to the question as to why someone would vacate his post after partaking in such a discovery. There were no answers, of course, only foolish guesses that were simply far reaching, given the man’s character.
And to deepen the mystery even further, after we had taken stock of our items, it appears that Professor Osman, should he have resigned from the premise, did so without a lamp, leaving him to wander in impenetrable darkness.
Weighted down with our own lamps, we broke up into teams of three, and ventured into three separate tunnels that led inward toward the temple’s center with the intention of meeting back at the bedding site in an hour’s time; thirty minutes out, thirty minutes back.
My team, which consisted of Professor Gedik Yiğit, an aged and affable man, and a grad student by the name of Marc Weatherby, took a tunnel with myself taking the lead and Professor Yiğit bringing up the rear.
To say the least I found myself quite fascinated with the cuneiform along the walls, the detail of their creations stunningly incredible, as if the carved bas-reliefs had been chipped by the skilled hands of Michelangelo with every remarkable aspect bearing the detailed quality of his David. The muscle tone, the curvatures, every aspect of man and creature depicted by these carvings could only have been done by lost technology that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend, but which existed more than twelve thousand years ago.
Embarrassing enough, as I took a moment to study these carvings by holding a lamp to the groupings, I was reminded by a constant but gentle urging by Mr. Weatherby to press on with a mild goading by his hand as a reminder that we were looking for Professor Osman.
There would be time later to catalogue these bas-reliefs carvings for further study.
So we pressed on with one tunnel appearing as much as another, with one font looking as much as the next. But my sense of direction has always been keen so my confidence of getting back in timely fashion was constant, whereas I could see by the faces of my team members that they did not share my attitude of self-reliance.
I could only smile at this as my internal compass told me that we were working our way toward the center of (Eden), where I took notice of the pre-Sumerian inscriptions noting the cryptic doomsday scenarios of entering certain parts of the temple at the cost of human life. Whether these inscriptions are warnings of trespassing into chambers akin to the warnings inside Egyptian pyramids, would have to be determined with further study of the symbols.
As much as my inquisitive mind wanted to stay behind or press on, we returned to our bedding point as required at the full rotation of one hour. When we returned we found the team members hunkered around the feeble glow of a lamp. Lying in the center was Professor Osman’s bedroll, torn and tattered, the cotton of its interior bleeding through gaping tears that seemed to have been committed by razor cuts. On the fabric appeared to be marginal drippings of blood, which had dried to a shade of deep chocolate in the lighting.
When I asked who found it and where, an awkward-looking student raised his hand as if he was afraid to acknowledge that he was the one who had made the discovery. He stated that he found it in the tunnel leading to a central chamber, the fabric lying gathered in the center of the hallway.
And this begged more questions: Why was the professor’s bedroll tattered and torn? And why was it located far from the site? But more importantly, where was Professor Osman?
Perhaps driven by instinct, I merely lifted the lamp in hopes that the light would be strong enough to penetrate the darkness and allow me to see what truly lie beyond, waiting. And it was here, as the team watched my every move, when they realized that we were not alone.
Dr. John Moore
The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities
New York, New York

Fourth Journal Entry (Encrypted)
Everyone is on edge yet no one wants to leave.
Since there is safety in numbers, we gathered into a single unit and recommenced our journey within the temple of {Edin} Eden.
What we ventured upon were more cuneiforms and pictograms, as well as unfamiliar scripture bearing Sumerian similarities which I have been noting as pre-Sumerian characters that will have to be examined at a later time. What is even more amazing is the architecture. The hallways are perfectly balanced in dimension, according to my Laser Distance Meter. Wherever we go — no matter the tunnel — the walls, the floors, the ceilings, are all composed of black silica that is as smooth as the surface of glass. I cannot even predict the tools or lost technology that were used to create such a magnificent site.
It’s almost too surreal to conceive as I stand here in the cradle of humanity.
As the hours pass by with a speed we are unaware of, we came upon a passageway that led inward toward the central point of {Edin} Eden. The passage was rather short, a walkway — if you will — leading to a chamber of possible pagan worship.
The room is circular, the ceiling domed, and all in black silica. In the room’s center is a life-size statue of a bull, fashioned from clouded quartz, which stood upon a plinth of black silica. The sculptural detail is beyond description, beyond anything superlative. It was as if the bull had been petrified into this state with every cord of muscle, the upward tilt of its head and raised foreleg, were caught at the precise moment of transition from flesh to mineral.
Even as I write this, I find myself gazing at the surrounding cuneiform which seems to suggest that there may be a Master Chamber below us that may also be a burial compartment equal to that of an exalted pharaoh, and presumably the most heralded point in {Edin} Eden. But at this stage of examination, the writings appear somewhat alien to me, and I can only assume the inhabitant to be ancient royalty. That is, of course — should my skills of interpretation be somewhat correct — if anybody is at rest within the chamber at all.
But as I sit here with my entire team asleep on the chamber floor within the shadow of the bull, I cannot help myself when I say that I’m as giddy as a child and find sleep difficult to come by. So before I close for the evening, I will grab a lamp and follow the cuneiform that suggests the way to the Central Chamber, and spy upon the secret of who lies beneath.
Dr. John Moore
The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities
New York, New York

Fifth Journal Entry (Encrypted)
I have come upon the most amazing discovery. There is another chamber, this time with the life-size clouded-crystal sculpture of a boar, a perfect anatomical monument indicating the creatures were idolized to some degree. Perhaps as the cuneiform suggests, they were components of the God of Nature, as well as a third chamber of an indescribable creature.
However, these are not the discoveries I’m talking about.
I have come upon a fourth chamber towards the center of the temple. Whereas three of the walls are black silica, the chamber’s focal point is the fourth wall, which is entirely constructed of clear crystal quartz serving as a diagram of the temple’s entirety, which indicates what I now believe to be the temple cap of an incredible pyramid similar to the steppe pyramids of Mesoamerica.
If the aerial photos have picked up the geographical anomaly which I thought to be the foundation rather than the cap as this drawing indicates, then what may be below us is a massive structure far greater than the base of Khufu.
The crystal schematic shows this structure to be comparable to the steppe pyramids similar to the ziggurats of Mesopotamia, rather than the pyramids of Ancient Egypt. The largest known pyramid thus far by volume in Mesoamerican is the Great Pyramid of Cholula, which is in the Mexican state of Puebla, and half a world away. But if this schematic is true, then there is no rival. Not only is Eden a structural phenomenon, but a true wonder of the world.
I have spent a good portion of time going over every cuneiform — over every engraving — thoroughly amazed that the scriptures along the crystal wall are shared by cultures worldwide to some degree. It’s as if {Edin} Eden is somewhat the originator — the true Tower of Babel — where languages originated then evolved elsewhere as a purer form.
Further depictions shows the landscape surrounding the pyramid as rich with fauna and supported by a winding river, which I assume to be the Gihon, with indigenous creatures clearly specified on the Göbekli pillars in the forms of bas-relief carvings.
Time, however, and drought has stolen the river, stripping away the fauna and forcing the creatures to migrate to richer fields. The sands have built to gradients over several millennia, covering the pyramid in the same way that the earth has claimed Göbekli Tepe and the pyramids of Mesoamerica.
It’s all here, however, with the Burial Chamber two levels below.
However, in order to get there, I must find the Master Chamber, which is the principal point on this level as indicated by the cuneiforms, which serves as the portal to the levels below.
Time, however, is running short as I must return to my team.
Dr. John Moore
The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities
New York, New York

Sixth Journal Entry (Encrypted)
Come morning the entire team is ecstatic about my findings, so we have moved on to the “Room of the Crystal Wall” inside the Central Chamber where they noted, catalogued, and photographed every detail from every angle.
From that point, we ventured to the temple’s master room using the markings upon the wall as a blueprint to lead us to the portal. We were not disappointed with what we found.
The room was square and the walls made of minerals we could not determine. At the center of what we thought to be the symbol of a large medallion on the floor, were seven rings and a center circle made of crystal. Beginning with the center circle, the outward rings alternated from clouded quartz to clear, with each ring bearing a series of archaic numerals and the final ring the only ring to bear several combinations of grouped numbers. It is also the only ring that moves in a clockwork direction, and works in the same manner as the dial of a combination safe. I believe the numbers on the first seven rings set the pattern of a riddle, whereas one must find the answer to the eighth ring by picking the correct sequence of the twelve numerical combinations provided on the final ring. By matching the correct pattern with the seven rings, it is my assumption that the right combination unlocks the secret to the lower levels. Should the wrong series be set, however, then I fear a terrible consequence for failing to solve the riddle correctly will follow. On each ring, starting with the center circle and working outward, I’ve deciphered the archaic numbers to be as follows:
1
11
21
1211
111221
312211
13112221
?

Already I am looking for the correct numerical pattern for the last ring — for that final combination that will grant us access to the Burial Chamber below.

Dr. John Moore
The Archaeological Institute of Ancient Antiquities
New York, New York

After setting the last page copied from her father’s journal aside, Alyssa was amazed by his findings. Eden did exist. She fell back onto her cot and stared ceilingward with her arm across her forehead.
Her mother had died when she was six years old, so whatever memories she had of her were quite vague. Her father had become both parents, tutoring her through life with more of a scientific approach rather than a paternal one. Not to say that his method lacked any sensitivity, it didn’t. He was a loving father who taught her the ways of life with a small broom to gently whisk away granules of dirt from a buried relic, the task a tedious one that took time. But it was a lesson that taught patience and prudence, and at the end a reward. He taught her to read not only English, but schooled her to read ancient scripts and scrolls, imbuing in her an interest in antiquities so that she would follow in his path, and someday join his side so that father and daughter could always be as one.
Together they became globetrotters, discovering locations believed to be nothing but folklore such as Troy or Eden. Not only did they share an umbilical tie to one another as father and daughter, but their relationship had become so symbiotic that they knew what the other was thinking the moment their eyes connected. Not a single word had to be spoken. They simply knew.
But now she was alone and disconnected, feeling lost. Her best friend was gone. And her heart ached greatly. But she would press on using her father’s pages as the blueprint to find Eden.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Rome, Italy
John Savage never smiled.
Those who met him said he was a man of cold fortitude who functioned by instinct alone.
He lived in a small flat east of Vatican City, the view from his window a web-like network of clotheslines full of sheets, obscuring his view of a distant hillside.
He sat reminiscing of the past, drinking his third bottle of beer with the two empties sitting on the table beside him. And then he closed his eyes, feeling empty and vacant, feeling completely alone.
When he was a Navy SEAL he had felt like a man who was complete and whole. But he also had a wife who felt incomplete, thereby filling her personal void with other men during his absences. He didn’t know why he was shocked to find out about her indiscretions, but when he did, he came apart unlike a Navy SEAL should.
He had taken her for granted, believing she could live with his absences the same way he lived with hers, believing in all the heart-warming stories that ‘trust’ was the foundation of all relationships. And that distance only made the heart grow fonder. What a crock.
He looked at the near empty bottle in his hand and toyed with the label by peeling it back from the glass in little strips. Was this the way she felt? he asked himself, looking around his spartan apartment. This hollow, lonely feeling?
He brought the bottle to his lips and finished it off, and then he opened his fourth. After taking a deep pull, he realized that he could not fault her for leaving him. If this was what she lived through, he considered, then the blame was entirely his.
After she left him and his military assignment was up at the urging of Special Forces Command, he opted to outrun the loneliness and sorrow — to Vatican City where he thought he could find God at some level. But he didn’t and the sense of loneliness clung to him like a pall.
In his duty to serve, he had killed people without so much as flinching. But when his wife finally left him, when she departed within the embrace of another man’s arms, he broke, seeing himself as a man of great frailty, too unworthy to hold the title of Navy SEAL.
How could a woman possess so much power? It was a question he’d been asking himself for the past three years. And still there was no answer. He took another sip and put the bottle down.
On the table lying between the empties was a Glock. Attached to the weapon’s tip was a suppressor that was as long as the barrel of the firearm, doubling its size. It had been three years since he had touched the gun, stowing it away the moment he entered Rome seeking salvation.
He picked it up, hefted it, the touch of the weapon in his grip feeling good, feeling right.
And then he lowered it to the tabletop and looked out the window. Beyond the sheets that obscured the hillside, he could see the soft afterglow of a sunset sky.
Tomorrow he would begin his call to duty. He would take that gun, his Glock, and head to Turkey where he would locate the girl, and, for the greater good of the Church, put a bullet in her brain. He closed his eyes. For some odd reason he was warring with himself, torn between duty and honor as a number of emotions passed through him. Working on behalf of the Church was an honorable cause, he considered — and to protect its interests just as noble.
But to kill an innocent woman?
He toiled with his own warring factions going on in his mind, trying to understand. And then he came to the conclusion that he was a Navy SEAL. And a SEAL never questions authority.
They simply don’t.
With the cold fortitude of a machine, John Savage, a man who never smiles, opened up his fifth bottle of beer and watched the sky turn every bit the color black that embraced him.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Somewhere in the Atlantic
Aboard the Seafarer
Obsidian Hall was dressed in a plush robe and ascot. In his hand was the most expensive cognac that money could buy. As his valet stood poolside with a food trolley piled high with deboned chicken, he watched the small Hindu toss pieces into the water from the upper tier. The surface became froth as the sharks wrestled for the morsels.
In the distance, a helicopter approached.
The Hindu man looked at it and then to Hall. “Should I greet our guests?” he asked.
“No, Abdul. Keep doing what you’re doing,” he said.
“Very well, sir.” The Hindu went back to throwing chicken back into the pool, the bull sharks mounting each other in order to feed.
Obsidian Hall left the tier, taking the walkway to the helipad at the ship’s stern, and stood at the fringe of the rotor wash with one hand on the railing and the other holding his drink, watching the chopper land. As the rotors continued to spin at full velocity, the chopper door slid open and four commandos hopped out, each carrying a weighted duffel bag.
Obsidian Hall opened his arms in invitation. “Welcome aboard the Seafarer.”
As the chopper lifted and banked to the east, the warriors stood their ground. The forward commando, a large man wearing a khaki-green T-shirt, camouflaged pants, and GI issued boots, addressed him. “Mr. Obsidian Hall.” He said this not as a question, but as a confirmation.
Obsidian inclined his head. “Welcome aboard,” he repeated.
“Name’s Butcher Boy,” said the commando. “But you already know that.” He then jabbed a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the three men standing behind him. “And this is my team.”
Obsidian waved them on in invitation. “Please,” he said. “We’ve much to discuss.”
Grabbing their duffel bags, the warriors left the helipad and followed Obsidian Hall to the ‘Pool of Sharks’ where they would dine from plates bearing foods with fancy French names.
* * *
Obsidian Hall and the four commandos sat at an opulent table inside an observation room that overlooked the ‘shark pool.’ Set in fine fashion were candelabras made of gold and diamond-like crystal glittered with spangles of light. The table was made of expensive teakwood, and the bone china that sat upon it was made of the finest quality.
Standing at the entryways were two guards, each man carrying an Uzi.
“Tell me something,” said Butcher Boy, referring to the guards. “Why not them?”
“My ship is a floating museum of antiquities,” Hall answered. “I have more than a billion dollars worth of ancient artifacts on board with numerous more considered to be priceless. Their place is here to watch over them. What I want in my employ are seasoned fighters, not glorified security guards.”
One of the guards standing by the doorway warred with that sentiment with a facial tic.
If nothing else, Obsidian Hall was setting the parameters of their authority while establishing his.
“You men are being paid a lot of money,” he told them. “And since I’m the one footing the bill for your services, then I’m the one in complete authority. The command is mine.”
“Come again, mate?” The challenge came from a beefed-up Australian with a shaved head and an old scar that ran laterally down his cheek to his top lip, the scarring pulling down the corner of his lower eyelid enough to expose the glistening pink tissue within. “Funny,” he said. “You don’t look like a fightin’ man to me. ’Ave you been in combat before? Ever shot a man, killing him?”
“No.”
“Then what gives you the bloody right to man a combat unit? You sitting there, all pretty-like in your prissy little robe and ascot.”
Butcher Boy raised a hand toward Aussie. Don’t be stupid and kill this deal!
“Five million dollars per soldier once the mission is complete,” he answered immediately. “That’s my right.”
The Australian appeared stunned. “Five million per?” he whispered. “Seriously, mate?”
These people were so easy to please, he thought. Toss a few of pesos their way and they’ll jump through whatever hoop you tell them to. “I believe five million dollars for your services grants me that right, yes?”
“Unless the threat of danger proves too high,” answered Butcher Boy. “You can’t spend money if you’re dead.”
“But aren’t there certain risks to every mission?”
“We’re battle-seasoned vets. You’re not. The core of command decisions are based on current threat. Should you make the wrong determination, then my unit can get wiped out.”
Hall shook his head. “This little excursion of mine is not against a military faction,” he said. “Your purpose is to see that I return to this ship safely once the matter is concluded.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it,” he answered. “I guarantee that you will not be confronting anyone bearing arms.”
The commandos looked at each other. This was easy money. But still, a red flag went up. Why pay so much for sentinel protection if there was no true opposition?
“Low risk, high yield,” Hall said enticingly. “Do we have an agreement?”
“No combatants?”
“None that you’ll need to worry about.”
It was like stealing candy from a sleeping baby. How could they proffer any type of refusal with a five-million dollar commission per soldier for minimal risk? Let the man play the role of Napoleon Bonaparte if he wanted to, as long as his money was good.
“Do we have a deal?”
“On one condition,” Butcher Boy said, leaning forward with his face rock-hard. “I don’t care how much you put on the table, Hall. When my employer pays me to do a job, he does so because he can’t do the job himself. And since I like to be Judge, Jury and Executioner of my command, then I take the lead when I’m in the field. I will not jeopardize the safety of my unit for any price. Nor will I allow someone with no combat experience to take leadership of a company when he hasn’t so much as laid a finger on a weapon. But I will concede to your demands because of the factor of minimal risk. But if an imminent threat arises, one that would compromise the safety of my team, then the command becomes mine.”
“So terse,” said Hall.
“That’s my one condition.”
Obsidian Hall leaned forward to counter. “Mr. Butcher Boy, let’s get one thing straight right now, shall we? Tomorrow we leave for Turkey. If you do not want to abide by my rules, then I’ll have the chopper readied for you within ten minutes. And that goes for your team. Do you really think guys like you are so unique?” He fell back and barked a laugh. “Guys like you are a dime a dozen.”
Butcher Boy looked around, noting the faces of a team that had been together so long there was an umbilical tie between them. No words had to be spoken. The looks on their faces said it all: compromise.
Obsidian Hall relented, however. “But with negotiations being what they are, then I agree to your term,” he said. “It would be prudent to hand over military authority to those who are most capable of handling the situation, should a threat arise. But until that time, Mr. Butcher Boy, first there’s God, and then there’s me.”
Butcher Boy nodded, the agreement sealed. “You haven’t told us about the mission.”
“It’s not really a mission,” he told him. “More like an expedition to an unchartered domain.”
“You’re taking us on a hike?” This came from the freckle-faced Irishman whose red hair was closely cropped. He was, fittingly, called Red.
Hall nodded. “Tomorrow,” he began, “we’ll be heading for Turkey where you will all commit to serve as my team.”
“We’re essentially bodyguards, then,” said Red.
Hall looked at him straightforwardly. A facsimile of the man sat beside him, a brother perhaps, except this man’s hair was blond, but their features uncannily the same. “Your job will be to protect my backside and make sure that I walk away alive and well,” he told him.
“And how will payment be made?” asked the blond man.
“I will forward two million dollars to your account immediately,” he said.
“And the other three million?” asked the Aussie.
“Upon my safe return, then I will send the balance to your accounts.” And then: “It’s not much of a gamble, gentlemen. Do your job, see that I’m protected, and none of you will have to work another day in your life. That I promise. If you agree, then I’ll have the money wired to your accounts within fifteen minutes. If not…” He pointed toward the direction of the helipad. “Then off you go.” He brought the crystal glass to his lips, and took a sip while waiting for a response.
Butcher Boy looked at Aussie, who nodded in agreement, then to Red and his brother, who also nodded acceptance. “We agree,” Butcher Boy said evenly.
Obsidian Hall lifted his glass in cheer. “Very good. I love to negotiate terms.” He then snapped his fingers to the Hindu man, who bowed and left the room. He focused his attention on the mercenaries at the table. “Right now, two million dollars is being wired to your accounts,” he informed them. “And by this time, come a day or two, I’ll be sitting on the throne where humanity first began.” Nobody knew what he was talking about. They simply chalked it up as the ramblings of another eccentric billionaire. “Salud,” said Hall, raising his glass.
Beyond the observation window, the bull sharks continued to swim in perfect circles.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Ankara, Turkey
Following Day
After landing at the Esenboğa Airport in Ankara, Turkey late in the afternoon, John Savage put himself up at the Swissôtel Ankara Hotel. The room was moderately spartan with a wide double bed, a combination of travertine tile and Berber carpeting, and a balcony that overlooked Ankara. It was fairly unremarkable and far from some of the luxurious venues he was accustomed to in the past. Tonight, however, Ankara was just a place for him to lay his hat.
He stood before the bathroom mirror staring at his own reflection. He looked tired and gaunt with the gray moons surrounding his eyes, and the encroachment of the five o’clock shadow making him look fatigued. Yet he remained a classically handsome man with angular features and dark hair, luminous blue eyes and a Romanesque-shaped nose, standing on a packed six-foot-one frame of one hundred ninety pounds of lean muscle.
Feeling refreshed after splashing water across his face, he left the bathroom, removing his cleric’s shirt and Roman Catholic collar as he went, tossed them on the bed, and felt an odd sense of liberation.
Standing by the door were two aluminum suitcases, one the size of a child’s lunchbox. He picked up the small case and brought it to the bed, where he undid the clasps and lifted the lid.
His Glock, suppressor and ammo clips were lying inside molded foam. He picked up the gun, felt the heft of its weight, and pointed it at his mirror image across the room. In quick succession he pulled the trigger in a series of dry clicks, the barrel pointing to his center of body mass, and then a couple to the head. When he was done, he stared at his image for a long moment before returning the weapon back to its molding.
After locking the case, he grabbed his cell phone and dialed a quick-dial number.
“Yes.” It was the assistant director of the Servizio Informazione del Vaticano.
“It’s me,” said Savage. “I’m in Ankara.”
“Good.”
“I’ll be taking transportation to the Göbekli site in the morning, which should take a good part of the day to get there.”
“Make sure you keep us posted.”
Savage didn’t answer; he simply snapped the phone shut. Within a few strides, he was able to cross the room to stand before the glass doors leading to the balcony. Outside, the streets of Ankara were alive. It was going to be a long night, he thought — probably without sleep. But in the morning he would head off to Göbekli Tepe, find the woman, and put a bullet in her head.
Göbekli Tepe
Late Afternoon
The day was a hot one at the Göbekli Tepe dig site and the air a brownish hue after a sandstorm had swept in from the west. Normally, sunsets held the appealing afterglow in rainbow arrays of light. But tonight the sky appeared unclean, the tempest driving in hard from the west with the sand as biting as bee stings.
It had been almost a week since her father disappeared. And despite Noah doing his best to fill the void, he was not her father in so many ways. “A penny for your thoughts,” said Noah in his English clip, as he sidled up next to her.
Alyssa was sitting on a carved stone, one of many positioned in a ring believed to be a part of the Göbekli Tepe amphitheater, with a thousand-mile stare. “It’s getting late, isn’t it?” She continued to maintain that faraway look.
“Not so,” he said, taking the seat beside her.
Now they were both looking at the bas-relief of lizard, each waiting for the other to open up. And then: “Are you all right, Ms. Alyssa?”
She nodded. “I’m getting there,” she told him. “Losing a parent is a way of life. But it’s never easy, is it?”
Noah concurred with a nod of his head. “No,” he answered, “it’s not. But you learn how to live with it over time. Your father was my best friend and has been for more than thirty years. It’s kind of like losing a brother, if you know what I mean.”
She leaned into him and he corralled her in with a sweep of his arm. She still kept that faraway look.
“I just wanted to tell you that everything’s in motion,” he said. “I have a team on its way so protection won’t be an issue. The Turkish Minister of Cultural Antiquities has given a thumbs-up for a second attempt as soon as their two members arrive from the Istanbul Institute. The team’s assembled. The gear, food and bedding — we’re ready.”
She sighed, and then closed her eyes. “This is it,” she said softly.
Noah looked skyward, at the direction of what appeared to be another tempest brewing from the southwest. There was no doubt a storm was approaching. “Yes,” he said. “This is it.”
Aboard the Seafarer
Butcher Boy, Aussie, Red and his brother, who preferred the moniker Magnum since it sounded far more machismo compared to his real name of Carroll, were sitting at a table with Obsidian Hall on the upper deck that overlooked the bull sharks.
“Gentlemen, you’re now two million dollars richer.” The commandos whooped and hollered, high fiving one another. Obsidian smiled, bringing the glass of cognac to his lips for a quick taste, then turned his attention to Butcher Boy. “Tell me,” he began, “why the name Butcher Boy?”
Butcher Boy stared for a long moment, making Obsidian wonder if he’d ventured too far with this simple line of questioning. “Does it matter?”
Obsidian smiled. “Should I tell you then, Mr. Michael Donnatelli?” He faced him with that annoying smile of amusement, that of man knowing he held the upper hand. “It is Michael Donnatelli, correct?” Obsidian leaned forward in his chair. “Do you honestly think I would hire you — any of you — without doing extensive research into your backgrounds?” He then beckoned to his valet by raising his glass, indicating a much needed refill. The little Hindu man complied by pouring from a crystal decanter. When he left Obsidian’s side, Hall no longer carried a smile but had the look of a man spoiling for an argument. “Four years ago,” he began evenly, “you were in charge of a unit in Afghanistan which went into a village after raping — what, a sixteen-year-old girl in front of her family before ordering their massacre? — you absconded from service and left your team to suffer the consequences, with most of them receiving the death penalty.” He slowly fell back into his seat. “You’ve been on the run ever since,” he added. “The name Butcher Boy was derived from that single, horrific act of inhumanity, wasn’t it?”
Butcher Boy worked the muscles in the back of his jaw.
“Aussie. Or should I say Mark Gordon?” he directed to the Australian with the downturned eye. “You’re not much of a prize either, are you? Being a man who peddled the flesh of young girls in the Philippines, killing anyone who contested your trade until an outfit bested your team. And in return you impressively killed off your adversary, his team, and the six innocent children he was peddling.”
“I saved them from a life of misery,” he defended.
“That’s a bit hypocritical, don’t you think? Saving them from a life that was once your trade?”
Aussie’s face was turning crimson.
“And the two brothers,” he said, facing them. “Two brothers who nailed their souls to the devil’s altar the moment they became a working team of hit-men with more than a dozen kills to their names. Quite impressive, to say the least.”
Everyone at the table appeared confused. “Is there a reason why you’re bringing this up, mate?” asked Aussie.
“Absolutely,” he said calmly, sensing that he had lit a fuse around him. “But I also want you to know that these are also the reasons why I hired you, the reasons that will make you all very rich men.” He lifted his glass in toast. “I wanted the absolute best in the game. And I have it in you: ex-military from elite forces with elite skills and no conscience. There’s an odd feeling of comfort knowing that I’m surrounded by some of the deadliest men in the world.”
Obsidian could see their chests swell with pride. He had purposely taken a volatile situation and defused it for the sake of seeing how quickly he could manage this team by playing on their emotions, self-value and pride — a psychological tool that would benefit him later in Eden, when he ordered them to slaughter everyone not in his employ.
He looked right at Butcher Boy and smiled. This will be right up your alley, he thought.
With that same annoying and arrogant smile that was so much of his makeup, he said, “Gentlemen, tomorrow we leave for Turkey. So ready yourselves.” His attention then turned to the bull sharks who circled in endless loops, the creatures having no other purpose in life but to entertain him.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Göbekli Tepe Dig Site
Late Noon
Alyssa Moore was wrapping things up at the Göbekli site. She had forwarded informational discs regarding her study of Göbekli Tepe to the NYU Archaeology Department, and was checking the equipment needed for Eden when the flap of her tent pulled back and a man leaned inward. “Ms. Moore?” he asked. “Alyssa Moore?”
She powered down the thermal imager and placed it on the cot beside her. The man she was looking at was strikingly handsome with angular and rawboned features; even from a distance of ten feet she could see the man’s dazzling blue eyes. Her eyes were quick to enamor until she saw the Roman Catholic collar and the insignia of the Vatican on the pocket of the man’s shirt.
She got to her feet and approached the man who did not venture inside, but stood at the threshold of the tent’s entry.
“Can I help you?” she asked. Her voice held the soft touch of appeal, nonetheless.
“Are you Ms. Moore? I was told this was her tent. I apologize for the intrusion,” he said, managing a feigned smile, “but the flap of a tent makes for poor knocking.”
Alyssa had her hair up in a tight bun, revealing more of her pixie-like face. “You’ve found her,” she said. “Is there something I can do for you?”
“If I could have just a moment of your time,” he said.
“For?”
He looked skyward, and then at her with a pinched look. “I know it’s late in the day, Ms. Moore, but it’s still hot out here. Would it be all right if I came inside for a spell?”
Her eyes flared with the sudden realization of her inhospitality. “I am so sorry,” she said. “Please, Father, come in.”
John Savage entered the tent and allowed the flap to fall behind him. “I’m not a priest,” he said.
She appeared puzzled as she looked at the Roman Catholic band around his neckline. “Then why the collar?” she asked.
“My name is John Savage,” he said, putting on his most inviting charm and extending his hand. “I’m an emissary from the Church.”
“You mean the Vatican?”
“They’re one and the same. Yes.”
“What can I do for you, Mr. Savage?”
Savage was holding a small silver case no larger than a child’s lunchbox. He lifted it. “May I place this somewhere? I’ve been carrying it forever.”
“Of course.” She gestured to the nearest table.
He placed the case down, and then faced her with his hands clasped in front of him in an attitude of prayer, trying to look as docile as he could just before the killing moment. “Please,” he began, his false smile never wavering, “I hope you accept my condolences for the loss of your father.”
She nodded, with a raised eye in suspicion. “Thank you,” she said. “And what is the reason for your visit to Göbekli Tepe?”
“Yes, of course.” He shifted his feet and cleared his throat, trying to appear nervous. “Like I said, I am from the Church—”
“The Vatican,” she corrected.
She’s a real spitfire. “Yes. The Vatican. And we’ve been following your father’s progress regarding his hunt for the Garden of Eden with great interest.”
“Really?” The level of her eye increased. “Why would that be since the Vatican—” She raised her fingers and flexed them to emphasize the word Vatican “—once considered my father’s expedition to be nothing more than tabloid fodder?”
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
“My father asked for an endowment from the Vatican’s Administration,” she said, “with an offer to share in any unearthed antiquities, only to receive a response from the Holy See who invited him to seek other financial venues, since the search for Eden would be nothing more than a financial burden.”
“Then I apologize, if that’s the case. But the Vatican must be cautious with its funding. With that being said, it does not mean that the Vatican does not maintain an interest in your father’s matters. It does.”
“And what exactly is it that you do for the Vatican?”
He hesitated. This wasn’t going as smoothly as he thought. “I’m in the employ of the Servizio Informazione del Vaticano.”
She nodded, folding her arms defensively across her bosom. “The SIV,” she commented.
“You know what we do?”
“I know that the SIV was created about one hundred fifty years ago to gather information against those who they declared as insubordinates if they were against the policies of the Vatican.” She tilted her head, as if sizing him up with reasonable suspicion. “So tell me,” she added. “Has my father set off a nerve with the Vatican? Why shoot him down only to come knocking on my door after the fact?”
Savage showed her the flash of hardened features, which startled her. “You’re absolutely right, Ms. Moore, about the SIV. My job is to gather information. Now your father is a very famous individual with a lot of success under his belt—”
“So much success that the Vatican didn’t even want to support him?” she interjected.
He continued on. “Nevertheless, we followed your father’s advancements and gathered information from Turkish resources, as well as resources in New York.”
“You mean from the AIAA?”
“We intercepted a lot of information from them, yes.”
“Legally?”
“Ms. Moore, from the information I received based on statements provided by Mr. Montario, I have reason to believe that your father was very successful in his search; therefore, should you need any financial assistance from the Vatican, they would be in full support of future endeavors.”
Now it was her turn with the fake smile. “I don’t need your money,” she said.
“The Church—”
“The Vatican,” she corrected.
He wanted to roll his eyes. “We are not looking to interfere with your father’s discovery should Eden exist,” he said calmly. “The Vatican is willing to exalt your father any way it can. We’re talking press releases that will earn your department at AIAA numerous grants, beginning with the Vatican.” Her face softened. And Savage couldn’t help notice the beauty of her features. “We will guarantee grants for future expeditions in the name of your father,” he pressed.
She was swept up; the offer a fantastic one. “Guaranteed?” she asked lightly.
“On one condition,” he said.
Her face hardened a bit. “And what would that be?”
“That you take me along.”
“Take you along?”
“Take me along,” he said.
“No disrespect intended, Mr. Savage, but you have no experience, I’m sure. And I’m not inclined to have anyone on my team compromise the location.”
“Obviously you know where it is, then?”
“I have a good idea.”
“I see.” Savage smiled at her with that fake smile that was still enchanting, then turned away, shielding her from the small silver case. “So, Ms. Moore,” he began, undoing the clasps, “do we have an agreement? That the AIAA be given positive publicity for your father’s cause?”
“And what if Eden is not what the Bible depicts it to be? Will they still guarantee my grants?”
Savage lifted the top. The Glock sat in its molding, alongside the suppressor and two clips of ammo. The third clip was already seated inside the weapon. “The grants are guaranteed, Ms. Moore. I can assure you. We’ll even sign it into documentation before we leave, if you like.”
“I would like,” she said.
He pulled the Glock out and began to fasten the suppressor. “Very good, then,” he said. “Just let me get a pen and pad here, and then we can move on, yes?”
“That would be fine,” she answered.
“Just a moment,” he said, fixing the suppressor. “I’m almost through.” He hefted the gun in his hand, and placed his finger on the trigger. And then he began to make his move.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Alyssa — oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had company.” Noah stepped inside the tent. The man with his back to them did not turn to greet him. “I can come back later.”
“No, that’s all right, Noah. I want you to meet someone,” she said.
Savage moved quickly to undo the suppressor, a few quick twists, and returned the items back their grooves.
“John Savage, I’d like you to meet Noah. He was my father’s right-hand man.”
Savage turned, smiling. “Noah Wainscot — yes, of course, I know all about you,” he said, holding out his hand.
Although Noah was taken aback after seeing the man’s Roman Catholic collar, he didn’t show it as he offered his hand. “And it’s nice to meet you too, Father Savage.”
“I’m not a priest,” he said. “I’m an emissary from the Church.” He gave a quick glance to Alyssa and immediately corrected himself. “From the Vatican,” he stated.
“Was I interrupting something?” asked Noah.
“Just finalizing a deal,” she answered. “It appears that Mr. Savage will be joining us on our mission. And in compensation, the Vatican has agreed to subsidize future assignments.”
Noah looked at Savage with the same degree of suspicion. And Alyssa picked up on it.
“It’s all right, Noah,” she said, reaching out and touching his arm. “Nothing is going to be taken away from my father. They’re in agreement that he gets the glory of all discoveries.”
“And fittingly, if I may add,” said Savage.
Noah kept his eyes on Savage while speaking to Alyssa. “The team’s here,” he said flatly. “And they’re quite eager to meet you.”
“A team?” asked Savage.
“Yes,” said Noah.
She lifted her hand toward the tent’s opening. “Please, Mr. Savage, after you.”
He grabbed his case and took the lead, followed by Alyssa and Noah.
Standing under the blaze of the fading sunlight were four soldiers with duffle bags, and a man wearing top-of-the-line clothing and expensive sunglasses. Savage immediately saw that they were ex-military, pegging them as Special Forces. The difficulty of his job just ratcheted up several notches.
Alyssa saw them differently, as brutal-looking apes with the exception of the lean man in expensive wear. Even with sunglasses, she recognized him immediately. “Noah,” she said, beckoning him with her finger, “can I see you in the tent for a moment?”
He nodded.
When they were inside she placed her hands on her hips. The body language telling Noah that she was not happy.
“Are you kidding me?” she asked heatedly. “Do you know who that man is?”
He held his hands out imploringly. “I’m sorry; Alyssa, but I had no choice.”
“No choice? Are you kidding me? That’s Obsidian Hall.”
“I know. But like I said, I had no choice.”
“And why would you have no choice?”
“Because,” said Obsidian Hall, stepping inside the tent uninvited, “He’s the main reason why your father was here to begin with.”
She looked at him quizzically. “What?”
“Your father was here because of me. Isn’t that right, Noah?”
Noah turned toward the floor, as if ashamed.
“Now-now, Noah,” said Hall, patting the old man on the back. “No need to feel down. You did everything that you were required to do.” He turned to Alyssa. “You did well, Noah. You got me in.”
“In? This isn’t a Boys’ Club,” she stated harshly.
Obsidian Hall smirked, his arrogant smile striking a nerve within her. She turned to Noah, this time with a pained look on her face. “Noah, how could you?”
He hesitated, trying to find the words. And then: “When the Vatican initially turned your father down for the endowment, a grant was then written to the government to help subsidize the mission. But the government turned him down as well, and AIAA was floundering. The only grant, I’m afraid, came from Mr. Hall’s company.”
“Did my father know about this?”
“No.”
“Does it matter?” said Hall. “The bottom line is this: Noah sold his soul to the devil to make things work for your father. And your father pulled through. All I’m asking is a small piece of the pie, that’s all.”
“No,” she said adamantly.
“You know who I am. I’m not looking for fame. I already have it. I’m looking for a wall adornment, you might say.”
“You want treasure, is that it?”
He raised his hand and held his thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. “Just a little token,” he said.
“No.”
He nodded. “I don’t think you understand,” he said. “Noah here, by doing what he did, is due to make payment to me. If he doesn’t, then something horrible may befall him. Isn’t that right, Noah?”
He never looked Alyssa in the face, too ashamed, choking back the need to sob. When she saw Noah’s condition, she immediately embraced him.
“I just wanted to help your father,” he said to her. “I wanted this so much for him.”
“Your heart’s in the right place, Noah. It always has been. But your judgment on this one…” she let her words trail.
“I know,” he said. “Please forgive me.”
“Touching,” said Hall. “Very… touching.”
She turned on him harshly. “Is that your way?” she asked him tersely. “That you would hurt an old man, just to fill a material need?”
He nodded. “Yeah. Pretty much. But no matter how you want to look at it, Ms. Moore, I see it like this: a contract is a contract — good, bad or indifferent. Noah knew what he was getting himself into. And so that you know, he’s been following through because he’s been in constant contact with me throughout your father’s entire affair. Isn’t that right, Noah?”
The old man's response was to maintain their embrace, hoping she’d never let go.
“It’s not all bad,” said Hall. “Your father got what he wanted. I gave that to him. All I ask is to be part of this. That’s all I want.”
“Do I have a choice?”
He paused for a deliberate moment. And then: “No… you don’t.”
* * *
John Savage was serving as a centerpiece, surrounded by men who undoubtedly had the capability of staggering violence as they stood appraising him with stares of indifference.
Aussie, in particular, fixed on him while chewing gum the same way a cow slowly and methodically chews his cud. “Well,” he started,” I wonder why we got us here a preacher man. But so that you know, Padre, there’s no hope for me. In fact, there’s a special place in hell for people like us.” He tilted his head at the team in general, speaking for the team in general.
“That’s nice,” said Savage. “But I’m not a priest.”
“Collar you’re wearing says you are,” replied Butcher Boy.
“I’m just an emissary from the Church.”
Aussie cocked his head. “A what?”
“I’m an ambassador, of sorts. A messenger.”
“And what’s the message?” asked Red.
Savage could sense them pressing in from all sides, the volley of questions giving them an indication as to who he was, what he wanted, what he was doing here. “My message is none of your concern,” he answered. “It’s only the concern of Ms. Moore, and that’s all.”
Aussie took a step closer. Behind him were the pillars and amphitheater of Göbekli Tepe. “What’s of concern to Ms. Moore,” he said coolly, “is also of concern to us.”
“I don’t think so,” he returned. When he tried to remove himself from the ring, Aussie and Butcher Boy moved in front of him like two sliding doors coming together, cutting him off.
Aussie looked at him with a hard glare. “I don’t think I like you, Padre.” He then blew a bubble with his gum and impolitely popped it about a foot from the emissary’s face.
Savage took a step back, tightening his hand on the case he was carrying, a formidable weapon. “Is there something I can do for you? Or do you always allow the idiocy of your nature to come forward as you meet people?”
This brought a round of laughter from the commandos. Even Butcher Boy appreciated the banter as he fell back laughing and pointing a he-got-you finger at Aussie. But Aussie was clearly upset, his jaw clenching so that the muscles in the back moved like wires. He took a step forward.
Savage didn’t retreat, but stood his ground, measuring Aussie with the keen eye of a Navy SEAL, ready to use whatever means necessary.
“What’s your name, mate?”
“Savage,” he said. “John Savage.”
Butcher Boy’s eye winked, the name drawing recognition, the man’s face even more so, but recall eluded him like that thing that hangs just beyond the periphery of sight.
“Well, Mr. Savage, so that you know, bloody yanks like you who pop off at the mouth don’t live too long.”
Savage appeared unaffected. This man was highly volatile and dangerous to the core. But he was also emotional, which Savage thought to be a liability, since the man is more apt to react in blind rage rather than with precise and well-calculated decisions. Later he’d determine the aspects of the others, now that he was forced into the position to dispatch everyone in front of him. And place their bodies next to the corpse of Alyssa Moore.
“I understand,” he said, which drew the boastful smile of victory from Aussie.
“Make sure that you do, Padre. And we’ll get along just fine.”
“Yes, sir.”
Aussie winked at him with his downturned eye. “Atta boy, mate,” he said. “I’m startin’ to re-like you.”
“Yes, sir.” It didn’t take Savage long to realize that stroking egos was a way to deescalate situations. His way was to submit to the alpha male a moment before snapping his neck. “If I’ve offended you in any way,” he said with insincere contriteness, “please accept my apologies. It’s unbecoming of an emissary of the Church to act the way that I have.”
By his quick evaluation, he could probably take out two with an initial strike but not four, so he would have to draw them into complacency, build on their trust, and kill them with prompt efficiency while keeping in mind that this undertaking would be a difficult one, given their particular skill sets.
“You just keep that mindset, you hear, Padre?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good enough.” Aussie stepped aside and allowed the Vatican emissary to walk by. As Savage moved toward the Göbekli Tepe dig site, he heard their chiding comments about “the priest who isn’t a priest.”
Savage nodded internally. You got that right, he thought, and kept on walking.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Know your opponent and know him well.
That had been John Savage’s mantra throughout his military career. And there was no reason why he should change it now. After giving Alyssa a signed contractual agreement regarding future funding in the form of grants that was as worthless as the paper it was written on, he sat inside a tent that had once belonged to Montario.
He was sitting in the dark with his shirt off, the air inside hot and stifling. Through the canvas, he could see the afterglow of a campfire and hear the mercenaries talk of war stories and carry on like teenage boys rather than honorable men.
In the shadows of his tent, he softly racked the slide of his firearm, testing it.
He had already pegged Aussie as a volatile man who maintained a strong presence within the group. A man governed by bravado rather than principle. He would be the first to go.
Staring straight into darkness with his body silhouetted against the glow of the fire, John Savage quietly racked the slide of his weapon once again, listening.
The one called Butcher Boy held stoicism about him — a calculator, a thinker, and coupled with his special skills of combat, that made him the most dangerous in the group. Whereas the others shouted and carried on, he spoke softly — his words and captivating tone granting him the courtesy of his team’s silence to hear him through, a near measure of divine respect. Savage was sure they would follow him to the end.
He racked the slide again, this time louder.
The Irish boys, at least from what he could glean from their discussion, were brothers. Their names were Red and Carroll, with Carroll in a petulant state of whining and wanted to be called Magnum instead. This opened the floodgates for the others who chided him openly by refusing to call him Magnum, but Carroll. He was the weakest of the group, a marginal threat. A man Savage considered too weak to make it under his personal detail.
He racked the slide again, this time with venom in his motion.
After nearly four hours of banter, a sudden silence descended over the camp when a fifth man joined the group. Savage listened. “Come morning,” the man said, “I need you all to be rested. I want one awake, however, to see that no one leaves the encampment.”
“And should someone try to leave?” Savage could tell it was Butcher Boy speaking.
“Should anyone try to leave, with the exception of Ms. Moore, whom you are to bring back to me should she make an attempt to do so, then I expect you to act accordingly.”
“And what’s accordingly to you?”
“You shoot them,” he told them without a hint of concern. “The only person of critical importance to me right now is Ms. Moore. The others are mere field hands.”
Savage bolted upright in his chair. Did he just hear what he thought he heard?
This time Savage seated a clip, racked the weapon live, and sat quietly in the shadows.
Tonight, he would not sleep.
* * *
Obsidian Hall’s band of mercenaries sat by the fire, referring to themselves as the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, a title of self-importance first mentioned by Aussie that was eagerly accepted by the others. The Vatican emissary hadn’t left his tent since early evening. And the same could be said of Alyssa Moore and Noah Wainscot, who distanced themselves as far as they could from the raucousness of Hall’s team
Hall stood on the highest knoll closest to the dig site. He no longer had interest in the site once he learned that Eden existed, considering Göbekli Tepe as nothing more than ancient stones pieced together. The carved bas-relief he surreptitiously received from Noah as a nominal fee for providing the grant, the one-time treasure, was now considered worthless since Göbekli Tepe was no longer unique. Eden had predated this site by two thousand years, making it the new treasure trove of goods to pull from.
He inhaled the dry air and looked skyward where pinpricks of lights winked back at him. With a keen eye, he found and traced the myriad of constellations, positive that they favored him with their celestial positioning — positive that he would be pulled in by the same celestial arms of inviting grace the moment he stood upon the threshold of Eden.
And then Eden would be his.
Once he had all that could be had, he would order the dispatching of Ms. Moore and her entire group, including Noah; all loose ends, and then chalk the mishap up as another horrifying tragedy.
* * *
“It’ll be all right,” Noah said, trying his best to placate Alyssa who paced about her tent like a worried cat. “They’re boys at play. But when things become most critical, then that’s when they are at their best.”
“Noah, they’re mercenaries.”
He cast his eyes downward. “I had no choice.”
“You keep saying that.” She went to the tent flap and peeled it back. The circle by the fire was quiet as Obsidian Hall spoke to his team. What he was saying, however, she couldn’t hear, so she let the flap fall back. “I’m not comfortable with this, Noah.”
“I know.”
“How could you possibly come to know a man like Obsidian Hall?”
“When your father was denied the grant, and nobody else bothered, Mr. Hall called me.”
“So you gave in, knowing who he was but not caring?”
“But you should have seen the smile on your father’s face when I told him that we were funded. I’ve never seen your father so happy.”
Her anger melted away. “Neither have I,” she said. “I remember. It was all he could talk about.”
“To me, Alyssa, it was worth it. And yes, Mr. Hall and his team may be annoying, but unfortunately, we need them.”
“And now I have to contend with that priest, since the Vatican is willing to front future grants on what they determine to be sacred matters.”
“He’s not a priest,” he corrected.
“Whatever.” She continued to pace with her arms folded across her ample bosom.
“Are you still angry with me? Is that what this is about?”
She stopped and looked at him — saw the hangdog look that was as much a part of his features as his uptown-English clip. “Noah, I’m not angry with you.” She went to him, leaned over and kissed his wide forehead. “You’re my Rock of Gibraltar,” she told him. “True, I’m not happy with Hall, you know that.”
He nodded.
“But you have the most wonderful heart of any man I know and I never want you to change that.” She kissed him again, then resumed her pacing. “I’m just anxious, that’s all.”
“Tomorrow is going to be the biggest day of your life. You should be anxious.”
“Was my father like this, Noah? Was he crazy the night before, saying it was the biggest day of his life?”
“Yes and no,” he said. “Your father paced like you did, couldn’t contain his excitement. But he always said that finding Eden was the second biggest day in his life.”
She stopped pacing. “There was a bigger day than the discovery of Eden?”
He raised his forefinger. “Just one,” he said. “The day you were born.”
Her face assembled into a glowing half-smile, so she went to him and fell into his lap and into his embrace. “I miss him so much,” she said, her words muffled against his shirt.
“I know, my dear, which makes this journey most imperative. Obsidian Hall may not be the most ethical man of character, but he will keep us safe while we continue on for your father. What we do, we don’t do for ourselves,” he told her. “We do this for him.”
She pulled back, her face calm. “As my father’s closest friend, I want you to be the first to step inside.”
He shook his head. “No, no, my dear, it’s up to you to maintain your father’s legacy. That right belongs to you.”
She let her head fall slowly back into the crook of his neck and shoulder. “Thank you, Noah.”
“For what?”
“For being you,” she said.
He smiled and patted her gingerly on her back. “Up now,” he said. “Time for bed since tomorrow’s going to be a long day, albeit an exciting one,” he said, easing her to her feet so he could stand on his own. They walked to the door and peeled back the flaps. Obsidian Hall was no longer standing by the fire, neither were the members of his team, with the exception of one man, who sat with his assault weapon leaning against the block stone beside him. “See? What did I tell you? Just boys getting it out of their systems,” he told her. “No need to worry.”
She patted him on the arm. “Goodnight, Noah. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Goodnight, my dear. And Godspeed.”
As she watched him walk toward his tent, she noted the man by the fire ogling him with watchdog intensity. Once Noah was safely inside, she closed the flaps and tied them. And though she went to bed with every intention of getting a good night’s rest, sleep never came.
As she lay there staring upward with her eyes wide open and her mind racing, she sighed.
Tomorrow was not going to be a new beginning, she considered, but an extended day that was started by her father.
It’s all for you, Dad.
She couldn’t help the genuine smile that was forming at the corners of her lips.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Göbekli Tepe
Early Following Morning
If any morning could be considered darkly ominous, this was it. The sky was battleship gray and the air had the feel of dreary dampness.
When Alyssa left her tent, she did so wearing a yellow windbreaker. It was the first time she had worn it since the conditions finally merited it. Hall’s commandos wore uniforms in the color scheme of desert camouflage. Slung over the shoulder of each man was an MP-7 assault weapon, a blunted version of a submachine gun.
Noah, despite the chill, wore shorts with cargo pockets, carried a backpack, and couldn’t have been happier, judging by his smile. Standing next to him were two senior archeologists from the Istanbul Institute, one male, one female, late twenties, both matching Noah’s dress of cargo shorts and backpack.
The Vatican emissary, however, had no dress other than what he had walked into camp with — which was the black cleric shirt, pants, and Roman Catholic collar. The shirt was un-tucked, the tails extending to the mid-thigh region; the five o’clock shadow thicker and darker. The man looked as if he was coming off a binge.
The commandos chortled at Savage’s appearance and then Aussie pointed the weapon at him in a non-threatening manner. “Is that all you got, Padre?”
“It’s all I need.”
More laughter. What they didn’t see was the Glock concealed by the tails of Savage’s shirt. “Whatever, Padre.”
Obsidian, wearing exclusive casual wear with the creases of his white pants ruler-straight, a cream-colored Oxford shirt, and white loafers, joined the group. The backpack he carried was crafted of the finest leather.
“Are you kiddin’ me, mate?” Aussie laughed in concert with his teammates. “You look like you’re going on vacation.”
Obsidian smiled beneath his sunglasses. “You have no idea,” he said.
Alyssa looked at Hall, and then at the clouded sky. Is he wearing sunglasses to look cool? And then: “Are we all here?” she asked.
“It looks that way, my dear,” said Noah.
There were ten in all, the same number in her father’s team, an ominous number for sure. But she had not counted on the emissary.
“Is that all you’re taking, Mr. Savage?”
Again: “It’s all I need.”
While the commandos laughed, she looked at him differently. Savage appeared sad and detached — his unkemptness a key symbol of feeling indifference. “Are you all right?” she asked him.
He smiled his patented false grin of congeniality. “Everything’s fine,” he told her.
“Then perhaps you’d like to ride with me to the site?”
“I’d enjoy that,” he told her. His patented smile never left.
She nodded approval at his acceptance. She wanted Savage to ride with her group along with Noah and the two Turkish archeologists, neither of whom could speak English, with Hall and his team the follow-up.
She turned to Hall, who looked out of place. Does he not think that he’s not going to get dirty? “Mr. Hall, is your team ready?”
He turned to Butcher Boy, who nodded. “We’re ready,” he said.
For the next six hours, as they flew to Eden in separate helicopters, everyone in Alyssa’s group was chatty with the exception of John Savage, who stared out of the chopper window at the approaching tempest. She could not take her eyes off him.
Along with the man’s sadness was a certain inner quiet, she considered; a strength. But she couldn’t quite figure out the type of strength, the man was a puzzle. She knew that he was aware of her watching him but he blatantly ignored her, more intent on the distant clouds. Yet he was still handsome, she considered, despite the need for a shave and the dirt smudges soiling his shirt and Roman Catholic collar.
“I would think you’d be more excited!” she yelled over the rotors.
He turned to her and smiled. It was so obvious to her that it wasn’t real. “I am,” he said. “Just thinking, that’s all.” And this was the truth. By leaning against the interior of the chopper, he could feel the outline of his Glock pressing against his back.
“About what?”
About how and when I’m going to kill you. “Just… things,” he told her.
She reached across and grabbed his hand, more out of sympathy for a man who seemed to be filled with great sadness than anything else. He nearly reacted by pulling it away, but didn’t. He let it rest as she embraced it, her hand as gentle as silk.
“Whatever it is, Mr. Savage, it’ll be all right!” she said intuitively.
Was he showing her something?
“Yes!” he said. “I know!” And then: “There’s a solution for everything!”
When she released his hand, he flexed his fingers, sensing a wonderful strangeness in the aftermath of her touch. He looked at her and she smiled; a most beautiful smile, he considered, against the framework of a most beautiful face.
And when he smiled back, it was very real, prompting her to give him a thumbs-up. “Now that’s more like it!” she cried.
And for that brief moment — in that little snippet of time — he felt good. He turned to Noah, an older man who appeared happy as he spoke to the seniors from the Istanbul Institute over the notes regarding the Göbekli Tepe site. He saw their unbridled enthusiasm and listened to their laughter. He used to laugh like that, he recalled, when he was courting his girlfriend, who later became his wife, the woman now living with another man and raising children together.
His smile quickly faded.
And he turned to look out the window to see the second chopper flying adjacent to them.
* * *
Inside the second chopper, Obsidian Hall held a briefing with his team.
“Eden? The biblical Eden?” Butcher Boy appeared amazed, not sure if Obsidian Hall was spinning a tale or telling the truth.
“Is there another?” he returned.
“The bloody Garden of Eden?” asked Aussie, leaning forward so that he could be heard over the rotor blades.
“Except it isn’t much of a garden anymore,” he told him, “but rather a desert plain.”
“So our mission is to protect you from what?” asked Red.
“It’s twofold, actually,” he began. “One: there is something inside that’s not too friendly to those not indigenous to its territory.”
“Like what?” asked Carroll.
“That’s the question, isn’t it? It appears that nobody knows for sure! Whatever it is, I want it dead should it come anywhere near us!”
“And two?” asked Butcher Boy.
“And two: It’s believed that there are crypts within. And what is a constant in every crypt?”
Aussie smiled, and then leaned back. “Treasure,” he said. “Lots and lots of bloody treasure.”
“Exactly! But, of course, Ms. Moore will protest your newfound profits should you decide to pilfer from the ancient till, if you know what I mean. I, however, want only one thing!”
Aussie leaned forward to get within earshot. “And what’s that?”
“I want what’s inside those crypts!”
For a brief moment, nothing could be heard but the loud swinging of the rotors. They were all thinking the same thing. But it was Butcher Boy who forwarded the question to Hall. “You want what’s inside these crypts for yourself?”
“That’s why I funded this project!”
“Ms. Moore is not about to allow you to do that, sir!” he said loudly. “And neither will the Istanbul Institute!”
“Maybe Ms. Moore and her team will, unfortunately, meet with a horrible and untimely fate, just as her father did before her!”
“You want us to take her out?”
“When the time comes!” he shouted. “And that priest, or whatever the hell he is! We’ve been hired to protect them, which we’ll do up to a certain point. But we need her to read the texts that will show us the way to the chamber! After we find it and no longer need Ms. Moore or her team, then they are to be terminated with extreme prejudice! Is that clear, gentlemen? Whatever profits are to be had will be ours and ours alone!”
Aussie, Butcher Boy, Red and Carroll looked at Hall with the look of men who had gladly nailed their souls to the devil’s altar.
No one had regrets. Especially not Obsidian Hall.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Somewhere in Eastern Turkey
When the choppers landed, they did so far enough away from anything remotely civilized. The rotors kicked up a swirling vortex of sand as a couple of shepherds stood on a small rise a distance away. After everyone had debarked, the helicopters lifted and banked to the west.
In the distance, one of the shepherds waved. Alyssa returned the action. The second shepherd stood idle. In his hand was a tether that held a grouping of twelve camels.
Obsidian Hall walked up to Alyssa, who was shrugging on her backpack. “Ms. Moore,” he said. “You don’t expect to get on one of those things, do you?”
“They’re called camels,” she told him. “We need them to cross the rough terrain in order to get to the site. But if you prefer to stay here, Mr. Hall, then be my guest.”
“Can’t we take a jeep or something?”
“A jeep wouldn’t make it across.” She walked away from him. While the others congregated with their packs, Alyssa climbed the small rise and greeted the shepherd with a small hug. “It’s good to see you again, Adskhan.”
The man was Lincolnesque in stature, his posture bowing with the onset of age. His beard and hair were striped with gray, and his face was fantastically seamed and weathered. “And it’s good to see you too, Ms. Moore.” His smile wilted to genuine sorrow. “Please allow me to offer my condolences regarding your father. He was a man of great honor who appreciated the history and antiquities of my country.”
She reached out and grabbed his hand. “I miss him, Adskhan. I really do.”
He cupped his hand over hers, patted it. “As you should,” he said.
“I see you have our transportation.”
He looked behind him. The shepherd holding the camels at bay was beginning to struggle with the tether. “It appears the camels are as anxious as you,” he told her. “So take them with my blessing. For what your father has done for the heritage my people, it is still not enough.”
“It’s plenty,” she said, smiling faintly.
“Then be careful.”
“I will.”
Adskhan waved to the second shepherd, who came forward with the caravan by tugging on the tether, guiding them forward. “For the most part they are docile creatures. They should not present a problem in your travels.”
When the second shepherd joined them, he and Adskhan spoke in Turkish with Alyssa piecing enough of the language together in order to understand the gist of their communication. Adskhan wanted him to hand her the tether, but the second shepherd insisted that he hand it off to someone with the strength to handle ten camels. In other words: a man. She took the initiative, however, by grabbing the line from the shepherd’s hand, startling him, and pulling the train towards her team.
When the shepherd tried to protest, Adskhan held him back, saying something about the foolishness of trying to battle the will of American women. The second shepherd cared little as he huffed away with his camel in tow, ready to leave.
Adskhan, however, called after Alyssa. “May your journey be a safe one!” he cried.
She waved back. “Thanks, Adskhan!” By the time she joined her group, both shepherds were gone.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Hall said.
She looked at him hard. “Seriously, Hall? Are you really that prissy?” She tossed him the tether line of his camel and walked away.
Hall — who stared at the camel — considered the beast most foul. He turned quickly and called after Alyssa. “But I’ll get my pants dirty!”
She ignored him.
* * *
Everybody with the exception of Obsidian Hall, who maintained difficulty by staying squarely on the saddle by sliding from one side to the other, enjoyed the novelty of the camel ride over rocky terrain. The clouds remained overcast and the threat of rain became a concern to those who understood that flashfloods could kill instantly. So Alyssa led them by taking the highest available ground, with Noah bringing up the rear.
By nightfall the clouds abated, and Alyssa felt more at ease as they made camp for the evening. The sky was abundant with stars and constellations, the air cool and dry. Obsidian Hall’s team took by the fire, as always, claiming territoriality by the flames by chasing the others away, including Noah and the two senior archeologists, Eser and Harika, who gladly surrendered the area.
Alyssa, however, did not like their mocking banter against anyone who didn’t carry a weapon and brought her objection to Obsidian Hall, who sat away from the camp leaning against a large stone, looking skyward.
“Mr. Hall?”
He rolled his eyes. “What now, Ms. Moore?”
“I don’t think I like your children very much,” she said, standing in front of him with her hands on his hips.
“That’s makes two of us.”
“So what are you going to do about it?” she asked.
He shrugged. “They’re grown men. What do you want me to do?”
“I need you to get a handle on them,” she said furiously. “They do not own that fire. And they certainly don’t have the authority to tell my people to ‘piss off.’”
“Is that what they’re telling them to do? To piss off?”
“Yes.”
He smiled at that. Good. By the fire the commandos were hooting and hollering with the immaturity of teenagers. “Just listen to them,” she said.
“I try not to.”
Her body language became more infuriated, her stance becoming wider, the hands on her hips now balled fists. “Are you in charge or are they?”
He looked at her with features that betrayed zero emotion. “How much longer to Eden?” he asked, going off in a tangent.
But she wouldn’t allow him. “Are you in charge, Mr. Hall, or are they? I will not allow my team to be frightened by these people.”
“They’re wild boys, Ms. Moore. So believe me when I say that when the time comes for them to do the job you expect them to, there is no finer corps of people. Now, how much longer until we get to Eden?”
“Tomorrow,” she told him. And then she headed for the fire. “Apparently, Mr. Hall, you don’t have a pair. So I’ll deal within them myself.”
Hall leaned back against the stone and looked skyward. “Good luck,” he said.
* * *
“Well, what ‘ave we ‘ere?” said Aussie. The shadows along his face moved in macabre fashion as the flames burned and danced within its ring of stones. His downturned eye looked monstrous in the glow.
Alyssa stood her ground in the same way she confronted Obsidian Hall, with resentment. “Let’s get one thing straight,” she said. “You work for me—”
“Uh-uh,” corrected Butcher Boy. “We work for Hall.”
“Who happens to works for me.”
“Uh-uh,” he corrected again. “He funds your little project, missy. We know that.”
She took a step closer to the fire, the light reflecting ire in her eyes. “You will not treat my people with disrespect, you got that?”
“Or what?” Alyssa didn’t have an answer. And it was right here she realized for the first time that she truly had no power in the situation, none at all.
Aussie stood up. When the corner of his lip turned into a one-sided grin that appeared more like a lascivious leer, he rotated his hips in a sexually suggestive manner. “How ‘bout you come ‘ere and give ol’ Aussie a go, huh?”
“Mr. Aussie, or whatever the hell your real name is, if you so much as come near me, I swear to god, I’ll kick your nads up into your throat.”
His smile widened. “Even better,” he said. “That way you can give me a French kiss and a blowjob at the same time.” His team laughed, infuriating her. So Alyssa stormed off, feeling the sting of tears, and sat away from the camp, away from Obsidian Hall, but closer to John Savage’s location, which was sixty feet away. Apparently he’d seen the entire conflict, having a perfect vantage point but his face held no opinion of what had gone down.
So she challenged him. “What?”
He nodded. “Nothing,” he said.
“I suppose you have something to say about what just went on?” Her tone of frustration was quite apparent.
“Just one,” he said. “I applaud your bravery.”
Her shoulders eased a bit as her anger melted away. She then moved closer, seeing the somber look on the emissary’s face. “I’m terribly sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that.”
“That’s because you’re frustrated,” he said calmly. “You have every reason to be.”
Without invitation, she took a seat next to him. He didn’t seem to mind that she sat so close he could smell a hint of her perfume. She brought her knees up into acute angles and folded her arms around them, drawing herself tight.
“I’m not used to being around such people,” she finally said.
He nodded. “I am.”
She looked at him, his profile silhouetted against the background, strong and angular in the darkness. “You are?”
Savage hesitated, appearing to be absorbing the nature of his surroundings. And then: “I used to be military,” he answered. “I used to be like them.”
She looked toward the fire, at the men surrounding the flames, then pointed in their direction. “You were like them?”
He nodded. “At one time I was, yes. I can tell they’re skilled soldiers.”
“How do you know?”
“I just do,” he said. “Should something go down, then those are the guys you’ll want on your side.” He fell quiet.
“Mr. Savage?”
“Yes.” He continued to stare forward into the darkness, at the shapes in the desert.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.”
“Why are you so detached?”
He turned to her. And though it was dark, she could tell he was examining her carefully. “Is that the way you see me? Detached?”
She reached out and grabbed his hand. “I do.”
He let her hand stay as he turned away, considering whether or not to follow through with an answer. And then: “When I was in the military,” he said, “I lost a lot. I gained a lot. But I lost a lot.”
“So why are you so detached?”
“I never really saw myself that way,” he answered softly.
“But you are.”
He nodded, as if coming to terms with what he had become. “I was married,” he said, “to the girl I had been in love with since high school.”
“A childhood sweetheart,” she offered.
“You could say that, I guess. But while I was serving, I took her for granted by putting my service before her, by neglecting her pleas to stay home and be a family. So I chased her into the arms of another man.” When he hesitated, Alyssa didn’t press him. “I wasn’t right after that,” he continued. “I began to lose focus and started to make bad decisions — the type of decisions that get men killed. So when my term was up, I decided to leave with the urging of Special Teams Command.” He neglected to tell her that he was a major player in the Navy SEALs, he didn’t see the point.
“So how did you end up at the Vatican?”
“My line of work had a lot to do with data gathering, and then acting on the information received. The SIV were looking for skilled people since the escalation of volatility in the Middle East. So my organization acted as a conduit and I obtained a position within Vatican intelligence without the routine of military combat. But the truth is… I just wanted to run as far as I could from everything, especially from her.”
When she went to cup his hand within hers, he pulled his hand away. “I don’t need your sympathy,” he told her. What he didn’t want was to break away from that sense of detachment. He needed to be unfeeling and impenitent. He couldn’t afford the liability of emotion. It would only make his job much harder when it came time to kill her. “But I thank you for your concern,” he said listlessly.
She sighed and then she patted his thigh softly. “If you want to talk, Mr. Savage, there’ll be plenty of time.”
“Thank you,” he said. When she got up, she swatted the sand off her jeans. Savage turned upward, saw the beauty of her face, the lithe shape of her figure in the glow of the firelight. “Ms. Moore?’
“Yes.”
He wanted to thank her once more, wanting to tell her how much he truly appreciated her concern, and wanting to tell her that he wished he could open up further but couldn’t. “You have a good night,” he said.
After she walked away, he leaned back and watched the constellations in the sky. He then chastised himself, wishing he was more detached than he was. Killing her, he considered, wasn’t going to be easy.
He sighed.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

On the following morning, Alyssa led the team with Noah bringing up the rear. Hall continued to have difficulty maintaining his balance, often sliding from one side to the next and hooking a leg over the hump to keep from falling.
The train maintained a straight line along the ridge. The sun appeared huge and full and massive along the horizon, the globe framing the caravan as they navigated their way with the aid of Alyssa’s GPS attached to her wrist. According to her father’s coordinates, they were within five kilometers of the site. But Alyssa saw nothing but flatlands.
“Ms. Moore!” Hall shouted, having slid to one side of his transport, “how much longer?”
“Soon,” she said.
The train moved over the rocky terrain at such a slow pace that Hall decided to dismount and walk the rest of the way leading the camel by its tether. When Alyssa stopped, so did the rest of the team.
Obsidian Hall dropped the line and stood with paralytic awe, his eyes fixed on something in the distance. “Is that it?’ he finally asked. “Is that Eden?” According to her GPS, it was. She didn’t answer him but kicked her heels against the camel’s sides and moved on. When Hall went to grab the tether he had dropped, he noted that his camel was trotting westbound.
His teammates were laughing. “What bloody difference does it make anyway, Captain? You couldn’t keep your arse on the damn thing anyway.” They moved forward with Obsidian Hall trying to keep up, often stumbling over stones.
As they got closer, they noticed that the earth was lifted and the rise linear. That’s it! she thought. That’s the cap! When she dismounted, everyone followed her lead and gathered around her. “This is it,” she said softly and incredulously as if the moment was surreal.
Aussie moved next to her. His eyes were locked forward, and his weapon un-slung from his shoulder and firmly in his grasp. “Looks nothing but a bloody mound of dirt to me,” he said.
“You would say that,” she said, and purposely moved away from him. The walls of the rise were long with each side at least a half-kilometer in length, and its height about seven to ten meters high. From an aerial view, the entire structure was perfectly square. “It’s the cap,” she said. “This is the way in.”
Obsidian Hall finally joined the group, tired and winded from his walk. His clothes were filthy. His face bathed with sweat and his shirt held the blotted designs of sweat stains.
“Nice of you to join us, Cap,” said Butcher Boy, who didn’t bother to acknowledge Hall with so much as a look, but sensed him as he kept his eyes on the mound.
“How to wait up,” said Hall, winded. But when he realized he was standing on Eden’s threshold, he seemed to have caught his second wind.
“Hardly looks like a garden to me,” said Aussie. “Dead land is what it is.”
“It wasn’t always,” said Noah. “A river used to run through here, nourishing the landscape.”
“Whatever, mate.” And then: “So let’s get the bloody show on the road already.”
Alyssa thought the man was finally right about something. “Look for an opening halfway up the rise,” she said. “It may be obscured by rocks and boulders.” For hours they checked the east and northern walls, afraid they might have missed it, and then double checked before moving on. The day had grown hot, the sun blistering, yet the camels took it in stride as they lay on all fours on the desert landscaping.
“I found something!” Eser and Harika stood together because they always found comfort with their own kind, speaking Turkish when they could. They were halfway up the rise with boulders all around, but Eser was waving something over his head.
With Noah never being too far from them at any given moment, he grabbed the item, examined it briefly, and lifted it over his head. “It’s Montario’s flashlight!” he shouted.
Everyone converged to the location from all points. Alyssa took the lamp. It was faded and bleached. But Montario’s name was etched on it. “Then it’s here,” she said. “The opening’s here. Find it!”
Everyone scrambled like locusts, searching, finding new energy. But it was John Savage who found the opening behind a series of boulders. “Here!” he waved frantically in invitation.
As the entire team gathered around the hole, no one spoke, no one breathed. They just stood there as their minds tried to process the reality of the moment. The hole was amoeba-like in shape, about the size of three manhole covers positioned side by side, the darkness within as black as pitch.
Savage leaned back, allowing Alyssa a wide berth to pass and stand at the point of the entryway. She could feel a soft breeze eclipse her hot skin, cooling her. When she closed her eyes she thought of her father. She could see his face and envision his smile.
“Ms. Moore, we’re not getting any younger,” said Hall.
She opened her eyes, removed a flashlight from her backpack, and flashed the beam in the hole. From what she could tell, the surfaces were shiny and reflected light. However, the beam of light could not penetrate beyond several meters, flashing upon nothing but dense shadows. When she lifted a foot to take the initial step inside, Noah called after her.
“Wait!” Noah moved to the front of the pack. “Alyssa dear, please wait.”
“Why?”
“There are things in the dark… Remember?” They both looked into the maw. “How do we know there isn’t one watching us now?” he added.
“Oh, for chrissakes, Yanks; get out of my way.” Aussie bulled his way forward, stood before the opening, pointed his weapon, and strafed the hole with gunfire. When he was finished he shot a thumbs-up and said, “Ain’t anything there now.”
Alyssa was livid. “You idiot!” she screamed, shoving Aussie back. When he slipped on the sand and fell on his backside, he took it as a personal affront and pointed his weapon at her with two of the three pounds necessary, to pull the trigger. His face was a mask of pure anger. And when Alyssa saw this, her face dropped.
He stood, the MP-7 leveled. “I ought to shoot your arse right here, right now,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Aussie!” Obsidian Hall worked his way forward. “You are being paid a great deal of money to provide protection, not to shoot up the place! Now lower your weapon.”
Aussie didn’t even flinch at the command.
“Aussie, I’m telling you to lower your weapon.” There was a measure of frustration on Hall’s voice. He then turned to Butcher Boy. “Tell him to lower his weapon.”
Butcher Boy stood for a moment as if deliberating. The air was thick with tension.
“Tell him to lower his weapon!”
Butcher Boy took a step forward, a weapon also in his grasp, and laid a gloved hand on Aussie’s shoulder. “Lower your weapon, soldier. Now!”
Aussie did, but very, very slowly. “Don’t you ever put your bloody hands on me again, Missy.”
When Aussie stood back, there was a concerted sigh. Nobody at that point realized that they had been holding their breath.
“We’re not even inside and already you’re compromising the location,” she said to him, albeit more calmly. “You just can’t walk up and start shooting. Do you have any idea of the damage you may have just done?”
“Look, Missy—”
“First of all, my name isn’t Missy. It’s Alyssa. But you can call me Ms. Moore.”
“Now you listen to me, Missy. We’re ‘ere for protection. And the skinny bloke ‘ere was worried that something was inside, so I took care of it. If something was there, then it ain’t there now.”
“Aussie.” The voice of Obsidian Hall was even and controlled. “You listen carefully,” he said. “Either you control your reckless behavior or leave the party. You’re becoming more of a detriment than an asset.” And then: “I’m serious.”
Aussie looked at those surrounding him. Anyone not carrying an assault weapon with the exception of the emissary, carried the worried looks of aging old men, their faces seamed.
“I hired you to be a professional,” Hall said sternly. “So act like one.”
Aussie could easily dish out the insults, but could never stand being the brunt of one. He angrily waved a hand dismissively in the air and fell back down the incline, stewing.
Butcher Boy stepped forward and laid a hand against Alyssa’s forearm. “You’ll have to forgive him, ma’am. Aussie gets a little wound up sometimes.”
“Yeah, I get that.”
“If you like, I can escort you inside.”
She raised the flat of her palm to him. “It’s not necessary,” she told him. “I got it.” She hunkered down and flashed the light inside, noting the pock marks in the wall from the bullet strikes. Idiot!
“Be careful,” said Noah.”
“I will.”
She lifted her foot and set it down on solid landing, following up with the other until she was completely inside. “For you, Dad,” she whispered.
“Alyssa?”
She could hear the worry in Noah’s voice. “I’m all right, Noah.”
“Don’t go too far.”
She couldn’t help but smile. Noah was just as caring about her welfare as her father was. She aimed the light in all directions, the beam alighting on black silica walls. Every time she made a pass with the beam, her heart seemed to hitch in her chest. The hallway was beautiful, the geometrical planes perfect, the walls as smooth as glass. When she cast the light above the access, she exhaled with something that sounded like awe.
Above the entryway was the archaic lettering of man’s beginnings:
α Ϯ Д Ѡ

“Ms. Moore?” It was Obsidian Hall. “Are you all right?”
“You got to see this!” she hollered, sounding exuberant. “Noah!”
The old man slipped into the opening with his lamp in the lead and was quickly followed by Hall, his team, Savage, Eser and Harika. Aussie, still incensed, entered last.
As she stood as quiet as a Grecian statue looking wonderfully amazed and mesmerized at the same time, everyone gathered around her and followed her gaze to the space above the opening.
α Ϯ Д Ѡ

“Does that mean anything of significance?” asked Red.
“It means everything,” she answered. She moved closer and reached up, wanting to run her fingertips across the etchings. But she was too short.
Noah nodded, smiled, suddenly realizing what it said.
“What?” asked Carroll. The young warrior was standing next to his brother Red when Noah’s face lit up. “What’s it say?”
“I never imagined,” he said softly. “I just… never… imagined.
“Never imagined what?”
Alyssa pointed to the letters and read them off one at a time starting from the left side. “E-D-I-N,” she said. “Eden!”

CHAPTER TWENTY

At the vibration of Aussie’s gunfire, the creature’s olfactory senses heightened, which incited the beast to raise its head and expand its frill, the collar-like expansion a sensory mechanism capable of detecting sensations for up to two kilometers since the creature, by nature, was virtually deaf.
From all points of the chamber came the metered tapping of claws, causing ambient air to vibrate. The creature swiveled its head back and forth, its frill acting as an anatomical radar by picking up the rhythms and processing them.
…tic-tic… tic-tic… tic-tic…
And then a period of silence followed as its brain functioned strictly on olfactory drive, the synapses of its intellect transmitting messages quickly, causing its scaly hide to prickle the same way the hackles of a dog rise when sensing great danger.
A moment later it began tapping its claw once again, this time at the pace of a nervous tempo, which brought similar responses.
…tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap… tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap… tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap…
…tap-tap… tap-tap-tap-tap… tap-tap…
One by one they slid off their perches with graceful agility and raced toward the source of gunfire. Having been hardwired to defend their territory, the great beasts hastened to guard their province as they had done for tens of thousands of years.
* * *
Suddenly, a thought struck Alyssa. Her father was here — somewhere. Whatever was left of him was probably hidden in one of the chambers.
“The walls,” somebody said. Alyssa snapped out of her disconnect and to see Eser and Harika running the flats of their palms against the black silica. “It’s like glass,” said Eser to Noah in Turkish. Since Eser and Harika could not speak a word of English, Noah was only too glad to act as interpreter.
Alyssa joined them by running a hand over the surface. “It’s black silica,” she said.
“Here?” asked Hall.
Black silica is sand that comes from a source rock called mafic, and is consistent in areas where the extreme difference between the ocean temperature and the temperature of flowing lava cause the lava to fracture into tiny shards of black glass. Such conditions exist in the Pacific Ocean, most predominantly the Hawaiian Islands. And though there were multiple volcanoes in Turkey, Mount Ararat included, the conditions weren’t conducive to creating black silica. How did so much of it end up half a world away?
“All right,” said Aussie, “so the walls are nice and pretty. Let’s move.”
“Aussie.” Butcher Boy spoke as if it was a firm command to stand down.
Aussie took a moment before nodding. “Aye, sir.”
From that point, every minute seemed to crawl with the slowness of a bad dream to Hall and his unit. Alyssa wanted to catalogue every ancient meaning and archaic script, which appeared everywhere. Hall stood with mild interest, wondering if he could remove a squared unit of wall and hang it in one on his stately rooms aboard the Seafarer like a painting. But there were even greater treasures, he considered, with a trove of goods somewhere below. “Is this necessary?” he finally asked.
Alyssa gave him a onceover and noted that his shirt and pants were filthy, and the posh Oxfords he wore were scratched beyond expert buffing. What Hall thought was a smile of geniality forming at the corners of her lips was actually a smile of humor at the way he looked.
“Is what necessary?” she said.
“This,” he said, pointing to the myriad symbols on the walls.
“It’s history, Mr. Hall. And because it is, it will be recorded as such.”
“There are far greater treasures,” he answered, “beneath us.”
“No more than what’s right here in front of us,” she answered. “We will not rush this. So you need to be patient.” She went back to her studies, leaving Hall to chew on his lower lip.
“Fine,” he said. We’ll do it your way, for now.
Noah and his Turkish seniors were recording what appeared to be the wedge-like symbols of cuneiform, with Savage standing uncannily patient with his hands clasped in front of him. Hall’s team stood in a straight line along the perimeter of light, the entire team looking directly into the veil of darkness.
Not one of them moved.
Hall sidled up to Butcher Boy, turned to make sure he was out of earshot from Alyssa and her team, then leaned closer to whisper his ear. “I’m running out of patience—”
“Shhhhh.” Butcher Boy held his hand up to quiet him. Nobody took their eyes away from the wall of darkness.
Obsidian Hall whispered into Butcher Boy’s ear. “What?… What is it?” Butcher Boy was incredibly still — as was his entire team, each man focused. “What is it?” he repeated.
Butcher Boy barely moved his lips. “We’re not alone,” he said.
Hall said urgently, “What do you mean?”
“There’s something in the shadows.”
Hall looked down at the line of men who stood unnaturally still, their assault weapons raised and leveled. Hall listened. Then: “I don’t hear anything.”
“It’s in there,” Butcher Boy confirmed. “And it’s watching us.”
* * *
They were in their element in the shadows, easily negotiating the dark warrens.
As they clung to the camouflage of shadows well beyond the fringe of light, their tongues — a supersensitive mechanism to compensate for poor sight and hearing — lashed in and out, intuiting a clear and present danger. There were many, some grouped together, having the presence of mind knowing that something was close and waiting, predator and prey. Their metabolism was quite slow and they had feasted on the prior expedition, so they were in the game not to feed, but to defend.
One beast slithered over another, the darkness moving. And then they withdrew seeking the marginal comfort of distance while determining the safety factor of the hunt. But they remained within the limits of striking range.
* * *
“What’s watching us?” Hall asked apprehensively.
“That’s the question of the day, isn’t it?” returned Butcher Boy.
Hall squinted his eyes as if to pierce a darkness that was blacker than black beyond the edge of light. Then: “Ms. Moore.”
She didn’t hear him, Hall’s hushed tone unable to carry to her location. So he called out to her in a louder, somewhat irritated manner, which prompted a severe look from Butcher Boy. “Ms. Moore.”
“Keep it down,” Butcher Boy whispered.
“Ms. Moore.” He finally caught her attention.
“What.”
“The thermal imager… Quickly.”
She noted Hall’s men standing in a straight line across the width of the corridor watching the darkness with laser-like intensity, their weapons raised. She didn’t hesitate. She went to her backpack, removed the thermal imager, turned it on, and joined Hall’s side, pointing the imager eye down the hallway. The screen lit up in colorful arrays of reds and yellows and blues. With red a heat signature and blue the color of cold vision, she was able to catch a flash of movement, that of blue, and then it was gone.
“See!” said Hall, pointing at the small screen in her hand.
“I don’t see anything.”
“Rewind it, then.”
She did. On the imager there was a hint of blue that moved quickly off screen, but not enough to determine if it was something alive, cold-blooded, or otherwise. She rewound it several times and she came up with the same answer each time. The image was inconclusive.
Hall’s team, nevertheless, continued to stand riveted, which made Alyssa uncomfortable.
“Ms. Moore.” Butcher Boy’s voice remained calm, the voice of someone exhibiting grace under pressure. “Despite the imager — there’s something out there. Either we abort the expedition right now, or we move on. Staying here only gives whatever it is time to maneuver around us.”
Alyssa looked into the darkness, then at the screen of the thermal imager. “But I don’t see anything.”
“We either abort the mission right now,” he stated firmly, “or we move on. It’s your call. But we can’t stay here.”
She wheeled slowly around and noted the signature looks on the faces of her team. John Savage maintained his relaxed, sad expression; Noah the look of concern, which was weighted by his need to know more despite the dangers involved; and the looks of senior archeologists Eser and Harika seemed to want both, knowledge and escape. In essence, they were the faces of people wanting direction, hoping that the decision made was the correct one.
She turned to Hall. There was no doubt in her mind that he wanted to move forward. “Can you protect us?” she asked.
Butcher Boy maintained his focus. “That’s what we were hired for.”
“Can… you… protect… us?” she asked determinedly.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Then give my team about an hour,” she told him. “We’ll be able to wrap things up by then… Just an hour and then we’ll move on. I promise.”
She could see Butcher Boy clench his teeth, the muscles in the back of his jaw moving. “Yes, ma’am,” he finally said. Let’s hope your decision is not an improper one.
For the next hour they maintained a skirmish line. But unfortunately for Alyssa, her decision had been the wrong one. They had waited too long.
Something from the darkness had finally come forward.
* * *
The creature’s cognitive recall had suggested that this quarry was a simple creature with little or no defense mechanism. Recently it had taken down similar game, its senses telling it that they offered no resistance, an easy kill that succumbed to their fate.
In the lower chamber, some of the bodies continued to putrefy, the meat becoming tender as it aged, rotting. These creatures would only add to the banquet, as the creatures waited for hunger to build.
It moved forward, slowly and carefully, its tongue lashing in and out, its mind processing information as to the best tactic to take in order to strike and kill. It was graceful and poetic in its movement, the sweep of its tail along the floor moving in balance with its upper body, the motion in itself like the gentle billowing of gossamer drapes moving with the course of a light breeze, back and forth, dreamily slow.
When it was within twenty feet of its prey, it hung back, looking for a moment to strike, choosing the weakest link as its victim, the one that would provide the least resistance the moment it clamped its jaws tight.
After choosing, after setting its sights, it geared itself to strike.
What was once slow was now blindingly fast, its movement providing a snippet of sight, the quarry then taken.
In the darkness, the creature set itself to spring forward with powerful legs.
* * *
Alyssa was wrapping things up by putting her electronic tablet in her backpack. To her left stood John Savage, who looked separated from his surroundings, his eyes glazed as if he was seeing through things rather than at them. “Everything all right?” she asked. It was then that she realized that he was focused on something beyond her, toward the fringe of light. He was looking into the same wall of darkness as Hall’s team.
“You know,” he said quietly, “we’re all born with a sixth sense. Did you know that? We simply lost it over time, allowing technology to become our instinct to lead us.” He never took his eyes off the darkness beyond the light. His manner caused Alyssa to take a brief look before turning back to him. “But when you’re in the military and trained to work in battle situations, that sixth sense — that instinct that’s in all of us — comes back in a heartbeat. It’s that little creature in all of us that tells us that danger is lurking, telling us that you need to be constantly alert…”
Although Alyssa was looking right at him, she did not see Savage reaching for his Glock, his hand tracing slowly along his backside, the tips of his fingers feeling the barrel, and then the grip.
“They were right,” he said.
“About what?”
He never tore his eyes away. His hand now gripped the weapon.
“About what?” she repeated.
“About there being something in the darkness.” He pulled the weapon free and pointed it. Alyssa, seeing the Glock, didn’t have time to scream as Savage pulled the trigger in rapid succession.
* * *
The creature had leapt as if from a springboard, the distance of twenty feet covered in a split moment, its jaws wide, serrated teeth showing, the maw of its pink gullet waiting.
And then bullet holes appeared in its hide like magic, Savage coming forward with his hand extended, firing off rounds.
Its jaws latched on to Red’s shoulder, the teeth wrenching and tearing before the creature was knocked back by the impact of the bullets. Hall’s team raised their weapons in unison and fired, the hallway lighting up in a strobe-light effect from the volley of muzzle flashes, the bullets ripping at the hide, sending chunks of flesh and matter into the background. The creature was highly disturbed, its fanned head twisting and turning in throes of agony, teeth gnashing at nothing but open space, then screeching and crying out, its tail flailing about wildly hoping to catch something its path, the power behind it capable of smashing bones clean.
And then it fell to the ground, its hide peppered with gunshots, its sides greatly expanding and contracting its final breaths before it finally stilled. Aussie took a few steps forward, placed the point of his assault weapon inches away from the beasts head, and finalized everything with a quick burst of gunfire.
The smell of cordite filled the air as the soldiers leaned over the beast, weapons aimed.
The two senior archeologists were clinging to Noah as much as Noah was clinging to them. Alyssa was just as stunned, her mind registering the events at a very slow pace. And Obsidian Hall had somehow backed his way as far from the scene as possible but still within the light of the lamps, with his crotch bearing the stain of wetness.
John Savage, however, stood at the fringe of light with his Glock pointed directly into the wall of darkness, a ribbon of smoke rising from the mouth of the suppressor.
With the toe-end of his shoe, Aussie managed to move a lamp closer, keeping his weapon directly on the creature. Leaning against the wall and biting on his lower lip, with his shoulder rent and bleeding, sat Red who was quickly aided by his brother.
In the circle of light, the creature’s black eyes were at half-mast, the tip of its pink tongue peeking out between its jaws. Its head was large and shovel-like, its ruined hide the color of old pewter. And it was long and thick and powerful looking, the muscles beneath its skin extremely dense.
Aussie tapped the head lightly with his boot, causing the head to roll loosely to one side. “What the hell is it?”
“An alligator of some sort?” offered Butcher Boy. Alyssa moved closer with her hands balled and held close to her bosom. She moved into the light. “You know what this is, Ms. Moore?”
She leaned down and studied it. Her fear left her as curiosity summarily took its place. With her hand, she carefully reached down and grabbed the loose flesh of its frill, lifting it. It felt like sandpaper, very course and rough. And then she raised the lip of its mouth, allowing her to study the teeth and gum line of the upper jaw. Its teeth were small and serrated, the gums oozing a copious red fluid, a living bacteria that was most likely virulent.
She looked at Red. “How are you holding?” she asked.
“I’ll live.”
Don’t be so sure.
Hall came forward, unaware of his accident. “Do you know what it is?”
“I've got a pretty good idea,” she said. “It’s a species of monitor lizard. It’s a relative of the Komodo dragon.”
“I’ve seen Komodo dragons before,” said Aussie. “And this ain’t even close. This thing is huge. It’s gotta be about twenty feet long.”
She stood and clapped her hands clean. “The closest thing I can equate this to would be the Megalania Prisca, a type of monitor lizard that lived about ten thousand years ago, believed to have been seen in Queensland, Australia in 1979.”
“Yeah, I remember that,” said Aussie. “They found footprints on a farm believed to be from this thing thought to have been extinct. Stories of monsters abounded for years thereafter.”
“Extinct creatures are popping up every day,” she added. “It’s not that we kill them off, it’s that we drive these species deeper into terrain. The further we encroach on their territory, the more we’re apt to learn that they never went away at all. But this—” She pointed to the beast “—is somewhat modified from the Megalania Prisca by the hood of its frill. In related lizards, it’s believed to be a defense mechanism, where the flesh expands around its head to make it appear much larger and more aggressive. It’s also believed to be some kind of sensory device, a form of built-in radar used to pick up vibrations whereas the data is processed through olfactory means, and makes a determination of its surroundings. This is in lieu of their senses of sight and hearing, which are extremely poor.”
“This thing didn’t move like it was blind or deaf,” said Red, grunting in pain. “This thing was fast and saw me just fine.”
“I didn’t say they were completely deaf or blind, just that those senses are dulled and are compensated through other means.”
“Yeah, well, the bloody thing is dead, right? No more worries.”
When Obsidian Hall finally released his breath and sighed with relief, it was then that he noticed his accident. He held his hands out by his side in a ‘what-the-hell-is-this’ manner.
“Actually,” she said, “where there’s one, then there’s another, and another, and another.”
“You think the tunnels are full of them?” asked Butcher Boy.
“I can’t answer that.”
For a long moment they listened. And for lack of a better term, the silence was tomblike. And then they heard it — a clicking sound, a tapping in the distance, muted and far off.
Butcher Boy shook his head. “Well, I guess that answers that,” he said, looking down at the lizard. “Apparently this is not the only one.”
And then the tapping stopped, leaving the group within a pall of unnerving silence.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Now for you, Padre.” Aussie directed his weapon towards John Savage, to a mark right between his eyes. “You want to tell me why a priest is carrying a Glock that’s mounted with an illegal suppressor?”
“I’m not a priest,” he said.
“So you’ve said. Now answer my question.” He maintained his deadly aim. “But before you do, Padre, lower your weapon to the floor. And don’t be stupid.”
Savage looked at Red. But I just saved his life! And then he looked into the darkness of the corridor, looking for the things that lived within. “I need this weapon.”
Butcher Boy pressed the tip of his weapon behind and below Savage’s ear, the barrel was still warm. “That’s a good question, Mr. Savage. Why would a Vatican emissary be carrying illegal wares for a weapon he shouldn’t be in possession of to begin with?”
Savage’s eyes began to move in their sockets, telling Aussie what he was thinking. So Aussie raised his weapon until it was inches away from Savage’s head. “I told you not get stupid, didn’t I? Drop your weapon right now, mate. So help me, I won’t even hesitate.”
Savage sighed and let the weapon fall. “I can help,” he said.
“Yeah, well, I’m not too comfortable in knowing that someone is carrying a weapon that I don’t know about. Especially from someone who’s obviously skilled in marksmanship as you are.” Aussie moved closer to the point where Savage thought the man was going to kiss him on the cheek, prompting Savage to lean away. But Aussie took a couple of quick sniffs and smiled. “You know something, Padre. You stink to high heaven. There’s just something about you that doesn’t smell right to me.” He fell back a couple of steps with his weapon leveled. “So tell me,” he said, his impish smile never flagging, “are there any more bloody surprises about you that I should know about?”
Savage kept his eyes forward and said nothing while Butcher Boy picked up the sidearm. He held it up in display, revealing a suppressor that was as long as the firearm’s barrel, a top-of-the-line model. He tucked the Glock in the rear of his waistband.
Aussie and Butcher Boy continued with furtive glances down the corridor while keeping an eye on Savage, as well. “Who are you, John Savage?” asked Butcher Boy. “Why do I know that name?”
“I was in the military,” he said.
Butcher Boy cocked his head. “You want to jar my memory?”
“Navy SEAL, Team Nine,” he said.
Butcher Boy’s eyes started. Of course! “You know this bloke?” asked Aussie.
Butcher Boy nodded. “You’re that John Savage?”
“I surrendered my post—”
“I know all about that,” said Butcher Boy. “You were an elite soldier, one of the best, specialized in double-edged weaponry and classified as a Class-A sniper.” Savage remained stoically silent. “And then you screwed up in the Philippines with half your unit getting killed along with the marks that you were sent in to save, all because of a bad judgment call on your part. Am I right?”
“You’re not wrong.”
“So you were asked to resign. Word was that you weren’t right in the head. Is that right?” When Savage didn’t answer, he pressed him. “Why would an agent from the Vatican come here with nothing on his person but a sidearm and suppressor? You stand away from everyone watching and waiting.” Butcher Boy moved closer. “But what is it that you’re waiting for, Savage? Why carry a gun?” And then: “What was your real mission?”
Savage unknowingly shot a glance to Alyssa, a micro-expression that gave him away.
“Her!” said Butcher Boy, pointing a finger and chortling. “She was your mission?”
Alyssa appeared stunned. Me?
And then it was all too clear. Butcher Boy removed the weapon from his waistband and held it up, turning it so the burnished steel of the suppressor reflected in the lamp light. “You’re here as an assassin, aren’t you? They sent you to kill her, didn’t they?”
“Yes.”
Alyssa’s world crumbled at that moment — this man, this representative of the Vatican, an assassin? Her knees suddenly became gelatinous, but she held. Obsidian Hall was intrigued as he came closer. “Why?” he asked. “Why does the Church want you to remove Ms. Moore from the equation?”
“I don’t know,” he answered. “The source was vague.”
“The source? You mean the pontiff.” Savage remained quiet. Hall moved closer, his face bearing the marks and twists of a prosecuting attorney going in for the kill. “What is it that the pope does not want us to know?” he asked. “What’s in here? What does he want to keep away from the world?”
Savage’s continued silence was becoming quite annoying to Hall. “These are not rhetorical questions, Mr. Savage.”
“I can’t give you answers to questions I don’t know.”
Hall looked into the darkness. “Then we move on and find out for ourselves,” he said.
“No.” Alyssa’s voice was strong, which surprised even her. “We’re done. We’re going back. Mr. Savage needs to be turned over to the authorities.”
Hall managed a few steps until he stood before Alyssa, his hands clasped behind the small of his back. “You don’t get it, do you?”
“Get what?”
“You’re not in charge here,” he said, smiling fiendishly. “You haven’t been for a while now.”
“What are you talking about? This is my expedition.”
“Was your expedition,” he told her. “The truth, Ms. Moore, is that I need your skills of interpretation to get me to the lower chamber.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Does it look like I’m kidding?”
“I won’t do it,” she said sternly.
“I think you will.”
“Then you think wrong.”
He stared at her for a long moment. “Is that your final answer?”
“As final as it can get.”
“Very well, then.” He turned to Aussie. “Mr. Aussie.”
“Sir.”
“I’m paying you a lot of money to follow my commands, correct?”
“You are.”
“Then listen to me very clearly. I’m about to give you a command. You will not hesitate; you will act immediately upon my say. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
He turned to Alyssa. This time his face held the same coldness as his blue eyes. “Ms. Moore,” he said with diplomatic evenness, “if you want me to implore you for your much needed services, then I will do so. Is that what you want?” She remained unresponsive. “Let it not be said that Obsidian Hall did not give you a chance. So, Ms. Moore, I implore you. Will you please lead my team to the lower chamber?”
This time she crossed her arms defensively across her chest. Savage admired her grit.
“Very well, then,” Hall said, sounding defeated. “I did afford you an opportunity.”
“You can’t do this without my support. You need me,” she said with confidence.
“That, Ms. Moore, is the truth.” His wily smile was back. “Mr. Aussie!”
“Sir.”
“Step forward, please.”
The large Australian, wearing his 30-pound flak jacket and holding his weapon, stood next to Hall. “Sir.”
“You will not hesitate on my command. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
Alyssa’s face dropped. He’s really going to do this. And then: “Shoot Mr. Wainscot,” he said calmly.
True to his word, Aussie raised his weapon and fired off a quick burst, the bullets stitching across Noah’s abdomen from left to right, the old man’s face registering too late as he was punched back against the wall and slid down its length, leaving a trail of blood the color of black tar in his wake. He sat there, a hand raised, his mind confused, his eyes and mouth opening wide with the surprise of his own mortality.
Alyssa screamed and ran to him. Eser and Harika were right beside her but it was Alyssa who grabbed Noah’s head and cradled it against her bosom. “And then there were nine,” Hall said with mock sadness.
Savage leaned forward as if he wanted to provide aid but Butcher Boy held him firm. “Don’t even think about being a hero, soldier boy,” he said, holding his MP-7 steady. “Don’t even.”
Alyssa was sobbing as she drew Noah’s head away, and then placed her forehead against his so that their eyes were inches apart. “I’m so sorry,” she told him.
He raised a bloodied hand to her cheek, caressed it, leaving a blood smear. “It’s all right, my dear.” His voice was weak, fading.
“I’m… so… sorry, Noah.”
He offered her a smile. “Please accept my apology.”
“Your apology? You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“For all those times I called you Ms. Alyssa when you didn’t like it.”
She couldn’t believe his attempt at humor at such a time. She let out a sound that was a mixture of a sob and a laugh. “You can call me whatever you want,” she told him.
His eyes went distant as if looking past her and through her, his hand suddenly reaching for something only he could see. And then he exhaled. It was the longest exhalation of breath she had ever heard as his life slipped away. Slowly, she allowed his head to fall forward until his forehead rested upon her chest.
“And he was important to the team,” said Hall, “Since he could interpret as well as you. So don’t you ever underestimate me again.” She looked at him. Her face crimson with fury and her teeth were bared in savage rage. “You really should get a hold of that temper of yours,” Hall said.
She leapt at him with her fingers extended to rake across his face, but Aussie stepped in front of her and hammered her with the stock of his weapon, knocking her out cold. Hall sighed. “Well, she does have chutzpah. I’ll give her that.”
“And what about him?” asked Aussie, referring to Noah with an inclination of his head
Hall shrugged. “Leave him. Perhaps whatever those things are will feed on him and leave us alone.” As Aussie walked away, however, he didn’t believe so.
* * *
When she awoke, she did so with Savage sitting next to her. Eser and Harika sat across the way, huddled to the point where they seemed to be a single mass. When she turned and saw Savage looking back at her with eyes she had once found adoring, she rolled her own eyes, the movement promoting the pain of her headache. “It just gets better,” she said. “Putting me right next to the jerk who wanted to kill me. Bravo!”
“You don’t understand,” Savage returned.
“What’s to understand?” she asked heatedly. “You admitted that you were sent to kill me.”
He turned away. He couldn’t dispute that.
“Well, Ms. Moore,” said Hall, standing in the feeble light, looking grimy in his pee-stained pants. “Welcome back to the conscience world. Have a headache, do you?”
“I’d say piss off, but it looks like you already did that.”
His smile quickly vanished. “You will be far more cooperative from here on in, is that clear?”
“Or what? You’ll shoot this idiot sitting beside me to make your point? Go ahead. Be my guest.”
“Or perhaps I’ll shoot them,” he said, directing his stare to the two senior archeologists. “Their blood is now on your hands.”
“You’re a bastard,” she said.
“So the papers say,” he agreed. “But no matter what you think of me, Ms. Moore, I get what I want. And I want you to lead me and my team to the chamber below.” He looked at her with apathy; his voice holding the same measure of detachment as his gaze. “In ten minutes,” he told her categorically, “we move. So get ready.”
“What’s to get ready for?” she said. “You want me to put on a dress?” She could tell that she was getting to him — could see the brewing annoyance on his face.
“Ten… minutes,” he stated. And then he turned and walked away.
“I’ll say this for you,” said Savage. “You got guts.”
“Shut up.”
* * *
Ten minutes later they were on the move.
Eser and Harika were forced to take point with a lamp in each hand, acting as the first line of defense. They were terrified and quiet, as they had been throughout the entire journey, their rock in Noah now gone.
Aussie and Butcher Boy stayed on their heels to provide protection, keeping a vigilant eye forward. They were the second line of defense.
Carroll helped Red along, who appeared as gray and shiny as the tallow of wax. Dark rings circled his eyes. His face shone with sweat and when he swallowed, he did so with agony. It was as if shards of broken glass were sliding down his windpipe.
Alyssa and Savage were in front of them, being prodded along with the point of Carroll’s weapon as Carroll half dragged, half carried his brother with his other arm. Hall took the rear, believing that the danger was in front of them and not behind.
Occasionally, Alyssa took glances at Red and noted the symptoms of toxic poisoning. “Your friend needs a doctor,” she told Carroll.
“He’s not my friend. He’s my brother.”
“You’re not friends with your brother?”
“Keep moving.”
The tunnels and corridors appeared endless in the constant dark. They took steps that were slow and cautious with Aussie and Butcher Boy keeping their weapons held at eye level, pointing the mouths of their firearms between Eser and Harika and into the darkness.
“Ms. Moore,” Hall said. “Are we simply walking hallways? There has to be some sort of passageway that leads below.”
“We’re almost at the room of the Crystal Bull,” she said.
“The Crystal Bull. How intriguing that does sound.” Whatever. “And what is the room of the Crystal Bull?” he questioned further.
“My father believed that this pyramid is a temple glorifying nature and the surrounding fauna when the garden was actually a land of fertility and fruitfulness, the true Garden of Eden. The beasts depicted on the pillars in Göbekli Tepe symbolize the area’s one-time abundance of them. The bull, in some cultures, is the symbol of fertility. It’s also the first room. But there are other rooms of worship. How many, I don’t know.”
“See that, Ms. Moore? Already you’re earning your stay… You’re just a plethora of information, aren’t you?”
“You’re just a plethora of information, aren’t you?” she mimicked.
Ten minutes later, Aussie and Butcher Boy stopped the Turkish archeologists from moving forward. With the same stiff rigidity, they held their weapons raised and their trigger fingers flexing, then resting firmly, with more than half the pressure needed to pull the trigger.
Alyssa looked at Savage who stood ramrod straight and appeared just as intense, the man a barometer to danger. “What?” He turned his ear toward the veil of darkness as if to pick something up — a sound perhaps. “What?” she repeated.
“There’s something in there,” he finally whispered. “And it’s coming closer.”
* * *
The great beasts moved with prudence, having witnessed the power of their enemy.
They had seen one of their own go down in the throes of a firefight, their instincts tuned to the fact that these creatures were deadly in their intent to commit mortal damage. So they held back and assessed the situation, their instinct of territoriality so tremendous they were practically driven to suicide runs as an ironic act of self-preservation.
They grouped as hunters and began tapping their raptor-like claws in communication, their frills absorbing and deciphering a complex language of sounds.
…tap-tap-tap… tap-tap-tap… tap-tap-tap… tap-tap-tap…
And then there was a cry, a shrill, the mouth of the beast opening wide and crying out. In unison, they pulled back as if they were of a collective mind and found comfort within the shadows.
From behind the dark veil they watched. They waited. And when instinct finally tells them that the feel of the hunt is truly in their favor… Only then will they attack.
* * *
Butcher Boy was looking at the colorful cartoonish screen of the thermal imager. “They’re gone,” he said.
“Move forward. Move slowly. And keep your bloody eyes and ears open.” But when the Turks balked, Aussie prompted Eser with the point of his automatic weapon by pressing its end against his back and giving him a goading shove forward. “Let’s go, mate. We ain’t getting’ any younger.”
Butcher Boy kept his eyes on the imager screen. The corridor was clear but his senses remained heightened. Just because he couldn’t see anything didn’t mean that it wasn’t there. He had learned that in the Philippines when his military unit had taken on a guerilla faction with Muslim ties. The rebels used the jungle fauna as camouflage and hid in plain sight, remaining unseen until it was too late for some, the price of blindness costing the lives of good men.
Within thirty meters they had come upon a small opening to the right, a passageway.
“Ms. Moore.” Butcher Boy waved the imager back in forth across the opening. Nothing — everything appeared clear. Alyssa moved to the fore of the line with lack of prudence, her lamp held out in front of her. “Careful,” cautioned Butcher Boy.
“It’s all right.”
“Nevertheless, Ms. Moore,” Hall interjected, “caution should be a practiced virtue.”
The ramp way was set at a forty-five degree incline, leading into a chamber. Suddenly she could feel the insect-like skin crawl of excitement, the tickle along the edge of the scalp line. Casting vigilance to the wind, she pressed forward with her lamp throwing out a strong circle of light.
“Ms. Moore!” Butcher Boy sounded genuinely concerned as he reached for her and missed. “We don’t know what’s in there!”
“I do!”
After taking the short passageway, she entered a circular chamber capped with a vaulted ceiling. Standing sentinel in the center with the hoof of its foreleg held aloft and its head held high in boldness, stood the life-sized monument of a bull cast in clouded crystal quartz.
She moved closer with a hand held out to rest upon the corded flank of the beast, to touch its sculpted perfection. It stood upon a large plinth of black silica. The points of its horns held the sharpness of ice picks, its mouth was ajar, the image of bellowing domination. Its fore hoof was raised and seemed about to paw the earth, to strike it, to create a groove. It was the pose of unbridled strength and power.
“Magnificent,” whispered Hall, entering. He was just as enthralled as Alyssa.
“Let’s not lose our perspective,” said Aussie. “Remember — we’re not alone ‘ere.” Aussie and Butcher Boy quickly scouted the area, their weapons raised to eye level, their heads on a swivel, aiming, searching. And then: “Clear!” Aussie lowered his weapon, but kept his senses keen and alert.
Hall took the time to run a hand over the crystal hide of the bull, could feel its perfection. His mind was working as to where upon the Seafarer he could display such a remarkable piece. “Amazing,” he whispered.
Savage walked the periphery of the chamber looking for imminent danger rather than at the bull, the difference between a soldier and a scientist.
In the room’s center, Carroll leaned his brother against the plinth, the man growing sicker and weaker, the toxin of the creature’s bite coursing through his system. “Butch!”
Butcher Boy joined his side by getting on a bended knee and placing the back of his hand against Red’s forehead.
“Not feeling too good, Cap,” Red whispered. “I’m on fire. I can tell.”
“Yeah, you are,” he said, lowering his hand. And then over his shoulder: “Ms. Moore.”
She saw the soldiers gathering around Red and took sudden note of the waxy glow of his face, and the deadly dark rings that surrounded his eyes. She took up position in front of him as Butcher Boy surrendered space to her. “We got antibiotics in our packs,” said Butcher Boy. But it was apparent to them that the situation was grave. The man’s life was bleeding out.
Alyssa felt his temperature and measured the rate of his pulse, which beat at the pace of a drum roll. “This man needs to be in a hospital,” she told him. “He’s burning up.”
“We know that,” said Butcher Boy. “But that’s obviously not an option at this point.”
“Then what do you expect me to do?”
“How long can antibiotics carry him through?”
She reached over and peeled back the torn fabric of his shirt that was stuck to the wound, causing Red to whistle in pain through gritted teeth. The skin had greened and soured, the smell of the injury was in the beginning stage of decay. “I’m going to say this again. He needs to be in a hospital.”
“And again, that’s not an option.”
“The toxin is fast-acting,” she told him. “Antibiotics won’t even put a dent in this. If you don’t get this man help, then he will die.”
Red squirmed in obvious pain. Looking for a quick solution to Red’s condition, Butcher Boy turned to Aussie and saw the blankness of his expression. Carroll held the same look. No one had an answer. He stood up and ran a hand over his military crop of hair. And then he rested that hand on Carroll’s forearm. It was an act of sorrow. “Give him the antibiotics anyway,” he said sadly. “It’s better than nothing.”
Carroll closed his eyes, choking back his emotions. Butcher Boy stepped away, beckoning Alyssa to join him in counsel. “What?”
“These — things,” he said. “How deadly are they? What are we up against?”
“These types of lizards, like the Komodo dragon and the Gila monster, excrete bacterial saliva with its bite which enters the wound upon the moment of mauling. Now the bite of the Komodo has been known to kill small children. But this creature is much larger. I can only assume, given the condition of your man there—”
“His name is Red,” he cut in curtly.
“Red, then… I can only assume, given the condition of Red, and after seeing the wound, that the toxin is extremely virulent and fast moving. Given the rapid pace of its spread, he’ll most likely be dead within the hour.”
“He just got bit.”
“Hey, you wanted my professional opinion, I gave it to you. But you’re more than welcome to seek a second opinion.” She waved her hand indicating the inhabitants within the room.
He shook his head in revulsion. Not much to choose from, he realized. “So a single bite is fatal?”
“Obviously.”
He turned to Red. The man was fading quickly. It would be better to put him out of his misery, he considered, a quick shot to the head, quick and painless, but not in front of his brother.
“We need to leave here,” Alyssa said. “The cost is already too high.”
“No, Ms. Moore.” Obsidian Hall joined their little conversation. His hands were clasped behind the small of his back. “Professional soldiers do not run from adversity, which is why they were hired. Losing lives in the battlefield is a way of life. These people have been trained to live under such conditions. They bury their emotions and move on. Yes, Mr. Red’s situation is unfortunate. But it’s the nature of the game — something they have come to expect.”
“We don’t stand a chance,” she said heatedly. “Can’t you see that?”
“What I see, Ms. Moore, is a team of professionals learning from Mr. Red’s mishap. It won’t happen again. They’re seasoned and know what to expect.”
She shook her head. “Why are you even here?” she asked. “Do I need to ask?”
He smiled. “For this,” he said, opening his arms wide at the bull in invitation. “Treasures, ancient relics — it’s all here for the taking,” he said. He lowered his arms and pointed his finger at the floor, indicating the levels below. “And the best is yet to come.”
She wanted to say ‘I won’t help you.’ But she looked over at Eser and Harika, two young people who didn’t deserve this. Two people who wanted to be a part of history, not buried by it. She walked away defeated.
He smiled, licked the tip of his forefinger, and scored the air as if writing the number one against an imaginary tablet, chalking a win for him and a loss for her.
Chaching!

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

They made camp for the evening inside the Chamber of the Bull. Hall slept within the shadow of the sculpture and Alyssa was forced to congregate with Savage, Eser and Harika. Aussie and Butcher Boy watched the entryway; lamps were everywhere, providing a false sense of security within the light.
No one could sleep.
With Eser and Harika holding each other tightly, Alyssa tried to strike up a conversation. But they didn’t understand English and her Turkish was minimal. Noah had been the bridge between them, interpreting and bringing them together. Tears began to cloud her vision. How she missed him.
“Are you all right?” asked Savage.
“What do you care? You want me dead, remember?”
“Actually, I don’t.”
“Yeah — whatever.”
“Ms. Moore, I took the mission because I was a soldier acting without question. That’s the way I was trained.”
“So that justifies what you were going to do?”
“Of course not,” he said. “But the truth is we need each other now.”
She looked at him incredulously. “Are you serious?”
“Very.” And then: “What do you think they’re going to do to us after we serve their purposes? Have you thought about that?” She hadn’t. “They’re going to kill us,” he said bluntly.
She looked at the soldiers, at Hall, and then to the young Turks who seemed to agree with his assessment. Although they couldn’t speak the language, they must have sensed the reality of the situation.
“The moment they find out whatever it is this place holds, whatever it is the pontiff wants to keep pent up, we’re dead people.”
Alyssa’s mind moved at a slow crawl, trying to absorb what the Turks sitting across her already knew, what Savage knew. Hall had been in charge from the very beginning, using Noah as the conduit by preying on his desperation for funding, and then waiting for the opportunity to avail itself. He was here for the relics, she knew that. She also knew that he was a man who placed more value on ancient artifacts than he did on human life.
Savage was right. But did she dare make a union with the man who was sent to kill her? “How do I know I can trust you?”
“Do you have a choice?” In frustration, she rubbed her eyes. “Ms. Moore, my judgment has been clouded for many years since I left the SEALs. I know that. But I lost my way. Before I came here, I spoke to a man named Leviticus, a soldier. And he told me one thing. He said: Loyalty above all else, except honor.”
She was held rapt. She could see the genuine conviction of truth within his eyes and hear it in the way he spoke. “Loyalty above all else,” he repeated once again, “except honor.” And then: “Do you know what that means?”
She nodded. “To prove your devotion, but only if the principle of the action is not a corrupt one.”
Savage nodded. “Excellent,” he said. “That’s exactly it.” He leaned his head against the wall, sighed, and went on. “Leviticus refused to assume the role which I now find myself with,” he said, “as your assassin. He refused, saying that you were an innocent. And sometimes those within power do not always see with clear vision, but with selfish eyes. Whatever the secret this place holds — whatever is inside this temple — has the pontiff terrified.” He faced her. His eyes sparkled. “I was wrong for trying to follow through with my mission without seeing that you, Noah, Eser and Harika, are good people who didn’t ask for any of this.”
“And when were you planning to—” She flexed her fingers to emphasize quotation marks, “—follow through?”
“When I first arrived,” he told her evenly. “When we were inside your tent.”
“But Noah interrupted.”
“Thank God.”
She looked him in the eyes and saw true contrition. “Confession is good for the soul.”
“For a long time I didn’t feel like I had one,” he said. “But now I realize that I do and I want to keep it.”
“So what are we going to do? They have the weapons. And we can’t wade our way through those creatures without them.” He agreed. But he also believed that there was a solution to everything. “John?”
“I’m thinking.” But as much as he thought, nothing came to him, which caused Alyssa to worry. And when he saw this, his heart became painfully weighted. “So help me,” he told her. “I will get you through this.”
She just stared, not sure if she was more frightened of Hall and his team, or by aligning herself with the man who was sent to kill her. It was certainly an unlikely alliance born of necessity rather than mutual trust. “I want to trust you, John Savage. I want to believe in you.”
He said nothing. He just turned away and stared at the domed ceiling, his mind working. There was a solution to everything, he thought. He just had to find it.
* * *
By the time Red died, his face looked like something right out of a horror film. His skin tone was chalk white and the circles around his eyes as black as the silica plinth he lay on. His wound was mottled with indescribable colors, the gnash marks oozing pus that smelled like rot. And his eyes had begun to film over with the milky sheen of death.
Carroll sat Indian style before the plinth, looking on with numbed fascination at seeing his brother lying dead. Two lamps, one at his head, the other at his feet, were posted. “He died about six hours ago,” he said dryly. He knew someone was standing behind him, he just didn’t know who.
Butcher Boy hunkered down beside him and laid a hand on his teammate’s shoulder. “Carroll, just so you know, Red was one of the best I ever worked with.”
“Magnum,” he stated with indifference. “I keep telling you people that I want to be called Magnum. Not Carroll.”
“Magnum it is, then.” He patted Carroll on the shoulder, stood, and walked away, feeling a sense of great loss.
“Is he going to be fine?” Hall asked apathetically. “We need him to be right in the mind.”
Not liking Hall’s tone, Butcher Boy grabbed him by the collar and yanked him close. He then spoke to Hall in a voice so low he was practically mouthing the words. “If you ever cry out like that again or so much as question the mettle of my team when one of my men lies dead after trying to do the job you hired him for — money or no money, Mr. Hall, I will kill you. Clear?”
Hall looked genuinely frightened as Butcher Boy’s grip tightened, the expensive material of Hall’s shirt bleeding through the gaps of Butcher Boy’s fingers. “Did you not hear me?” he asked steadily. “When I say clear, then you say…”
“Clear,” Hall mumbled. “Now release me… I won’t tell you again.”
Butcher Boy let him go and gave him his best alpha-male stare. As Hall fell back, trying to brush the wrinkles free from his shirt, he matched Butcher Boy with a terrible impression of bravado before hastening off. The exchange, however, did not go unnoticed.
“Looks like trouble in paradise,” said Savage. “Tensions are rising.”
Alyssa didn’t reply. She was standing before the wall, examining the wedge-shaped cuneiform characters her father mentioned in his journal. Though the text was so ancient and alien to him, he had at least understood enough of the symbols to interpret that a Burial Chamber lay below, perhaps containing someone of royalty.
“What?” he asked.
She traced her fingers over the secret code. “This,” she said. “My father thought this to be pre-Sumerian writing, the oldest known text in the world.”
[image: ]
Savage moved directly beside her but didn’t touch the wall. He was amazed how this woman continued to be so enthralled with her surroundings when she knew that her life was timing out.
She looked on with wide-eyed wonder. “My father was right,” she said with awe. “I can see the similarities between this text to Sumerian and other related texts. It all originated from here — from this temple. This is truly the cradle of mankind.” She continued to trace her fingers over the ancient passages.
Like the others in the chamber, Savage was getting edgy and didn’t care.
“Ms. Moore!”
Because she was entirely taken in by the wall, she didn’t turn to meet Obsidian’s call.
“Ms. Moore!” This time he out called out so loudly that her attention was ripped away from the cuneiform text, their eyes meeting.
“Ready up,” he told her. “We’re leaving in ten. I assume you know the way according to that wall you’re reading?”
“It tells us the way to the center of this level — presumably to the way down.” And to the Burial Chamber below.
“Very good.” He turned and walked toward his gear.
She moved away from the wall and away from Savage, who was left standing alone.
“Yo, Padre.” Aussie came from the shadows with his assault weapon straddled in front of him. “We need you to say a few words about Red before we leave.”
“I told you, I’m not a priest.”
“Maybe not. But you’re the closest thing to one. So let’s go.” He tilted his head at the direction of the body, which lie on the plinth beneath the lifted foreleg of the bull. His body was situated in a manner of gentle repose, his arms crossed over his chest, his legs together, with his face looking ceilingward towards the Heavenly gateway.
Others gathered around with Eser, Harika and Alyssa standing back — not too close but not too far, either. Hall stood behind them, watching over their shoulders. To them this was not about Red at all, but a measure of respect for Death who surely seemed to follow in their wake.
“Go ahead, Padre.”
Savage didn’t know what to say. All he knew about the man was that he made a living as an assassin killing for blood money.
“Let’s go, Padre.”
He gave Aussie a hard stare. In return Aussie drummed his fingertips against his weapon, letting Savage know he had the power and wasn’t afraid to use it.
“Bow your heads,” said Savage.
They did. And for two minutes he ranted how good the man was, and why the good Lord should embrace him, love him, and spoke words that didn’t draw praise or criticism when he was finished.
When everyone dispersed he turned to Alyssa. Her face was clear: Is there anything about you that’s real?
When he raised his arms in a what-did-you-want-me-to-do manner, she turned to gear up.
Savage lowered his arms in defeat and stared at the body of Red. Slowly, he reached up, removed the white band of his Roman collar, and placed it within the crux of Red’s fingers as if he was holding it. Hopefully this will serve as a price of admission, he thought. But I doubt it.
The team gathered at the far end of the chamber. In the glimmer of light cast by the lamps lying by Red, the crystal bull shined iridescent spangles of dazzling light.
“Ms. Moore, how long will the lanterns last?” asked Carroll.
“They have lithium batteries. So let’s say about two weeks before they burn off.”
“Will the light keep them away?” He sounded completely distant and monotone.
She knew he was referring to the lizards. “Yes,” she told him. “The light will keep them away.”
But everybody knew that Red would be gone by the end of the day.
In silence, they pressed onward to the center of Eden.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

They had circled the carcass in the Chamber of the Bull, the meat decaying to a softer texture, easier to rip, tear, devour and digest. But the light of the lamps kept them at bay — beyond the fringe, hurting the retinas of their eyes, having lived in the darkness for the entirety of their lives.
They paced back and forth, their olfactory senses deducing the best way to secure Red’s body. Whereas some spat at the circle of light as if it was a living source, trying to scare it into submission, others pawed at it with a swipe of their clawed foot, their mind clearly unable to register the light as something intangible.
Tapping commenced, metered measures denoting aggravation, causing lizards to climb and spill over one another, driving others to expand their frills in agitation, anger and frustration. In their agitated state, one lizard had swung its tail wildly and clipped the bull’s foreleg, smashing it into fragments so small along the floor that they looked like a cache of diamonds spread over black velvet.
A second swipe of the tail, ten feet long and as thick as a log, took out the lamp posted at Red’s feet, smashing it, the light gone. Several additional attempts finally took out the last lamp, immersing the chamber in complete and utter darkness.
Within moments they eclipsed Red’s body and ripped it apart with ease, then traipsed off into the shadows with whatever bounty they were able to tear free.
Even with the light, Red hadn’t lasted more than an hour.
* * *
The mood was a depressing one. For Hall’s team, it was the loss of Red. For Hall, it was the fact that everything was moving too slowly for his needs. For the rest, it was the realization that a dark fate was racing toward them at the speed of a freight train.
They had entered the Chamber of the Boar and the Chamber of the Lizard, a chamber her father had mentioned as one of the three chambers in the copied pages of his journal, but had omitted the lizard as the crystal carving, and mentioning the bull and the boar, instead.
“Is this what we’re up against?” Aussie asked rhetorically, circling the reptilian sculpture.
They circled the figure in wonder. It was a perfect rendition of the Megalania Prisca and like the other sculptures, it sat upon a plinth of black silica with its foreleg raised, its mouth open, and its frill extended around its head in sheer agitation — much like the bull and the boar. Why the creatures’ anxiety was so clearly stated was beyond Alyssa’s speculation.
The creature was twenty foot in length with a ten-foot tail that looked like a formidable weapon, serrated teeth, and a raptor-like claw bearing the means to rip and tear with the ease of a scalpel edge.
“This thing is huge, if they made it to scale like the others,” said Butcher Boy.
“It’s to scale,” confirmed Alyssa.
Hall stepped forward and raised his lamp. “I hope you have enough bullets,” he said blankly.
The eight of them stood around the structure, not sure whether to admire it or be afraid of it. “Let’s get moving,” said Butcher Boy. “I want the two Turks taking point with the lamps, Savage behind them, and Moore behind Savage. Keep your lamps high, people. If anything’s out there, then let them see the light.”
Of course Eser and Harika didn’t understand initially, but with a prodding with Aussie’s weapon, they understood fine. They made their way out of the chamber, the last before discovering the room containing the Crystal Wall.
It was as her father described it in her copies. Three walls of black silica with the fourth wall constructed of clear crystal quartz that looked like sheer glass. The chamber was huge, the room once serving as the temple’s communication center.
The wall was as large as the screen of a movie theater. It was a diagram of a Mesoamerica-type pyramid with three steps; the surrounding landscapes a depiction of rich fauna supported by a flowing river with creatures roaming the territory. The pyramid, if scaled in accordance with the surrounding landscape, was massive, maybe even larger than Khufu.
Clearly defined on the upper level, which was their level, they deduced was the temple cap that depicted the Chambers of the Bull, the Boar, the Lizard, and nine others, which they had yet to discover; making a total of twelve chambers.
This was the Central Chamber. Hall’s mind was already working out the details to have the wall removed. There was so much to choose from, he considered. So… much.
As they moved closer, they realized that they were dwarfed by the size of the wall. While Aussie, Butcher Boy and Carroll maintained a protective guard and John Savage kept his barometer in high tune, Alyssa, Hall and the young Turks touched the wall with the careful act of paying homage, that of stroking the wall calmly and gently, its feel as smooth as a thick pane of glass.
When Alyssa stepped back to study the images further, she realized that the Central Chamber was the entry point to the levels below. Savage joined her — her new found alliance that she had little confidence in. “It’s a map, isn’t it?” he whispered, making sure Hall was out of earshot.
“It’s a schematic,” she corrected. “This is a massive pyramid — should the scale model of the sculptures and cuneiform depictions is correct — that may be larger than Cheops. For such a structure to be built 12,000 years ago is…” Her words trailed.
“That’s all very nice,” said Savage. “But I need you to look for a way out. If you haven’t noticed, the closer we get to the main point, the quicker our lives end.”
Her eyes immediately shifted to the schematic of the second level and studied the floor plan. She saw rooms of every geometrical shape and figure, passageways that seemed to lead to nowhere and floors where none should be.
She shook her head. “The second level is a complete puzzle. Nothing makes sense. But there are passageways. Where they lead to, however…”
“What about the lowest level?”
She pored over the wall. The lowest level featured outer chambers of no particular significance with the exception of the burial chamber, which contained what appeared to be pods.
She clicked her tongue, another mystery. She could read ancient cuneiform and script created 10,000 years before Christ ever set foot on this planet, but this was not script, it was the schematics of a structure derived by the minds of ancient engineers. Panels, doorways, floors, ceilings and other configurations seemed geometrically illogical, their placements odd.
She turned to look at Hall, who was sliding away from them along the wall. “I don’t get it,” she told Savage.
“What’s that?”
“The two things the ancients were consistent about were the science of astronomy and the geometrical precision of their engineering by developing structures down to measurements of exactness. I mean down to the exactness within an inch on massive constructions. But to look at this,” she said, pointing to the wall. “The measurements are in a funhouse sort of way — in odd designs.”
“Puzzles?”
She nodded. “It appears that way.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“What are we going to do?”
“Well, we’ll have to make that decision when the time comes. If you see something that looks remotely promising, then you let me know. I trust your judgment.”
“And what about them?” She nodded her head in the direction of Eser and Harika.
“We’ll keep them close,” he told her. “I won’t leave them behind.”
She looked him squarely in the eyes and saw the conviction within. It was here that she noticed that he wasn’t wearing his collar. She pointed to his throat. “Your collar.”
“I left it with Red.”
“Why?”
“A couple of reasons, I suppose. The first one being that I was surrendering my ties with the Vatican because it isn’t what I was looking for.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Direction,” he said. “Simple… direction.”
“And the other reason?”
He shrugged. “I guess I thought Red could use some help seeing that he was facing his Day of Judgment. Thought the collar might provide some juice.”
“You really believe that?”
“Hardly.” Hall was making his way back admiring the wall like priceless art, obviously something he had to have. “Here comes the idiot,” said Savage. “When we get to the second level, stay close. If an opportunity arises, then we take it.”
“Have you forgotten?”
“What?”
As Hall was moving closer, their voices lowered to mere whispers. “Those things are still out there.”
“I know,” he said. “I’ll have to take out one of Hall’s team and appropriate his weapon.”
“Are you nuts?”
“I don’t think we have a choice, do you? If we remain inactive, then we will surely die.”
“I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“You find what you think is an opening and I’ll act. Trust me,” he added. “I have a very particular set of skills.”
“So do they.”
He winked at her. “Maybe so,” he said. “But they’re nothing like mine.”
* * *
Creatures of a simple mind are motivated by self-preservation and have no concept of numerical value. They do not understand the number eight, the number of those left impinging on their province, they only understood that they provided the basic need of sustenance.
While some gorged themselves on meat and lay in some dark recess for the slow process of digestion, others hunted, their advanced sensory system picking up the scent of their quarry the same way a shark can detect a wounded creature by a drop of its blood from hundreds of meters away.
With their frills expanded, they moved their heads back and forth like a radar dish so that the nerve endings could pick up vibrations, process them, and then zero in.
They knew they were in the room not too far from the Central Chamber and they sensed their prey was not grouped together but scattered, making them easy prey.
In the darkened shadows where the only light was the glow from fonts more than ten thousand years old, where the beasts had grown for generations in shadows and shade, darkness was their ally. They would move forward, circle, and attack with their tails, destroying the Light. And then they would converge. Taking them one… by one… by one…After the metered ticking of claws against the floor, and once the synapses of their brains transferred the process of the hunt, the creatures moved through the dark warrens as easily as if they were fully sighted.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The Vatican
Pope Leo was sitting in his chamber behind his ornate desk. Across from him sat the assistant director of the Servizio Informazione del Vaticano; a short man with doughy features and balding pate. His eyes were naturally hooded, giving him the look of someone between wakefulness and sleep. He was, however, a man with an astute mind, who was very omniscient about everything going on around him, a man with all the latest spyware at his fingertips. Stenciled on the pocket of Father Gacobelli’s shirt were the initials SIV.
“I was able to confirm that Savage entered the Göbekli Tepe dig site and spoke with Ms. Moore two days ago.”
“And?”
Gacobelli opened a manila folder that was sitting on his lap. Inside was the tracking data regarding Savage’s run into Turkey. “Everything’s minimal at this point,” he said. “But I believe Savage to be with the woman.”
“To be with the woman was not the goal of the Church.”
“I understand that, Your Holiness. But it is what it is.”
The pontiff tented his hands and bounced the tips against his chin in thought. “Are they still at Göbekli Tepe?” The ADD lifted a single sheet of paper and slid it across the pontiff’s desk. Pope Leo picked it up. “What am I looking at?”
“Coordinates to where they may be,” he said. “It appears that they have taken a course to the eastern part of Turkey.”
The pontiff looked at the sheet again, at the coordinates. “These numbers — are you telling me these are the coordinates to…” His words trailed one word shy of saying “Eden.”
“They’re numbers, yes. But to what we don’t know. They may mean something. Or they may mean nothing at all. All we know is that Savage left with the woman and her team two days ago for the southeast part of Turkey… The entire team disappeared at that specific location.”
The pontiff looked at the sheet.
“As you know, Your Holiness, we often dispatch the Knights of the Holy Order to global hotspots to save the lives of those within our citizenry who are in danger. Mr. Savage’s mission was to protect the interest of the Church. Although he was equipped with his own weaponry, he needed a special accessory form the KHO armory. He took one thing,” he said. “He took a suppressor embedded with a state-of-the-art chip in the cylinder used for tracking. By attaching the device to the weapon, it summarily activates the system and generates a GPS read. Since he did attach the suppressor, I can only assume that he intended to use it. But why I don’t know.”
GPS chips embedded within weaponry were becoming the norm, more notably with US troops fighting the Afghan War. Insurgents often took weapons from deceased US military and added them to their arsenal, not knowing that the embedded chip served as a beacon that gave away their guerilla encampment and set them up for future sorties.
“And this is where you lost him? At these set of coordinates?” The pope pointed at the numbers.
“That’s where the GPS signal ended, yes.”
“Why would it disappear?”
“It could have been a number of things,” he answered. “It could have been interference, like weather, causing the signal to fade in and out, to go dead. I just don’t have enough to go on to figure out why.”
“I assume you used aerial to these set of numbers?”
“Better,” said the ADD. He lifted a grouping of photos and handed them over. “These are satellite images zeroing on the given point.”
“It’s nothing but desert.”
“This is true, yes. But there’s a geographical anomaly, if you look closer.”
The pontiff leaned forward and saw nothing out of the ordinary. “I guess your eyes are better than mine,” he said. “I’m not seeing anything.”
“Here, let me show you.” The ADD took up next to the pope and began to trace his finger along the photos. “You can barely see it,” he started, running his fingertip on one image. “But there’s a geometrical figure here, a square. Can you see it?”
It was barely perceptible, but it was there. “Somewhat. Yes.”
“So we took more pictures, more images. And no matter which angle we took them from, the anomaly remained. There’s something beneath that desert floor. Whatever it is, John Savage is believed to be somewhere underneath, which is why we lost the signal. Most likely the surface is blocking the frequency.”
Without question… it had to be Eden! After all these years, it was hidden in plain sight.
The ADD waited as the pontiff pored over the photos. And then: “Notify the Knights of the Holy Order and ready them for assignment,” he said with firm measure. “I want the KHO sent to this location to implode this structure immediately.”
The ADD hesitated, puzzled. “But those inside?” he asked desperately. “What about John Savage?”
The pontiff fell back in his seat with the deeply sad expression of a man warring with his conscience, between his sense of duty and faith, of right and wrong. “I know,” he said sadly. “But as Pope, I must preserve the interest of the Church. And sometimes I can only pray that God will forgive and understand my reasoning over such matters.”
Father Gacobelli looked down at the pontiff with a puzzled look. “What’s in there?” he asked dryly. “What is it that you keep so secret?”
The pontiff was too ashamed to look Gacobelli in the eyes, but looked at his doughy chin instead, at his collar, at the SIV stitching on his shirt pocket, anywhere but his eyes. “Ask me no more questions. Give them the coordinates for the demolition. And tell them that no one will be hurt.”
“But that’s not true. You’re condemning some to die.”
This time he did look Gacobelli square in his eyes. “That’s if they're not dead already,” he said.
* * *
After Father Gacobelli left the papal chamber, Pope Leo went to the balcony that overlooked St. Peter’s Square and viewed the Colonnades and the Egyptian obelisk, and at the people milling about as he stood there questioning his sense of morality.
With great power comes great responsibility; this was clear. But did it also sanction the right to determine who lived or died? Such as the decision made by Pope Clement V when he ordered the burning at the stake of Jacques de Molay and the Knights Templar for the good of the Church? Did he have that same right?
Can I justify my actions in the eyes of God?
Feeling a great weight in his heart and at the core of his soul, Pope Leo XIV returned to his chamber.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Obsidian Hall was living the dream of dreams as he stared at the wall and its perfectly etched images. Eden was a magnificent trove of wonders. Alyssa Moore was standing before the wall with photocopied pages, what Hall concluded to be from the black journal of her father’s writings that had been sent to Noah. “I assume that’s from your father’s text?”
She gave him a sidelong glance and took a side step away from him. He matched her with a side step closer. She lowered the pages and clicked her tongue. “What do you want, Hall?”
“Those pages,” he said. “It’s from your father regarding his journey to Eden, yes?” She ignored him, taking another side step. He mimicked her with a side step of his own. “The question is how it got into your hands, since he died in here.”
More silence.
“It speaks of this wall, doesn’t it? What your father referred to as the ‘Crystal Wall.’ If you look closer at the wall, you can also see what your father referred to in that journal of his as the ‘Crypts’ that lie beneath.”
She clenched the pages tightly in her grasp and gave him a long, hard stare of revulsion.
“Of course it doesn’t matter what those pages say,” he said. “I already know — even though they’re entirely encrypted.”
Now she looked nonplussed. “How would you know that?”
His smile took on the gleam of mischievous delight. “Simple,” he said. “I took your father’s journal away from Mr. Montario just before I had one of my men toss him off the balcony of his tenth-floor apartment.”
Her mouth dropped.
“I must say, however, that I was thoroughly impressed with the young man. He didn’t cry out once. But you should have heard the sound he made when he hit the pavement,” he stated with malice. “It was awful. Just… awful.”
With unadulterated rage, she dropped the pages and went after Obsidian Hall with clawed fingers.
* * *
John Savage was sitting against one of the black silica walls, thinking.
Until he lost his wife to another man, he’d never known that such a raw emotion of misery existed. It had erupted so quickly that it had overwhelmed him. It was alien and brutal at the same time, something far more painful than the bullet he had taken in the shoulder or the draw of a knife across his chest, which had opened him nicely.
For a while, his mind had been in disarray; with decisions difficult to make, always questioning whether or not he was making the right move, the wrong move, or whether or not he should be in the position to make such a decision when commanding a SEAL team while on a mission.
Emotionally lost and racked with pain, he had worn his best bravado face, and he and his team went to the southern Philippines where a Muslim faction was holding four American hostages and demanding a seven-figure sum for their release. The American government, however, always maintaining the platform to never pay such demands, opted to use military force instead.
Heading up his team through the southern part of the country, through the dense forest and high humidity, under the most atrocious conditions, he could only think of her. When they discovered the encampment, his unit surrounded the area. In the center were the hostages: A mother and a father, and two teenage children, both boys. They looked thin, pale and war torn; their bodies wasted. But they sat there as if they belonged — the Stockholm syndrome.
Having lost the keen edge of prudence, his thoughts not completely aware or focused, he neglected to examine the perimeter, and had not realized that he and his team had been spotted by those hiding within the trees far beyond the outskirts of the camp. The rebels had moved up behind them, surrounding them in a pincer move, enveloping them from all sides.
Whereas the sixth sense of his teammates kicked in, his did not until the first volley, with bullets stitching across the backs and chests of his teammates, killing them. What was left of his unit formed a wedge-shaped offensive and moved into the stronghold with their weapons raised and firing, picking off the insurgents.
One rebel lifted his weapon, an AK-47, and shot the hostages dead with one pull of the trigger, blood everywhere.
Savage lifted his own weapon with deadly precision and fired, taking out the left side of the rebel’s head in a splash of blood and gore as he tumbled back into the bodies of those he just executed.
And then time seemed to stand still, his world moving with the slowness of a bad dream. It was surreal, with gunshots going off around him; the waspy hum of bullets flying past him but not one finding its mark; the cries and agony of his teammates as they went down. He looked at the victims as they lay dead, with their eyes and mouths open at the shock of their mortality.
He had failed them. He had failed his team.
He was not sharp while taking point.
And it cost him valuable lives.
When it was over and done with, as he knelt by the bodies, patches of blood that was not his own glistening off his skin, he dared not look around, did not want to see his dead or dying teammates. In fact, he was waiting for the kill shot, the one bullet that would take him away from all this. But it never came.
The one salvation — just a single bullet — never came.
When he returned to the States he lost his command, sending him deeper into despair. His wife, his job, and now his life were gone. He had never felt so lost or so alone.
When the commission to work for Vatican Intelligence presented itself, he saw this as the perfect escape. He’d be worlds away from the problems that had dragged him down. But he soon realized that he could not run far enough. Wherever he went, his problems followed and seemed to weigh him down even more.
Under the auspices of the Church, however, he believed in his own redemption by taking direction from those who could show him the way of Light. Simple direction! That’s all he wanted. But it seemed to be something well beyond the capability of the Church to grant, so he would be forever lost. And that is why he surrendered the collar to the clutches of a dead man. He didn’t deserve to wear it.
However, he did find a glint or sparkle of light, a sliver of promise that his life could be saved. When he had first encountered Alyssa, he was detached and unfeeling, a man who reacted with the cold fortitude of a machine. But as time went on, he felt something warm and compelling about her, something so magnetically wonderful that he wanted nothing but to hear her voice and smell her scent for the simple fact that he enjoyed her presence.
She was fiery and brilliant and compassionate to those she was close to, and not afraid to take on those with dissimilar attitudes bearing hostile traits. There was goodness in her, a strong sense to champion the causes of those who could not defend themselves.
He leaned his head against the wall, feeling a serenity that he hadn’t felt for some time. It was a warm sensation. The weight upon his chest and shoulders were still there, but not entirely. The pain was finally slipping away by inches. And whenever he got closer to Alyssa, that weight shed away even more.
Odd, he considered, that peace should find him the moment his life was most likely coming to an end. What an awful time for that bullet, he thought. But he was not about to give up. Not now. Not when he had the chance to redeem himself by saving the lives of those who needed him most: Eser, Harika and Alyssa. And he was not ill prepared to do so, either.
Since it’s the warriors’ way to bury their dead with their weaponry, Red’s team left him with his combat knife, a KA-BAR. So when he placed the Roman collar within the thin divides of Red’s fingers, and when no one was watching, he appropriated the weapon and stored it between his boot and pant leg.
Now to find the opportunity, he thought. And only at Alyssa’s call. At that moment he heard an eruption of anger, a cry of anguish, only to see Alyssa charging Obsidian Hall with clawed hands. What now? But when he saw Obsidian Hall reach out and strike her with a closed fist, Savage took to his feet and went to resolve the matter on his terms.
* * *
A white nebula of light.
It was the last thing Alyssa saw as she hit the ground. Everything around her was shadow and shape. And when Hall spoke to her, it was as if he was doing so from a great distance. “Like I said, Ms. Moore, you really need to get a handle on that temper of—” It was the last thing he said before Savage came across with his own right hand, sending Hall off his feet and to the silica floor, hard. When Hall came to, his world was covered in a veil of fuzziness.
Savage stood over him, his face expressionless. Is he really that quick? Hall considered. The billionaire worked his way onto a single elbow and with his free hand, he toyed with his jaw, checking the hinge factor to see if it was dislocated. It wasn’t. From the corner of his eye, Savage could see it coming, so he tensed and waited as Aussie hit him with the butt of his weapon, sending the former Navy SEAL to his knees, his world spinning in a violent vortex. Instinctively, Savage went for the knife but held up.
“On your feet, mate. You too, Missy.” Aussie reached down and hoisted them both to a standing position, Savage and Alyssa finding their balance hard to come by. Hall got to a standing position with his hand to his jaw, and then he shook his head as if to wash away the cobwebs.
“What’s this all about?” asked Butcher Boy heatedly. “It’s bad enough that we have to fight against those things out there! We don’t need to help them with infighting!”
Alyssa raised a weary hand to Hall. “He killed Montario,” she said.
“What in the ‘ell is a Montario?” asked Aussie.
“I didn’t kill him. I said one of my men did.”
“But you ordered it!”
“Semantics.”
“Enough! You’re like a couple of kids, I swear!” Butcher Boy was livid.
The moment Alyssa wavered in her stance, Savage embraced her, becoming her crutch even though his head remained clouded. “Are you all right?” he asked her softly.
“I’ll be fine.”
Butcher Boy began to pace. “Let’s get one thing straight right now! I lost one good man to something I couldn’t even dream up in my worst nightmare! And now I have to contend with you people?” He turned to Aussie, and then to Carroll, their faces completely stoic. And then he faced off with Alyssa. “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”
She stood straight, chin up, the entire motion a bit over-dramatic. “Just peachy,” she said.
“Then we move. How close are we to the lower chamber?”
She examined the crystal map. “We need to get to the Master Chamber on this level. It’s not too far from here. That room should take us below.” That’s if we can solve the riddle.
“Then grab your gear and ready up,” said Butcher Boy, looking around uneasily. “The faster we get to our point, the faster we can get the hell out of here.”
The mercs moved off to grab their gear but Alyssa and Hall were staring each other down when Savage came over and ushered her away. “Play nice,” he said.
“He had Montario killed.”
“There’s nothing we can do about it now.”
Eser, Harika, Savage and Alyssa readied themselves. The screen of the thermal imager was fuzzy and winking in and out, the batteries dying. Alyssa slapped at it but it was not cooperating. “We’re losing the imager,” she said out loud and to no one in particular.
“Bloody great,” responded Aussie. “It just gets better, doesn’t it?”
And then the picture on the screen faded, completely, the tool useless. She let her arm drop with the imager by her side. “It’s dead,” she said softly. Everyone stared at her.
“But you said it was run by lithium batteries.”
“No. I said the lamps were run by lithium batteries. Not the imager.”
“So what does that mean?”
“It means that we run dark,” she said.
“Dark?” asked Hall.
Butcher Boy gave a worn-weary sigh. “It means that we won’t be able to see anything down the hallway beyond what the lamps can show us.”
Hall appeared rattled. “But that’s only what — fifteen, twenty feet?”
“If that.” Butcher Boy then called out to Eser and Harika, beckoning them with his hand since they didn’t know the language. They responded dutifully. And as usual, he forced them to take point with a lamp in each hand.
Alyssa looked at Savage, their eyes meeting. “They’re being used as bait,” she said,
“I know.”
“We need to do something,” she said imploringly.
“I’m working on it.”
“Like what?”
He looked at the Hall and his team, who were gearing up, then got on a bended knee as if to tie his shoe and lifted his pant leg. He showed Alyssa the knife attached to his ankle and lodged between his sock and shoe and then he brought a finger to his lips in a gesture of silence.
Her eyes grew wide and she mouthed the words: Where did you get that?
He lowered his pant leg, and then quickly glanced around at Hall and his team to see if he had drawn suspicion. He hadn’t. “I’ll tell you later,” he whispered, getting to his feet.
“John?”
He turned to her. At that moment, he saw eyes that were emblazoned with mixed emotions — courage, strength, fear, worry, care, and hope — and melted beneath her gaze. For the first time in a long while, he felt completely responsible for lives that were in the balance. By saving them, he thought, he would be redeemed. “I will get us out of this,” he whispered.
“I hope so,” she returned, looking at the Crystal Wall. “I really, really hope so.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The creature’s frill reacted by fanning out around its head, the tiny receptors in the flesh picking up vibrations and processing them within neurotransmitters inside its brain, thereby governing it by instinct.
It was alone. And it was hungry.
The behemoth moved within the shelter of darkness not too far from the fringe of light, its instinct telling it to destroy the device that cast the glow of illumination.
It moved closer, its massive tail moving in serpentine motion along the floor.
The light was getting closer.
…The passageway to the crystal wall was 20 meters away…
The light grew brighter.
The creature grew bolder.
…15 meters away…
Slowly it advanced, still on course.
The fringe of light was now spilling out the doorway and into the hall.
…10 meters…
Hunger consumed it, driving it by the instinctive need to feed.
…Five meters…
The lamp threw out a harsh radius of light.
It was at the door, its reptilian tongue moving in and out, picking up the scent of its prey. Very close.
Voices, whispers, noises — though the creature could not hear well, sounds were carried through the air and picked up by its highly advanced receptors. Its jaw distended slowly as gossamer strands of viscous saliva stretched between the upper and lower portions of its serrated teeth.
And then with the speed and agility of a great hunter residing at the top of the food chain, it attacked.
* * *
It came from the darkness so quickly everyone was caught off guard.
It cried out with a deep guttural sound, a noise from the back of its throat which erupted into an ear-shattering screech. It entered the room instinctively pawing at the light, failing in its quest, then turned and swung its tail, clipping two lamps and smashing them.
The light was gone and Carroll stood in darkness, stunned and slow to react.
Its tail came across with the speed of a bullwhip and caught Carroll across his abdomen, sending him in an impossibly long distance across the room, only to be stopped by the barrier of the Crystal Wall which shook mightily upon impact.
Carroll was still alive but coughing up blood.
Aussie and Butcher Boy moved forward, guns firing. The entire chamber lit up in strobe-light effect from the muzzle flashes. The creature screamed as bullets pelted its hide. They continued to advance, their MP-7’s going off, strafing, its hide decimated by the impacts.
But it fought on.
And then its tail came across once again in blinding speed, nearly clipping the soldiers, the tail cutting back once again, this time splitting the air with a whistling noise.
The firefight continued. Too many bullets were being expended.
And then the creature reared up on its hind legs. Aussie and Butcher Boy followed it as if they were watching the slow trajectory of a rocket, the creature growing to a bipedal height of fourteen feet. Holes appeared in its underside, its belly exposed, blood and guts erupted and filled the air with the scent of copper. In a final throe of agony, the creature succumbed by falling onto the black silica floor. Blood fanned out in a glistening black halo beneath it and spread across the floor. The soldiers stood winded over the creature as they attempted to catch their breath.
“This thing is much bigger than the other one,” said Butcher Boy. “Much bigger.”
“You know what’s got me worried, mate? It took a lot of ammo to bring that thing down. Pretty soon we’ll be running low, if we ain’t low already.” The big Australian used the toe-end of his boot to toy with the creature’s massive head. It lolled listlessly to one side. “It’s bloody dead all right.”
“Did you see what it did?” asked Butcher Boy.
“What?”
Alyssa moved beside them. “It went after the lamps,” she said.
“Exactly.”
“It knows how to take out our first line of defense, which is the light,” she added.
“Whatever these things are, they learn quickly.” And then: “How many lamps do we have left?”
Hall did a quick calculation. “We left two with Red, that thing took out two, so that leaves us with six.”
“Six bloody lamps. We’re getting low on ammo. It’s not looking too good, mates. Not good at all.”
And then it struck them: Carroll!
* * *
Carroll had struck the wall with such force Savage thought the man was dead on impact. When he bounced off the wall and hit the ground, he lay there for a long moment before getting onto his elbows and using them to crawl his way to nowhere in particular. Though feeble in his attempt, he at least knew enough to get away.
The world lit up around them. And horrendous screams filled the air, noises neither men had heard before or cared to hear again. As Carroll wormed his way toward Savage, the former Navy SEAL reached out and carefully pulled him close. “I got you, man.”
Just then Carroll coughed a splash of blood, not caring if he soiled Savage’s clothes. This isn’t good, Savage thought. The man was obviously broken inside. Carroll tried to sit up but couldn’t, so he rolled over, his face a mask of pain. Blood was spilling over at the corners of his mouth.
“I know this is going to hurt,” he said, “but you need to sit up or you’ll choke on your own blood.”
Carroll nodded. On the count of three, they managed to get him into a sitting position, leaning against the wall. What Carroll didn’t realize, however, was that Savage had deftly removed his combat knife from his sheath, and slipped it between his waistband and belt. Now he had two.
“You’re going to be all right,” he told him. Carroll’s answer was to spit out a glob of blood on the floor between them, and then wipe a hand across his mouth. “No, man, I’m busted up inside.” He winced, feeling the acid burn of white-hot pain fill his gut.
“How is he?” Butcher Boy looked winded, as was Aussie who stood behind him.
Savage shook his head: Not too good.
Carroll was perceptive, however. “I can do this,” he said, his words a mixture of pain and anger. “Just get me to my feet.”
Savage aided him to a standing position with the help of Butcher Boy and Aussie. Still, it was a struggle. He stood there clenching his teeth, sweating as he forced the pain down, a forearm across his abdomen. “My weapon,” he said through gritting teeth. “Where’s my MP-7?”
Aussie returned to the shadows with his weapon raised and his head on a swivel. He moved cautiously, grabbed Carroll’s weapon, and fell back with his weapon aimed at the inky shadows of the passageway.
When Aussie handed Carroll his weapon, the wounded merc nearly dropped it. Aussie caught it, and then offered it to Carroll once again.
Aussie and Butcher Boy shared a look of concern: He’s not going to make it.
In another intuitive moment, Carroll cried, “I can do this!”
“Sure you can, mate.” Aussie sounded genuinely despondent.
“And I don’t need anyone’s help, either,” he said, looking at Savage.
So Savage accepted the message, raised his hands in surrender, and backed away. “It’s your call, kid.”
“I ain’t a kid!”
Whatever.
Savage looked at Alyssa who was cradling the two young Turks in her arms. Oddly, he had never heard the Turks speak but they communicated by the way they looked at him, their imploring eyes calling out to the priest who wasn’t a priest, a man of god who worshipped a god not their own, but a savior nonetheless. They could see it in his eyes.
In his mind, Savage thought of one thing: I’m not a priest. But in their eyes it didn’t matter. They believed in him. Suddenly he was aware of the knife at the small of his back, and the knife at his ankle.
Not now. Not yet. The time isn’t right. Harika smiled, and then she nodded. It was a light smile, a tic of an emotion, but Savage saw it clearly.
Butcher Boy raised his hand and circled his finger. “Let’s move, people.” And then: “Ms. Moore, what direction?”
She released the young Turks, who stayed close. “Not far,” she said. “Two, maybe three hundred meters behind the Crystal Wall.”
“Then let’s haul ass, people. I want the Turks to take point.”
“No way,” said Alyssa. “I’ll take point.”
“I don’t think so,” he returned. “You’re too valuable an asset.”
“And they’re not?”
“Certain people are expendable,” he shot back. “They are. You’re not. They take point.” He raised the point of his weapon until it was leveled at Harika, and began tapping his finger against the trigger guard.
Alyssa huffed in clear exasperation.
“I’m glad that you see it my way. Turks to point. Aussie, I need you to bring up the rear, since those things are somehow behind us. I’ll stay close to the point guards.”
“Got you, mate.”
Butcher Boy walked past Hall, who appeared to be looking for instruction and looked confused when he didn’t get it, and made his way to Savage. “Talk to you for a moment.”
They headed away from the team. When Butcher Boy felt they were out of earshot he spoke to Savage in hushed tones. “From one soldier to another,” he said. “Keep an eye on Carroll.” The way he spoke, it sounded more like a question than a demand.
Savage considered this. “I won’t do it as a soldier,” he said. “But I’ll do it as a decent person.”
Their gaze met for a moment longer. “I don’t care who you do it as,” he responded, “just as long as you do it.”
“I’ll do it.”
He nodded in appreciation. “Thank you.” And then he walked off calling out directions, calling out orders, people responding in chop-chop fashion.
Savage hung back and perused the chamber. Shadows pooled everywhere and he could not determine if they were moving or if it was just a play of his mind. Obviously he was hoping for the latter.
“Savage!” It was Butcher Boy. “We’re waiting on you! Let’s move!”
Savage waved his hand. Coming! With the Turks leading the way, they headed for the Master Chamber.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“Thank you.” Alyssa’s voice was barely above a whisper.
Savage leaned into her. “For what?”
“For helping me out back there when Hall was trying to act like a tough guy by slapping me down.”
“Yeah, well, you got to learn not to piss people off,” he said with a gentle smile.
“I can’t help myself with some people. And he falls under that category.”
Suddenly their mood shifted into something between somber and depressing. Savage turned and noted her elegant profile and considered how beautiful she really was, at the way her finely chiseled features formed the lines along her exquisite face. “I heard what he said about your friend,” he stated with regret. “Montario, is it?” She nodded. “I’m so sorry, Alyssa.”
Even though it was the first time he had called her by her first name, she didn’t respond as they maneuvered their way through dark warrens and passageways, side by side, his barometer holding steady.
The Master Chamber was not too far from the Room of the Crystal Wall, or the Central Chamber, which marked the epicenter of the temple’s top tier.
With Eser and Harika leading the way, holding their lamps forward and Butcher Boy holding the mouth of his weapon steady, they came upon a square room where the walls had been created by sheets of gemlike minerals — emerald green, ruby red, sapphire blue, the colors rich and bright.
On the floor, as her father related in the pages of his journal, was the circle of rings. The center circle, roughly the dimensions of a manhole cover and made of crystal quartz as pure as spring water, was the symbol ¥, the cuneiform character for the number one.
The outer ring that surrounded the center circle was fashioned of clouded quartz and bore the archaic figures ¥ — ¥, meaning 11, since they were separated by the dash. The next outer ring, the third ring, was made of clear quartz, the etched numbers ¥ — ¥¥ — ¥ - ¥, representing 1211. The fourth ring, bearing the etched numbers ¥ — ¥ - ¥ — ¥¥ — ¥¥ — ¥, meaning 111221, and so on, until the final ring held no numerals at all, but a blank spot for the correct set of numbers to be placed, the final piece.
Alyssa walked around the circle, around the rings, the light of the quartz reflecting up into her face giving her somewhat of an ethereal glow. Obsidian Hall ran his hands along the smoothness of the gemlike walls, putting his faith in his team to protect him, taking for granted that he was safe and well within a comfort zone.
Eser and Harika circled the rings with their lanterns held high. Butcher Boy and Aussie scoped the area for threats, while Savage stayed close to Carroll, who was fighting a battle of survival from his knees and coughing up blood.
“This is it,” Alyssa whispered in wide-eyed wonder. “The Riddle of the Rings.” She produced the pages regarding her father’s considerations of the missing numerals of the final ring. While tracing her finger across the numbers on the page, she sought for a pattern. “The first row: One,” she said softly and more to herself than anybody else. “The second row: One-One. Third row: Two-One. Fourth row: One-Two-One-One.” She couldn’t figure out a pattern. “Fifth row: One-One-One-Two-Two-One. Six row: Three-One-Two—”
1
11
21
1211
111221
312211
13112221
?

“Problem, Ms. Moore?” Hall broke her concentration. “It’s apparent to me that the last row needs the correct sequence of numbers from the twelve sets given on the final ring to fill in the appropriate combination.”
Deep down she wanted to throttle him. “I know that,” she told him. “Finding the right sequence, however, is the riddle.”
Hall placed his hands behind the small of his back and walked around the crystal rings. “I guess one set is as good as another, don’t you think?”
“No, one set of numbers is not as good as another.” She studied the final ring. Etched into the crystal circle were twelve sets of numbers. One set, however, was the correct value that would open the way to the lower level.
“I see math is not your strong suit,” said Hall, circling. She held her hand up to him so as not to interrupt her calculations. And then: “Mr. Aussie.”
Aussie made his way beside Obsidian Hall, who was pointing at the numbers along the final ring. “Do you see those numbers along the last ring?” he asked.
He did see twelve numerical sets: 1132122321, 1211312113, 1311211312, 1231221131, 1112113123, 1123312211, 1211322211, 1112311132, 1113213211, 1222133112, 1113321231, and 1123331121.
“Yeah, mate.”
“Choose one.”
Alyssa looked up infuriated. “What are you doing?”
“Choosing a sequence,” said Hall. “Apparently his guess is just as good as yours.”
“There could be serious consequences should he choose the wrong set,” she said hotly.
“Like what?” Hall raised his hands palms up and smiled with impish delight. “I suppose you’ll say something to the effect that the roof will tumble downward and kill us all.”
She took a step an aggressive step toward Hall, prompting Savage to roll his eyes: Won’t that girl ever learn?
“It’s a riddle,” she told him firmly. “The object is to solve the riddle in order to get to the next level. It wouldn’t be much of a puzzle if you could just insert any series of numbers, would it?”
“Mr. Aussie,” he never took his eyes off Alyssa or allowed his smile to fade. “Please choose a set of your liking.” Aussie nodded his enthusiasm and circled the rings, deciding on which set to choose from.
“You think that’s wise?” asked Butcher Boy. “I would think that Ms. Moore knows what she’s talking about.”
“She does,” said Savage. “From what we’ve seen of this place, I think it prudent to show it respect. I think you should let Ms. Moore handle this.”
“I will handle this, Mr. Savage.” Hall jabbed his chest with his thumb. “Me!”
“All I’m saying is—”
“—That you need to be quiet, yes? Is that what you’re saying?” Savage bit down on his jaw fighting for calm. “I thought so.” Hall turned to Aussie, who was standing over a set of cuneiform numerals at the four o’clock mark of the ring. “Have you chosen, sir?”
Aussie smile and nodded, giving a thumbs up. “These numbers look pretty sweet,” he said, and then pointed at the set. It was the numerical lot of 1231221131.
“Very good, Mr. Aussie, the privilege is yours. Please grab the crystal dowel next to the given numbers and move the wheel forward.”
“Don’t do it,” Alyssa said imploringly. “If you don’t know what you’re doing, then that only gives you roughly an eight percent chance of getting it right. There is a pattern. If you just give me time—”
“But that’s the point, Ms. Moore,” said Hall. “We have no time, especially with those things running loose all over the place.” Butcher Boy had to agree, so he turned his weapon at the way they just entered. “Go ahead, Mr. Aussie.”
The Australian clapped his hands and rubbed his palms together with eagerness. He then got to his knees, reached for the crystal dowel assigned to the grouping of numbers, and pushed the ring in a clockwise direction. The ring began to rotate as he crawled along its outer edge, driving the ring to its alignment point. Once completed, he would then have to push the dowel downward in order to lock the final ring into place.
By the time his choice of numerals reached the point, he turned to Hall and to Alyssa. His mind was no longer sure that this was the right maneuver.
“Push in the dowel, Mr. Aussie, and lock it into place so that we can get going, please.”
Aussie hesitated, looked down at the ring and at the dowel. With a shove he forced the pin downward. But it only went halfway down. “Looks like a wrong number, mate.”
“Uh-oh,” said Alyssa, taking careful steps away from the rings as her head tilted ceilingward.
“Uh-oh?” said Aussie, standing. “What do you mean by uh-oh?”
The walls and floor of the temple began to vibrate, the shaking of a decent earthquake.
“Nobody move!” she cried out. “Everybody, stay your ground!”
The world sounded off in the cacophony of giant stones rubbing together, the noise of rocks grinding with deadly purpose. Alyssa knew that the temple was reshaping itself into odd shapes by weights and balances, somewhere walls and floors were dropping, silica slabs drifting, and all for a single reason.
And then it stopped — the noise, the grinding, everything, the world shrouded in terrifying silence. And then: “Geez, Aussie, what number did you pick?” whispered Butcher Boy. Nobody answered, since they were holding their collective breath.
After a few moments Savage finally took the initiative. “What just happened?” he asked quietly.
“Weights and balances,” stated Alyssa.
“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” asked Hall.
“It means that you’re as dumb as a bag of hammers,” she told him. “The wrong set of numerals, the wrong answer to the riddle, set off a chain reaction that galvanized balances and weights to restructure the temple in some way.”
“Why?”
“I think we’re about to find out,” she answered. “And not in a good way, either.”
Nobody moved. In fact, the only things that moved were the eyes in their sockets.
“How long do we have to stand here?” Hall asked, speaking softly as if he actually thought the roof might collapse.
“Until I’m sure it’s absolutely safe,” she replied.
“But nothing’s happening.”
“Trust me, Hall. Something will happen… Thanks to you.”
“I hate to admit it,” said Savage, “but he’s right. We can’t stand here forever.”
Nevertheless, nobody moved, which was fine with Alyssa because it gave her time to study the numerals on the final ring. It was situations like this that her father and Noah proffered her with mental puzzles to reason out and solve.
1
11
21
1211
111221
312211
13112221
?

What… is… the answer?
She looked for a pattern within the sequence of the given twelve sets of numbers.
In the shadows, Carroll coughed up more blood and finally fell to his knees.
“Whatever happened, happened,” said Aussie, rushing to aid his comrade. “Carroll, are ye all right, mate?”
Carroll rose to his feet, using the wall as a crutch. When he took a step forward something clicked beneath him, a gemlike tile dropped about an inch beneath his foot, which set off a whip trap.
A crystal bar with black silica spikes shot out with a blur and impaled Carroll, his eyes and mouth forming a perfect O in surprise as the sharpened points entered and exited his body as if the density of his tissue was made up entirely of water.
Aussie wisely stood his ground, looking at the floor beneath him. “Stand your ground!” he yelled, holding out a cautious hand to everyone. “The bloody floor’s alive!”
Carroll’s arms were draped over the crystal beam, the points of the spikes from his backside dripped blood, forming a black mass on the floor. And then he reached out imploringly to Aussie, who wasn’t too far away, with a clawed hand and made a guttural noise that sounded like a wet rattle.
Aussie slung his weapon behind him and took careful steps toward his friend. “Hang on, mate. I’m coming.”
Step by step Aussie tested the floor in front of him. Nothing gave. The floor was solid, but his advancement was slow as Carroll’s life leeched away with every drop of blood leaving his body.
Butcher Boy followed Aussie’s trail.
When Aussie reached Carroll, their hands met and their fingers interlocked. “I gotcha, mate.”
Carroll looked at him through dazed eyes. And then he coughed up a splash of blood, his lungs filling, then purging, the man drowning in his own fluids. He cried out as every nerve ending in his body fired up in a tabernacle of pain. In response he attempted to push free from the spikes, failed, his life ebbing.
“It’s all right, Carroll,” Aussie said achingly. “It’s all right.”
“My name’s Magnum,” he said. “I want to be called… Magnum.”
Aussie nodded. “Magnum it is, mate… Magnum it is.”
Carroll’s eyes were beginning to take on that detached look of seeing beyond the walls to a land nobody else could see. The man was fading fast. Aussie began to stroke Carroll’s shoulder the way an owner would pat his prized dog. “It’s all right, mate,” he told him, smiling gently. “Just give yourself over.”
More guttural sounds — a death rattle. And then he was gone, his eyes having settled on something in the far regions. Slowly, his hand fell over the horizontal arm his body remained horribly attached to.
Aussie sighed with legitimate remorse. Losing one of their own was a way of life in this business, but it was never easy to accept. “We can’t just leave ‘im ‘ere,” he said dismally. “We got to do ‘im right by lying ‘im down, like we did Red.”
Butcher Boy remained quiet. He had seen so much blood and gore in his lifetime that he had grown numbed to it but to see Carroll hanging over the pongee arm with the tips of the spikes punching through his backside dripping with blood was something he wasn’t so sure he could ever forget.
“Butchy?” Butcher Boy looked at Aussie, at his disfigured eye and saw the insufferable pain of loss.
“We gotta do ‘im right,” he repeated.
Butcher Boy’s answer was to reach out and grab Carroll’s flak jacket by the shoulders. “You push, I’ll pull.”
Aussie nodded. “Let’s do this, mate.”
Butcher Boy’s muscles strained as did Aussie’s, but Carroll didn’t budge, didn’t slide an inch along the spikes even though they were lubricated with blood. They tried again. And again he didn’t budge. Carroll would remain like a scarecrow impaled upon its post.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Megalania Prisca.
In the millions of years of its existence, it had evolved little, relying on its olfactory senses and its advanced system of neurotransmission. One asset was its capability to process smells from great distances.
Within the dark warrens and dark recesses, the smell of blood and copper permeated the air, causing the reptiles to tumble and writhe over one another in a state of agitated hunger, the scent of blood always the sign of a wounded animal.
From their stone perches, from hidden alcoves and darkened nooks, they scurried to the source of the smell, honing in by the sudden need to feed, driven by the spill of so much blood.
* * *
Carroll’s eyes had lost their luster as blood dripped abundantly to the floor, a pool spreading like black tar in the feeble lighting around his feet.
“We got to leave him,” said Butcher Boy, backing away.
“And what?” asked Aussie, genuinely angry. “It’s not like we’re going anywhere!”
“We can’t stay here,” he responded, pointing to the blood pool. “They’ll be coming.”
All of a sudden, it clicked with Aussie. They weren’t alone. They’d never be alone. And then he concurred, rubbing the back of Carroll’s head with his hand. “Sorry, mate. I gotta leave you like this. But we’ll be dining together in Hell for sure, you and I.”
“Check for ammo.”
Aussie did, coming up with clips and ammo but not much. “We’re running a bit skinny,” he said, holding up a clip. “I don’t know how many of those things are out there, but we may not be able to hold up against them for too long should they make a run at us.”
Butcher Boy expressed himself with a concern that was beyond mild. “Let’s hope that’s not the case,” he said. When he turned, he noted those standing by the Circle of Rings. No one moved. No one dared.
…And then there were seven…
Butcher Boy stood his ground, not wanting to venture the same course he took to get to Carroll. “Ms. Moore?” She was looking at him, taking for granted that her silence was answer enough. “Ms. Moore, have you figured out the riddle of the rings?” She looked at the numbers on the final circle. “Ms. Moore, we haven’t much time!”
I’m looking!
1
11
21
1211
111221
312211
13112221
?

What is the final—
“Ms. Moore!”
— sequence?
And then it clicked like an epiphany, a sudden realization.
She quickly maneuvered onto her hands and knees and grabbed the dowel situated with the numerical sequence 1113213211.
“Do you have it, Ms. Moore? Do you have the right one? I don’t think I’m inclined to go through this again should you make a mistake,” said Hall.
“I see a pattern,” she told him. “After the first ring, each ring describes the following ring as follows: 1 is read off as "one 1" or 11; 11 is read off as "two 1s" or 21; 21 is read off as "one 2, then one 1” or 1211; 1211 is read off as "one 1, then one 2, then two 1’s” or 111221; 111221 is read off as "three 1s, then two 2s, then one 1" or 312211; and so on. This is the only numerical value that fits.”
She began to push the dowel, causing the ring to move forward in a clockwise direction.
“I hope you’re correct, Ms. Moore.”
“It can’t be any worse than your guess,” she told Hall adamantly.
The ring moved smoothly. And when the numbers reached the alignment point with the other numerical sequences, she punched the dowel home. The pin went all the way in, locking the wheel. Alyssa smiled. She had found the right combination.
But her smile disappeared as quickly as it came when the world around them began to shudder with another rendition of moving walls and floors.
* * *
Some waited close by, sensing their prey, whereas others were drawn to the scent of blood like vultures to carrion.
Their numbers were amassing; those in distant locations now joining with those who held close to their quarry, causing ire between them. Though they had no concept of statistical value, their olfactory senses told them there wasn’t enough meat to go around.
Lizards tangled with their needlelike teeth tearing at the hides of others, opening wounds. Others fell back and gave them a wide berth.
In the end, however, brute savageness gave way to a hunter’s patience. And then the earth moved. After a while, when everything was once again quiet, when the earth was once again still, they moved toward the light with glacial slowness.
Nothing was going to stop them.
* * *
Even though the earth stopped moving, everyone remained on edge, wondering if Alyssa Moore had initiated another series of calamities waiting to take the lives of more victims.
Just as Obsidian Hall was about to make a rude comment, the floor began to vibrate as hidden weights and balances began to move. Suddenly, the crystal rings began to drop downward, starting with the center circle. Then the surrounding rings began to drop one by one. Where there had once been a spectacular display of crystal rings, was now a gaping hole in the middle of the chamber’s floor that led to unfathomable darkness.
“You did it,” said Savage.
The smell of blood was so thick in the air it galvanized Butcher Boy and Aussie to grab their gear and head for the hole. Since the riddle was solved, both men assumed that the trips had been reset, the danger was gone. So with lack of prudence they urged everyone into the passage to the chambers below.
“Will you be able to close this behind us?” Butcher Boy asked Alyssa with urgency.
“I doubt it. At least not right away. There’re probably more riddles that have to be solved in order to alter the balances and weights to reset this room.”
Butcher Boy chewed on his lower lip. And then he looked toward the opening at the far end of the room. Savage did the same. And Alyssa came to a conclusion: Their barometers were up.
Which meant that something wicked was coming their way.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Vatican City
The SIV Unit was situated in modified chambers beneath the Basilica. The rooms were small, but smartly converted with high-tech electronics and state-of-the-art wizardry. In the center of the room was an expansive table, with a top made entirely of a high-definition viewing screen; which, at the moment, was showing off a live satellite feed of desert landscaping in Turkey.
Six men surrounded the table, with the light of the monitor shining up against their faces. One was the SIV’s ADD, Father Gacobelli; the other five were members of the Vatican’s black-op unit, the Knights of the Holy Order.
Father Gacobelli leaned against the table, placing both hands along the edges. “Zoom in twenty times to these coordinates,” he said. “Scan to 36° 13′ 23.88″ N, 37° 55′ 20.64″.” The image on the tabletop reacted to his voice command, zooming eastward then inward, the landscape growing closer, the clarity becoming crisper as the pixels recalibrated.
“Now zoom in another ten times.”
The tabletop image reacted, zeroing in on a landscape with enormous rock formations poking through the parched wasteland, as windswept dust sped across the plain like sea swells. In places, the clay was brittle and worn, the surface fragmented over time from the elements of searing wind and unforgiving heat. It appeared an unforgiving place where the caretakers — the scorpions, snakes and lizards — adapted to a wasteland that offered little rainfall and blistering sun, thereby inheriting a kingdom that no one else cared to rule.
On the surface, marginally seen unless pointed out, was a geometrical anomaly.
“If you look here, gentlemen,” said the ADD, tracing his forefinger inches above and around the shape of the abnormality, “you’ll see an image just under the surface that’s perfectly squared, with the sides equaling one-half kilometer in length per side down to the millimeter. This is your target.”
Leviticus was joined by teammates Isaiah, Nehemiah, Micah and Job, who took their monikers from names of the Old Testament. They were basically nondescript in appearance, wearing pressed shirts and pants, attire that wouldn’t divulge identities beyond what they truly were; soldiers.
Leviticus leaned over the table for a better view. The light shone up against his face. “I can barely make anything out,” he said. “But I see it. I see something.”
“What is it?” asked Isaiah.
“A structure,” Father Gacobelli said simply. “However, I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say more than that. What I can say is that it needs to be imploded immediately. How this is to come about is up to you.”
“Semtex,” Leviticus stated without consideration. Semtex is a plastic explosive containing the elements RDX and PETN that is often used in certain military applications. It had become popular with terrorists because it was extremely difficult to detect, as in the case of Pan Am Flight 103 when it went down in Lockerbie, Scotland. “It’s an incredibly powerful explosive. But it’ll take bricks to collapse something of that size.”
“Can you acquire the amount necessary?” asked the ADD.
Leviticus nodded. “That’ll be easy enough. But how are we going to get it into this part of Turkey?” He pointed to the map. “There’s nowhere to land a chopper. The terrain is too rough.”
“We’ll have to rappel,” said Isaiah. “There’s no other way.”
Leviticus agreed. “We’ll need a second chopper to lower the bricks,” he said. “And we’ll set charges here—” He pointed to a single point dead center of the square “—and at multiple areas along the perimeter. That should take care of the situation.” He looked up at the ADD, who stood with the light from the tabletop shining upward and casting eerie lines across his face. “When do you want the operation to commence?”
“How long before you can get the necessary supplies and ready yourself?”
Leviticus thought it over as his eyes moved upward in his sockets, calculating. “Several hours,” he said. “At the most.”
“Several hours it is, then,” said the ADD. And then: “Prepare yourselves.”
* * *
They hastened their way to the level below, the winding staircase made of indigenous sandstone rather than black silica. As usual, Eser and Harika were forced to lead the way with Butcher Boy behind them and Aussie bringing up the rear. The spiral stairwell seemed to go on forever when, in fact, it was less than 50 stairs.
When they touched bottom, they quickly congregated and held their lanterns high. The darkness was barely penetrated by the light in all directions.
“Ms. Moore, do you remember the routes according to the schematics on the Crystal Wall?” asked Butcher Boy.
The riddle as to why the pyramid didn’t show walls and floors where walls and floors should be was quite clear. The engineers only mapped out solid structures. Anything moveable was stricken from the blueprints since they were not set pieces. This was cause for concern since the second level was void of supports and structures, which led her to believe that this level had several moving parts.
“Ms. Moore, do you remember?” he repeated.
She nodded. “We have to move as if we heading back to the perimeter of the pyramid.”
“Back to the way we came?” asked Aussie.
“The major pathways leading from level to level are in a zigzag configuration,” she said. “We entered from the top and made our way inward. Now that we’re on the second level, we now have to work our way outward, back to the structure’s walls. There, we will find the next riddle that will lead us to the last level. From there we’ll have to work our way back to the center. It’s a zigzag pattern from top to bottom, from one chamber to the next, which ultimately leads to the Burial Chamber.”
“That’s all well and fine,” returned Aussie. “But where I stand there’s three hundred and sixty degrees of direction. Which way do we go?”
She raised her lantern to get her bearings. However, the light barely penetrated more than thirty feet in every direction. Carefully she moved eastward, the lantern held forward, until she came to a black silica wall with script.
Τὰ θεάματα τῆς οἰκου μένηςγῆςגַּן עדןἑπτὰ
πτά θαύματα του αρχαίου κόσμ
лічб তএআশ্চর্যজনক лічылася ьвятой лічбай প্রতিটি лёямёр প্রকাশিত праць এই স্থাপনাসমূহকেФіў,драцоўলিকাএকটিতালিকাданьнеьпінайвыдаকটিপ্রাচীনকালেসালের ейшых паэтаў, філёзафаў, палкаводцаў, অবশ্যই вялікіх цহেলেনীয় ароўяк цтва дыцыйны ы যুজনপ্রিয় গেই грэцкай эліністычнаথেকে й паэзіі і йооду пথেকে তালিকার সমসাময়িক ыкавнь প্রকাশ рырыцы. ∑ыбар তাসভ্যতার ліку быў асьв নাম মনুষ্য নাম স্থান পায়। হতে হয় ঐতিহাসিক ও ঐতিহ্যগত গুরুত্ব সম্পন্ন। পর্যটকেরা প্রথম ўтэктуры এ ধরণের করেছিল। সেই এই সর্বশেষে ৭ জুলাই হয়।ячонস্থাপনাসমূহের ы найстараবিশ্বকোষ жытнымপৃথীবীর і তালিকা হয়েছে। ўяўленьнямі бпа২০০৭ ўц তারিখে чанасьউইকিপিডিয়া, ці дасканалযাতে асьমুক্ত ціцудаў жанр প্রকাশিনির্মিত

“Can you read it, Ms. Moore?” This came from Obsidian Hall.
“It’s difficult,” she said. “This is all pre-Sumerian, pre-everything. Some characters are similar, however. The best I can do is to piece them together and interpret this as best I can.”
“Then I suggest you do so,” Hall said demandingly.
She examined every line and character, finding it nearly impossible to decipher in its entirety, but she was able to put together enough to identify the meaning behind the text. It was a warning, stating the way to the Chamber of the Primaries was the path to Nirvana. But in order to get to Heaven, One must go through Hell. And they must do so by using the testaments of courage, faith and deliberation. Should anyone choose to test their fortitude, then the path lies to the left of the scripted wall.
She held the lantern up and to the left. Nothing but absolute darkness.
“Ms. Moore, have you deciphered the message? Does it tell us where to go?” Hall sounded very much on edge.
Above them, shuffling sounds could be heard through the passageway in the Room of the Crystal Rings, like sandpaper against sandpaper, scales rubbing against scales.
“Let’s move, people!” said Butcher Boy. “Ms. Moore, which way?” She pointed and made her way left. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.” But you won’t like what’s ahead, she thought. And none of you will be able to stop it. Not with your bravado. Not with your guns. And not with your machismo.
Above them, the coarse whisper of sandpaper rubbing against each other became increasingly louder.
* * *
They entered the chamber by the dozens, each drawn by the coppery scent of Carroll’s blood as it spread across the floor. Like flies to dead matter, they converged to the spot where the former soldier lie draped over the crystal arm with his head aside, and his eyes staring at nothing in particular.
They sniffed at the blood and at the body, their olfactory senses picking up the miniscule odor of decay, telling them that this creature was dead. In a quick reaction that galvanized others to feast, one of the lizards grabbed Carroll by the hip area and tried to pull him free, wrenching; Carroll’s body coming apart, the strings of flesh pulling like rubber bands until they snapped, his legs coming free while his upper body remained attached to the horizontal post.
Lizards swarmed with frenzy, ripping and tearing at what was left of the soldier, his body finally torn free from the pongee spikes, becoming the subject of a brutal tug-of-war between two males who twisted and pulled the body apart, then left to find a dark recess in which to gorge themselves on the remains.
Others milled about searching for their quarry. The scent of sweat and fear hung heavy in the air by the hole, so, driven by hunger and the smell of fresh meat, they clamored to the hole that was once blocked by crystal rings.
And then one by one they entered, spilling over the sides of the opening like swirling water at the mouth of an open drain.
* * *
They headed for the next passageway that led downward, to the final leg of their journey. Even with their lanterns held high there was marginal relief. Somehow these creatures had worked their way behind them, which meant there were unseen openings throughout the temple, seams they didn’t know about, giving these things access from every direction.
And now they gave chase because their quarries were seen as a threat.
With Alyssa leading the team forward and with Eser and Harika now finding themselves in the middle of the pack alongside Savage and Hall, Butcher Boy and Aussie maintained the rear with keen eyes on what was rapidly coming up behind them.
“Move! Move! Move!”
The rustling of hides rubbing against each other could be heard. The cause of the sound, however, as yet unseen.
The corridor they trekked along was so narrow it was barely wide enough for two people to pass side by side. But after a lengthy walk at a decent good clip, they came to a room about the size of a banquet hall on their right. To their left was an immediate wall.
The walls, though as smooth as glass and as black as onyx, were highly reflective, which amplified the reflection of the light from their lanterns enough to brighten up the room, albeit casting it in a feeble glow. The ceiling was six meters high or approximately twenty feet in height. On the other side of the room was a doorway that led to a darkness that appeared blacker than black.
“That’s it,” said Alyssa. “That’s the doorway to the Burial Chamber — to the Chamber of the Primaries.”
Hall looked at her. “To the chamber of the what?”
“The scripture on the wall,” she said. “Back there. It was basically a warning saying that in order for us to get to Heaven, One has to go through Hell. Heaven was alluding to the Master Chamber below, the Chamber of The Primaries.”
“And who are the Primaries?”
“I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” she answered. She took a cautious step forward, and then stopped.
“Problem, Ms. Moore?” said Hall.
In order to get to Heaven, One must go through Hell. “We need to be extremely careful,” she told everyone. “And I do mean extremely.” She advanced another step forward.
By the time they had reached the room’s center, complacency had set in, prompting Hall to be less than prudent. He moved toward the door, his pace quick.
When he passed Alyssa she reached out to him, trying to catch the sleeve of his shirt but missing. “Hall—”
They were approximately thirty meters from the opening when there was a subtle click beneath Hall’s foot. On a dime he stopped. His eyes became wide at the sudden realization that he had set off a tripwire of some kind.
Alyssa closed her eyes: Oh no!
And then the earth began to rattle and grind. Long, thin slots suddenly appeared across the ceiling as slivers of dark openings spaced one meter apart. “What did I just do?” Hall said very softly.
“If I was you,” Alyssa said in the same hushed tone, “I’d stand back.”
Just as Hall stepped off the platform that initiated the tripwire, five crystal pendulums fell from each of the ceiling slots, swinging back and forth approximately one meter apart from the other. Their blades were as clear as glass, hard to see, their edges as sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. As the first blade swung to the left, the second blade was swinging to the right; as the third swung to the left, the fourth was swinging to the right; and so on, the alternating patterns repeating themselves with the exception of the fifth blade, which swung independently from the others.
“What kind of a bloody gig is this?” said Aussie.
The blades were moving so fast they could not see them, but could feel the passing of their breeze upon their skin.
“Pendulums,” said Savage.
“I can’t see a bloody thing.”
“They’re there,” he answered.
“So ‘ow are we supposed to get across?”
“We wait,” she told him. “The engineering here is a primitive one based on balances and weights. The law of perpetual motion is an impossible practice due to friction, which means that they won’t swing forever, given the principles of laws and physics. Eventually they’ll stop.”
Savage moved beside her. “Given the principles of laws and physics, huh?”
“That’s right.”
He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “You want to tell that to the wall that’s moving our way?”
Everyone turned. The wall had silently eclipsed the doorway and sealed them in, the barrier inching closer with the intent of forcing them into the swinging blades. Aussie and Butcher Boy ran and braced their weight against the wall, pushing; its momentum not slowing down, the force of their actions completely futile and impotent.
They backed off. “The blades won’t stop in time,” said Butcher Boy. “This thing is going to push us right into them.”
Aussie turned to Alyssa. “So much for your bloody laws of physics,” he told her. He then took a stance before the swinging blades and raised his weapon. “Let’s see ‘ow bloody well they stand up to a little ammo power.” Pressing the trigger to his automatic assault weapon, he strafed the mouth of the barrel across the pendulums, the bullets striking the blades but doing little harm, doing nothing more than chipping the crystal.
“Stop wasting ammo!” cried Butcher Boy.
“Or what? It ain’t gonna matter much in a few minutes, is it?”
Aussie was right. The wall was moving closer, its momentum picking up speed.
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
The blades weren’t even slowing down.
“We have to move forward,” said Alyssa.
“What?” came Aussie’s wild response. “Are you out of your bloody mind?”
“We just can’t stand here. That wall will definitely push us into the swing. And since we can’t slow down the wall, then we have to move forward.”
“And ‘ow do you suppose we do that?”
She took a deep breath and released it with an equally long sigh. “By perfect timing,” she answered. “We can’t see the blades. But we can feel them as they pass by. Once we feel the rush and sweep of the first blade swing by us, we then take a single step forward into the gap between the first and second blades. Once we feel the sweep of the second pendulum swing past, then we take another step into the gap between the second and third blades, and keep doing this until we clear the field.”
“Are you kidding?” was Butcher Boy’s reply. “Those blades will rip us apart.”
She pointed at the approaching wall. “There’s an unstoppable measure of weight of some kind behind that wall, and its pushing it with the single intent of destroying us. And it’s not going to stop. If you want to stand by and hope for the best, then that’s your choice. But this design was created specifically to test our courage and fortitude.”
Butcher Boy turned and noted the oncoming wall. She was right. “So what do we do?”
Alyssa paused a brief moment before she reached into her backpack, grabbed the pages copied from her father’s journal, and pressed it close to her.
“Yes, of course,” Hall said snidely. “The Black Journal will save us all in spirit, won’t it?”
She stepped forward and stood before the pendulum. The blades were swinging in blinding sweeps.
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
Savage reached a hand out and grabbed her by the back of her arm. “Alyssa, please be careful.”
When she turned, she could see that Savage was genuine in his plea. “I have to do this,” she told him.
“I know. Just be careful. You only get one shot at this.”
The wall was pressing forward.
After she nodded, she took another step forward until she was a foot away from the first pendulum, aligning herself.
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
She closed her eyes and forced herself to seek calm, feeling the draft of the blade’s sweep against her skin, sensing when it came closest.
…Whoosh…
When the draft of the passing blade came by once again and began to arc away from her, she took a quick step forward.
…Whoosh…
The blade arced behind her, Alyssa now feeling the arcing drafts of the first and second blades in front and behind her. She was caught in the middle; one blade going left, the one behind her going right, the pendulums alternating in their swings.
“You’re doing well, Alyssa,” said Savage.
She took another breath and waited for the exact moment she thought the second blade was arcing away.
…Whoosh…
She took another step, this time landing her between the second and third blades.
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
Her heart was racing. Her head pounded. She wrapped fingers around the copies of her father’s journal so tightly, they were becoming numb.
…Whoosh…
And then she took her third step. Her motions were too slow, however, too calculated.
The wall was edging closer.
“Hurry, Ms. Moore, before we’re all pressed into the blades.” Hall sounded genuinely frightened.
…Whoosh…
She took a fourth step. One blade left to go with the exit doorway less than ten meters away.
…Whoosh…
And then she took the final step.
…Whoosh…
She stood alone on the other side, looking at the others, the copied pages of her father’s journal held tight against her lithe frame. “You can do it!” she cried out. “When you feel the blade arcing away, take a step forward! The pendulums are about one meter apart! Just be careful!”
“That’s bloody easy for you to say!” said Aussie. “You’re already over there!”
The wall was getting closer. The room that once looked as large as a ballroom was now less than half the size of when they first entered.
Butcher Boy gathered around the remaining six. Of course Eser and Harika didn’t understand a single word of English, but certain actions and mannerisms were universal: the moment was critical. “We need to get across now,” he said, taking sidelong glances at the approaching wall. “We may have minutes before that wall gets here.”
Hall seemed disturbed by this, so he funneled his hands around his mouth and called out to Alyssa. “Ms. Moore, is there a switch of some kind, something that will shut this thing off?”
She quickly looked for something, anything, even looked in the doorway, but it was too dark. The walls and floor around her were as smooth as the surface of ice. If there was a lever of any kind, she couldn’t find it. “No!”
Butcher Boy grabbed Aussie and Hall and pulled them close. “We don’t have time to do this one by one. So we’ll go it three at a time. Savage, you follow up with the two Turks. Clear?”
“Clear enough.”
The wall was looming impossibly large.
“Let’s do it,” said Butcher Boy. “Line up!”
Butcher Boy and Aussie stood within a foot of the sweeping blade. Hall, however, held back.
“Hall, get up to the line.”
“I can’t do it,” he said, pointing in the direction of the pendulums.
“Suit yourself. I’m not going to argue with you. Savage, you or one of the Turks take his spot.”
Savage grabbed Harika by her forearm and ushered her to a spot between Butcher Boy and Aussie. With Savage’s hand motions and gentle smile, she seemed to understand the intent behind what he was trying to convey.
She nodded and offered him a weak smile.
Aussie turned back to Hall. And from the corner of his mouth said, “’Ow ‘bout that, mate. The female Turk ‘ere ‘as bigger balls than you.”
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
“All right, people,” said Butcher Boy. “Let’s get this show on the road! And keep your lamps close! Don’t hold your arm out unless you want to lose it!”
The warriors slung their weapons and stood erect. Harika did the same. Like Alyssa, they closed their eyes and waited for the opportune moment.
…Whoosh…
In unison they took a step forward, landing between the second and third blades.
…Whoosh…
“Good, people,” said Butcher Boy. “Wait for the next arc.”
…Whoosh…
They took another calibrated step forward.
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
There were three more to go.
Savage turned to see the wall closing in. “We need to get to the line now!” he hollered.
“Eser!” Savage pointed to the spot next to him. And Eser understood.
Butcher Boy and company took their coordinated third step between the third and fourth pendulums, the blades cutting swatches through the air.
“I can’t do this,” said Hall, looking back at the wall. “Do something!”
“Do something yourself!” said Savage. “Take the line or we leave you behind!”
Now the floor began to rumble beneath their feet. The wall was that close.
“Hall, take the line or we leave you! I won’t tell you again!” Hall begrudgingly took the line. “Don’t worry about the wall!” yelled Savage. “Concentrate only on what’s in front of us.”
On the other side, Butcher Boy, Aussie and Harika made it beyond the final pendulum. Savage could see Harika falling into Alyssa’s embrace.
“All right, boys,” said Savage. “Wait until you feel the blade swing past. Not a moment sooner.”
…Whoosh…
“Now!”
They all took a step forward.
…Whoosh…
…Whoosh…
Savage held up a hand for direction. “Waaaait… Waaaait… Waaaait—”
…Whoosh…
“Now!”
They took their second step. Blades were swinging before and behind them.
“Good job, people. Three more to go.”
The wall was quickly approaching — just feet away from the first pendulum.
“I think you’re gonna have to pick it up a bit there, preacher man!” cried Aussie.
Savage continued to hold up his hand, waiting for the next opportunity.
The wall finally collided with the first blade, smashing it into chips so small they scattered across the black silica floor like diamonds against black velvet. The sound was cacophonous, like glass shattering.
Hall and Eser turned to look behind them, their panic level was beginning to climb. “Don’t look back!” cried Savage. “Eyes forward! We’ll get through this!”
They reset themselves and waited for the right moment.
…Whoosh…
“Now!”
They now stood between the third and fourth blades.
“Good job! Keep it up! We’re almost home!”
And then the sound of exploding glass as the second pendulum detonated against the driving force of the wall. Diamond-sized crystal went everywhere, the pieces pinging off the swinging blades and ricocheting to all points of the room, some hitting Savage and Eser.
Eser turned, his eyes full blown with terror.
The wall was directly behind them and closing fast.
“Eser, no!” Savage attempted to grab him, but missed.
In self-preservation, Eser took a ruinous step forward, only to fall into the path and glide of the pendulum’s blade. The force struck him so hard that Eser was decimated as if he had stepped on an IED. Bloodied pieces scattered in all directions with limbs being clipped by other pendulums into smaller sections. Blood sprayed everywhere, hitting Savage and Hall. Eser’s lamp was smashed into countless pieces after it was sent caroming off other pendulums.
Somewhere a woman screamed. Obviously it was Harika.
Savage looked behind him.
The wall was unstoppable, its pace constant.
And then he looked at Hall, whose face was a mask of misery.
“We can do this,” he told Hall evenly.
“How in the hell can you stay so calm?”
“You ready? We got two more to go. And we’re going to have to make this quick,” he said. “Are you with me, Hall?”
He nodded.
The scraping along the floor behind became louder.
…Whoosh…
“Now!”
They took a step forward. The blade, however, clipped a piece of Hall’s shirt, the tail.
The sheer dominance of the wall’s force took out the third pendulum. The sound of exploding glass was loud with crystal flying everywhere, this time cutting tiny nicks on Savage’s face.
There was one blade left.
“You ready for this, Hall? We’re pretty much out of time?”
Hall’s answer was the stupefied look on his face.
“Get ready,” said Savage. He held his hand up.
The wall was picking up speed. And just as the fourth pendulum smashed under the wall’s attack—
…Whoosh…
“Now!”
— they jumped.
Both men landed well as broken crystal scattered throughout the continuously shrinking room.
Butcher Boy and Aussie helped Savage and Hall to their feet just as the wall sped its way through the fifth pendulum and threatened to crush them against the wall.
“Move!” cried Butcher Boy.
Just as everyone made it into the doorway, the moving wall slammed against the wall that once opposed it, the walls ultimately meeting like a vise.
As everyone sat there catching their breath, Harika sobbed into Alyssa’s shoulder.
Savage, however, looked at Butcher Boy and Aussie, the men sharing a collective thought: And then there were six.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Western Turkey
Leviticus and his team of Knights landed discreetly in Ankara, and then made their way to Malatya, where they met with their conduits regarding the Semtex.
The person they met with was a portly man of Turkish and Hungarian descent, affable in manner and always smiling. Leviticus had come to learn through experience that such men should not be completely trusted. Mahir Şahin, however, was the exception to the rule.
Inside a broken down warehouse with glassless windows covered with chicken wire, and support beams that no longer looked supportive, the area was the perfect spot for the transfer of explosive materials.
Mahir Şahin was former military who had grown slovenly over the last decade after leaving his unit for the green pastures of the black market. Whenever he laughed, the fatty tissue of his jowls and the bowl of his double chin wobbled. He also possessed the type of paunch that hung far beyond to loop of his belt.
Şahin knew Leviticus by his real name, Daniel Henshaw, so he had called him Danny Boy from days of old when they corroborated intelligence.
“Well, Danny Boy, you’re looking good.”
Leviticus looked at Şahin’s outstanding paunch. “The same,” he lied. “You have what I requested?”
“I have the Semtex,” he answered, smiling. “And payment has already been made to my account.” They walked to the back of the van. The doors were open. Inside sat four blocks of goods with the standing dimensions of 4’ x 4’. Inside were multiple bricks of Semtex.
“Is that enough?” asked Şahin.
Leviticus nodded. “More than enough,” he said.
“It’s the best stuff that money can buy,” he commented. And then he turned to Leviticus. “May I ask why such a large quantity?”
“Demolition,” was all he said.
“Demolition, Danny Boy? Seriously?”
“Demolition,” he confirmed. “No one will be hurt by this, Mahir Şahin. I promise.”
He nodded. “That’s good.”
“And transportation?”
“Two helicopters,” said Şahin. “These bricks will be loaded within hours. And then from Malatya Central you will be flown to your specific coordinates, which will take an additional six hours.”
Leviticus nodded. “Then I’ll ready up my team,” he said.
“Very good.”
Leviticus clapped the man on the shoulder and left the warehouse to gather his team. By this time tomorrow, he considered, the Semtex will do what it was intended to do, and turn that part of the desert and the structure into a glorified sinkhole.
* * *
Harika had grown detached, mourning the loss Eser, but Alyssa sat close to provide comfort.
About ten meters away, Butcher Boy, Aussie and Hall huddled together, Hall appearing animated as he flung his arms about in descriptive manner.
Savage came up beside Alyssa, asked if the space beside her was free, and accepted her invitation to sit down. She was still clutching the copies of her father’s journal. “Important?” he asked inquisitively, pointing to her papers.
She shook her head. “Copies from my father’s journal,” she answered.
Savage looked at his surroundings, at the dark shadows. “This isn’t turning out to be what you expected, is it? Probably not what your father expected, either. But I don’t think he would have surrendered any of this under any circumstance.”
She was staring straight ahead. “Finding Eden has always been his dream,” she said distantly. “But as long as I carry these papers, then he’s with me. He’s watching.”
“Watching? I thought scientists based their entire lives on fact rather than spirituality?”
“Not all scientists are atheists, you know. There is factual evidence regarding the life after.”
“Really?”
“On a purely scientific level, think about it. Everything is energy. We are energy. And since energy cannot be created nor destroyed, then it has to go somewhere upon our passing. The only question is: When energy passes, does it bring with it the conscience mind?”
“And what do you think?”
She hesitated. “I know what I’d like to think,” she said. “I’d like to think that there is a ‘somewhere’ else. That maybe my father is standing right beside me and I don’t even know it. I’d also like to think that when my time comes, then I’ll get to see him again. And to see Montario and Noah and all the good people that were in my life.”
“Wow.”
“What?”
“Here I am sitting next to a scientist who believes in something beyond this.” He waved his hand briefly to indicate the temple. “Whereas I’m in the employ of the Vatican and have yet to find my faith.”
“Perhaps you should look deeper,” she said. “Perhaps the man with little faith is blind to the fact that he needs to lead by the weight of his conscience, rather than by the weight of the commands given by a chief officer.” She looked at him for the first time. “I saw what you did back there.” Her voice was soft and comforting, a tone that placated. “You led your line forward under impossible conditions.”
He sighed. “I lost Eser.”
“You lost Eser because he panicked. The wall was right behind you and closing. But you kept calm. You kept Hall calm. And because of that you turned a situation in which three people should have been killed into a situation where two people survived. You did well, John Savage.” She looked away. Then softly: “Thank you.”
In the distance, Obsidian Hall remained animated as Aussie and Butcher Boy looked on with indifference. Harika was lost and alone, keeping Alyssa close, and Savage found himself gravitating emotionally towards Alyssa.
She was smart and beautiful and moved with graceful economy. She also had audacity and the courage to speak her mind when the moment called for it, often championing the cause for others.
“Alyssa.”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“For possessing the stupidity and lack of character for attempting…”
“To kill me,” she finished.
He was completely embarrassed. “Yes.” She remained quiet. “I hope you can forgive me,” he said, standing.
“Why?”
He began to walk away. “It would mean a lot to me.”
She watched him leave. Though the man had been sent to assassinate her, she could tell that he was a good man… but also a man who was completely lost. Nevertheless, she truly believed that he was slowly finding his way back to the Light.
“I forgive you,” she whispered.
* * *
The creatures gathered at the entrance their quarry had just entered. The way was now blocked. They were in blood lust, their acute senses picking up the scent of blood and decimated meat, fresh and tender. They clawed at the wall with their raptor-like talons, scoring it the same way a diamond would scratch the surface of glass.
And then as if of a collective mind, they uniformly became as still as stone statues. Their frills went up like antennae, absorbing the tremors coming their way, the footfalls of something larger, faster and deadlier, something that would feed on their hides when food became scarce.
With a piercing shrill, a lizard cried out in warning, causing the others to scatter like rodents in every possible direction.
The creature was heavy on its feet, the walk of an alpha male. More so, it was the advancement of an alpha predator that would not be denied.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

They were down to five lanterns, the light a very precious source that was quickly losing its value. When there were ten lamps, more light; five lamps, less of a circle of light, the radius shrinking.
In Hall’s little group there were three lamps. One was in the possession of Aussie and the other under the control of Butcher Boy. The light only threw enough of a circle to cast no more than a protective shield of five to seven meters. Anything could be waiting in shadow beyond those limits.
“How are we going to get out of here?” asked Hall, whining like a child and gesticulating wildly with his arms. “Everywhere we turn… those things, the moving walls and floors…”
Aussie thought the man was on the verge of tears. “Grow a pair of balls, mate. That bloody Turk over there showed more grit and tenacity than you did. It’s gonna be a shame when I ‘ave to kill ‘er.”
“We’re almost there,” said Butcher Boy. “If we can make it through the gauntlet back there, then we can make it through anything.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Hall said evenly. “You’ve lost two of your own and we haven’t reached our goal yet.”
Butcher Boy drew in a lungful of air and exhaled through his nostrils. The man was right. They were only on the second level with a ways to go before reaching the next. Worse, they were being pursued by something incredibly dangerous and running low on ammo. “We’ll get there,” he finally said.
Hall‘s only reaction was to nervously rake his fingers through his hair.
Standing, Butcher Boy looked at Aussie who shook his head in disgust of Hall.
“We need to get moving,” Butcher Boy said. “That wall is only a temporary barrier. Sooner or later those things will find another way around.” And then: “Ms. Moore!”
Savage was walking away from her when her name was called. Harika sat close to Alyssa, unmoving, but quiet as always.
“Yes.”
“We need to get going,” he said. “And it appears there’s only one direction to take.”
She looked beyond the circle of light and into the darkness, got to her feet, swept her hands across her bottom, and aided Harika into a stance. “She can’t take point,” Alyssa told him. “She’s in shock.”
“Yeah, well, tell her to get out of shock. She’s taking point,” he returned demandingly.
Their gazes held for a moment, and then Alyssa held the lamp high while walking Harika along with a corralling arm.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“What you told me to do.”
“I said for her to take point. Not you. You’re too much of an asset.”
“She can’t do this on her own. She’s in shock.”
“Fine.” Butcher Boy turned the point of his weapon onto Savage. “All right, Savage, you told me you would do things because you’re a decent person and not a soldier. Well, here’s your chance, hotshot. Get in there and replace Ms. Moore at point.”
Though he didn’t like taking commands from Butcher Boy or from anyone else, he was glad to do it if it would take Alyssa out of harm’s way. After relieving her of the responsibility of watching over Harika, he pulled the senior archeologist close while holding the lantern aloft with his free hand.
“Very nice,” said Butcher Boy. “Now move.”
Savage led the way with quite a distance to go.
* * *
It was almost ten meters in length, or 33 feet, which, even by the standards of Megalania Prisca, exceedingly large.
It had been the king of its domain for fifty years. And when meat became scarce, cannibalism was a way of life. And this apex predator would seek out its own kind and consume their flesh with relish. Once it had its first feed, it knew it would never go hungry again, since their kind was bountiful within the halls of the temple.
But there was a new scent on the wind, something its receptors picked up, something that was wonderfully delicious and had the coppery scent of warm blood, driving it forward.
Whereas most of its kind on average was marginally larger than half its size, this creature stood alone in its kingdom as its subjects avoided this brutal creature with the highest measure of self-preservation.
This taste in the wind was magnetically different and enticing, a new challenge to take down and devour.
As it made its way to the source, the lizard often stopped in its tracks and sent up its frill like the dish of radar, its receptors picking up signals and then conveying them to the creature’s brain, telling it how to follow through.
Knowing that it had no rival, it moved in the direction of its sonar without caution.
The temple was essentially a puzzle with open slots and recesses to be filled when the temple came alive by the movement of balances and weights. As one passage closed, another would open, thereby providing opportunities to move from one place to another freely.
When the temple walls shifted, a massive doorway opened, which allowed the creature access to new hallways and warrens.
So it hastened its way to meet a new challenge. The footfalls of its nearly two-thousand- pound body shaking the floor as it raced to meet its game.
* * *
They were moving to the center of the pyramid at a pretty good clip with Savage leading the way. Though they moved in silence, Alyssa was quite aware of her surroundings.
There were markings on the walls, ancient script, barely decipherable, but the general idea was that the temple was more than just a place of worship. It was also a library with the black silica panels serving as the pages of a book marking untold years of history onto mineral walls.
She was entranced as the ‘scientist’ in her lost focus to the dangers that were in pursuit or lying ahead.
“You look enamored,” said Hall.
She refused to dignify him with a response.
After a forty-minute march into the heart of the temple, they came upon what appeared to be a mausoleum entrance, suggestive of a baroque style with flowing designs and decorations. It had sweeping lines with bas-relief carvings surrounding the door. The bull, the lizard, the bear were all in perfect form. Surrounding the mausoleum entrance were several colored gem tiles with each one bearing a unique symbol.
Above the mausoleum door was ancient scripture:
∑ыбарতাসভ্যতার
স্থাপনা সমূহকেФіў,дра цоўলিকাএক টিতালিকাданьнеьайвыдаকটিপ্রাচীনকালেসালের ейшых паэтаў, філёзафаў, палкаводцаў, অবশ্যই вялікіх цহেলেনীয় ароўяк цтва

Alyssa stood looking upward, her mind working.
“Problem, Ms. Moore?” asked Hall.
“You could say that,” she said, pointing at the ancient writing. “It’s another riddle.”
“Can you decipher it?” asked Butcher Boy.
“I’m trying.”
Hall began to meander about looking at the stepping stones that led to the mausoleum entrance. Green for emerald, red for ruby, blue for sapphire — the tiles having unique and archaic designs on them.
“Don’t get too close, mate,” said Aussie. “’Aven’t you learned your bloody lesson from last time?”
Hall held his hands up in surrender and backed away.
“Well,” she finally said. “It’s definitely a riddle.”
“Can you decipher it?”
“Hopefully.” She stepped closer, but sensible enough to stay away from the colored tile. A lantern was raised to read the text. “Upon the thrones of a magnificent kingdom sit the three Kings of Man’s Self: Truth, Lie and Wisdom. The King of Truth always told the truth; the King of Lies always told a lie; the King of Wisdom sometimes told the truth, but sometimes told a lie. However, the three kings look exactly alike, so that no one could determine one from the other. In order to enter the Chamber of the Primaries, the riddle determining the three Kings must be decided by the answers to three questions. When the King sitting upon the throne on the left is asked: “What throne does the middle King sit upon?” He answers ‘I am Truth.’ When the King sitting upon the throne in the middle is asked: “Who are you?” He answers ‘I am Wisdom.’ When the King sitting upon the throne on the right is asked: “Who is the middle King?” He answers ‘I am Lie.’ Should you choose your answer and path wisely, move forward and the Primaries you shall see.”
“Are you serious?” said Hall. “How are we to figure that out?”
“With patience,” she answered. Truth, Lie and Wisdom, the three components of Man’s Self.
“All right, so what do we know thus far?” she asked in general.
Savage stepped forward, his eyes focused to the writing above the door. “We know the king on the left said that the king in the middle was Truth”
“And that means?” led Hall.
“It means that if the left King said that the middle one is ‘Truth,’ then the left King cannot be ‘Truth’ because there can’t be two ‘Truth’ kings,” said Savage.
“That’s right,” returned Alyssa. “So if that’s true, and if the middle King said that he was ‘Wisdom,’ then he cannot be ‘Truth.’ Therefore, that leaves the right King as ‘Truth.’”
Savage nodded. “And according to the right King, the King of ‘Truth,’ then the middle King is ‘Lie’—”
“So that leaves the left King as ‘Wisdom,’” she interrupted.
“Correct.”
Alyssa made her way to the colored tiles and noted the symbols on them. “So what do we have?” she asked rhetorically. “We have ‘Wisdom’ on the left, ‘Lie ‘in the middle and ‘Truth’ on the right”
She stared at the tiles. There were several on the left, but only one that read: The King of Wisdom.
She stepped on an emerald tile, the green overlay descending about an inch. Nothing else happened beyond that. That’s a good sign, she considered.
Behind her, everyone was holding their collective breath.
In the middle sat several ruby tiles. Only one, however, read: The King of Lies.
She took an immediate sidestep until she stood pat, another good sign when it lowered an inch and nothing happened.
That left the ‘King of Truth’ on one of the sapphire tiles to the right.
Three of the tiles, however, were difficult to interpret.
“Is everything all right, Ms. Moore?” Butcher Boy took a step closer.
“I can’t figure out which of these three tiles is the correct one.”
She tilted the light of the lamp every which way, as if the proper shedding of light would enlighten her. One of the tiles in question was beyond her capability to step on from her point. So it had to be the tile directly in front of her, or the tile behind her and to the right.
Which one? Which tile?
Her line of vision was alternating from one tile to the other, deciding.
Which… one?
And then it clicked. Should you choose your answer and path wisely, move forward and the Primaries you shall see.
The right side was the King of ‘Truth.’ So the answer could only be the truth.
Move… forward… and the Primaries you shall see.
…Forward…
Alyssa raised her foot and took a direct step onto the tile in front of her. The tile sunk an inch beneath her foot.
And then the earth began to shake.
Oh, no!
* * *
The apex-predator sensed movement.
The walls, the floor beneath its massive paws, shook and vibrated, telling it that they were once again on the move, shifting, the temple reconfiguring into new and wondrous shapes.
In agitation the Megalania Prisca reared up into a bipedal position, more than five meters in height, sixteen feet not counting the length of its tail. Its frill shook like a tambourine while its receptors tried to register the source which seemed to be everywhere, confusing it.
And then the earth stood still, the reconfiguration complete.
The Megalania Prisca remained in its standing position, its frill fanning outward picking up new sensations.
Its quarry was close. Their scents were quite strong.
But they were behind walls of black silica, leaving Prisca the option of running a maze of warrens to get to its prey.
It then it fell down to its natural quadruped nature and launched itself forward with unbelievable speed for something so large, and navigated easily through the cloak of darkness as if it had full sight.
With every step it took, the scent grew stronger.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Western Turkey
The Bell UH-1 Iroquois is a military helicopter powered by a single, turbo-shaft engine with a two-bladed main and tail rotor. For all purposes beyond transportation, however, it has become antiquated in the war arena.
Leviticus and his team hovered over the given coordinates in one Iroquois; the bricks of Semtex inside the second chopper, waiting.
Leviticus was the first to lead the way by rappelling down to the rocky terrain. Isaiah and Nehemiah followed with Micah and Job behind them. Dust and sand blew everywhere from the rotor wash of the blades, the visibility along the ground exceptionally poor. Once Leviticus and his team detached themselves from their lines, the bricks were carefully lowered from the second chopper, and removed from their umbilical ties. Once the job was complete the choppers veered off to the east where the rosy streamers of morning light were beginning to appear.
Once the dust settled, they found themselves at the base of a sandy rise that was a constant height which ran an equal length of one-half kilometer on all four sides.
“What is this place?” asked Job.
“It’s our target,” answered Leviticus. “That’s all you need to know.”
When they climbed and stood at the edge of the hillock, they could see something of magnitude. The flat landing consisting of rock and dirt was perfectly square, the footage of what lay beneath perhaps in the tens of millions of square feet.
“This is going to be a massive job,” Isaiah commented.
Leviticus was wearing light clothing but already sweat blotches were beginning to stain his back and underarms. It was going to be a hot day and the sun had yet to crest the horizon.
“We have enough bricks to set along the perimeter to do the damage once the charges are evenly spaced. But I want several bricks in the center with additional charges fanning out so that they go off in domino progression from the center point to the perimeter. By the time we get through with this implosion, I want to see nothing but a huge crater,” said Leviticus. And then to Nehemiah: “How long do you think it’ll take?”
Nehemiah gave a quick perusal, looking in one direction and then the other. “This place looks much larger than it did from the chopper.”
“How long?”
“I have to walk the perimeter and take a few measurements for equal spacing. I’d say with something of this size, maybe ten to twelve hours.”
“Start walking the perimeter,” said Leviticus. “Hopefully we can start mapping out the charge placements by the time the sun rises. I can already tell that it’s going to be a hot one.”
Nehemiah looked skyward and wiped off the beads of sweat popping on his brow with a sweep of his forearm. “Yeah,” he said. “You got that right.” And then he began to ready the site for the implosion.
* * *
The earth stopped shaking. And behind the walls, unseen weights and balances stopped moving.
Everyone standing in front the mausoleum entrance was able to breathe normally.
Alyssa, however, dared not move from the tile she was standing on.
Savage moved beside her and grabbed her gingerly by the arm. “Are you all right?”
“What happened?”
“You did it. The doorway to the mausoleum opened.”
Once she opened her eyes she saw that the door was indeed open. The entrance to the lower lever was granted — the riddle was solved correctly.
“You were spot on with the answer,” he told her softly.
Only then did she let out a sigh of relief.
But it was only short-lived as the earth began to tremble once more.
“Now what?” he asked.
Alyssa looked around. “It’s not the walls,” she told him. “It’s not the temple.”
The vibrations grew.
Then in a voice that was beyond a whisper: “It’s something else… And it’s coming this way.”
* * *
The Megalania Prisca was at a full sprint, its weight coming down hard against the floor with every stride. It had maneuvered through the hallways with its olfactory senses serving as its guide. Its quarry was so close it could smell the salt of their sweat, could sense the chemicals of their fear squeezing through the pores of their flesh.
With ravenous hunger, it pressed forward, bounding along the corridors in great strides, its massive body caroming off the walls.
Even through its poor vision, it saw a halo of light pour into the hallway up ahead.
And then in a call of premature victory, it bellowed a cry that was deep and guttural, its frill flaring out around its head as it went for the kill.
* * *
“What in the bloody ‘ell was that?” asked Aussie, raising his weapon.
Within an instant, the lizard entered the chamber, screaming, its mouth wide enough to show a pink gullet against the glow of the lantern. In reaction it swung its paw in a wide arc, its talon catching nothing but open air, the light a source as wispy as fog.
Then it got on its hind legs, its head nearly touching the ceiling, screaming.
Aussie and Butcher Boy moved forward with their weapons poised to kill and pulled the triggers.
Bullets pocked the creature’s underbelly but still it came forward, taking one step, and then another, the light no longer a shield. And then it got on all fours and disappeared to another part of the chamber.
Aussie and Butcher Boy lost their visual of it. It was that fast.
“Where in the bloody ‘ell is it?” cried Aussie, surveying his surroundings with the mouth of the weapon upward and forward.
It cried out again. But this time it sounded like it was coming from all points of the room, the cry so guttural the air vibrated.
“Get to the level below!” hollered Butcher Boy.
Hall didn’t hesitate. He was the first one in the doorway, his movement prompting another cry from the beast and galvanizing it from one of the surrounding pools of darkness.
The smell of cordite filled the air as the soldiers set off a second volley of gunfire. The creature was moving so fast the bullets strafed the wall in its wake, chipping the black silica, the creature there and then gone.
“That thing is too bloody quick!”
When Aussie’s weapon went dry he released the clip and reseated another in fluid and practiced motion, then set off another hail of gunshots, screaming out with a warrior’s pride.
“You want some? Huh? YOU WANT SOME?”
The Megalania Prisca leapt from shadow to shadow, from one pool of darkness to the other, using it as camouflage until the muzzle flashes gave it away.
Behind Aussie and Butcher Boy, Alyssa escorted Harika to the doorway who, in turn, was escorted by John Savage.
The number of the creature’s quarry was lessening.
In unmanageable rage, the creature entered the circle of light with its frill in full blown expansion and opened its mouth wide; taking peppering shots that drew blood. With a quick and fluid motion, the creature pivoted on all fours and swung its tail at the source of the gunshots, at Aussie and Butcher Boy.
In a blinding arc, its tail came across, missed the soldiers who ducked at the last moment, and decimated the upper half of the mausoleum, chunks and pieces exploding with the force of great impact, the top of the shrine gone.
“Bloody ‘ell!” yelled Aussie. From their kneeling positions, they set off several more rounds. Blood coursed from bullet wounds in the creature’s hide but it appeared unfazed by the impacts.
“I’m running low!” cried Butcher Boy.
“You’re not the only one!”
The creature came around again with its tail. This time it smashed the mausoleum until there was nothing left of it but a jagged foundation of black silica.
“Get to the doorway!” yelled Butcher Boy but his voice was barely audible above the gunfire.
Aussie, maintaining his visual, began to backpedal toward the door, his finger on the trigger, firing.
Butcher Boy did the same.
Another swing of the Megalania Prisca’s tail, swift and blinding, a kill strike if the soldiers did not get up and move back from their position.
Aussie got to the hole first, shifted his weapon behind him, and jumped in.
With Butcher Boy still firing, the creature advanced with every step an attempt to snatch him up with its gripping jaws.
Just as the Prisca snapped its mouth shut, with its fetid breath so close that Butcher Boy could smell it, he disappeared down the hole.
The creature circled around what was left of the mausoleum’s foundation, snapping at the access hole and raking the floor with its raptor-like talon, drawing grooves along the black silica. In rage it tried to fit its head into the hole, summarily failed, then raised its head and screamed in such fury that it carried throughout the temple and sent other Prisca’s running off to safer niches.
Having sustained some damage, its olfactory senses informed it that its injuries were quite minimal, and it was capable of moving on.
Using its frill to locate its prey, it understood the fact that they were now in the level beneath it. The Megalania Prisca then took several sniffs at the access hole, reared its head once again, then bounded off to find an opening large enough to allow it access to the lower level.
* * *
“What the bloody ‘ell,” said Aussie, trying to catch his breath. “That wasn’t the same thing that killed Carroll, was it?”
“The very same,” answered Alyssa. “It was the alpha.”
“How much bigger do these things get?” asked Butcher Boy.
“Actually, that Megalania Prisca is an oddity. It sometimes happens in evolution,” she said. “Things like this often remind us that nature isn’t always perfect by throwing in a quirk.”
“A bloody quirk? Is that what you want to call it?” He looked at his weapon. And then he tossed it aside. “No more bloody ammo,” he said defeated.
“But you got more, right?” Hall sounded desperate.
“If I ‘ad more, then I wouldn’t ‘ave tossed my weapon aside, now would I?”
“What are we going to do?” Hall began to pace back and forth, raking his fingers through his hair.
Butcher Boy ejected his clip and counted the bullets; only five left. He reseated the clip by slapping it into place. “Running low,” was all he said and then he reached behind and removed Savage’s Glock. He handed it to Aussie.
“And what am I gonna do with this bloody peashooter? It won’t even tickle its hide.”
“You plan to fight on with your bare hands?”
Aussie patted his sheath, his KA-BAR combat knife. “You know what, mate? I like me knife, because it never runs dry,” he said.
“Yeah, but for it to be effective you have to get up close and personal. Are you willing to do that?”
“I’m willing to do whatever it bloody takes to stay alive,” he answered.
Butcher Boy looked at the opening they descended from. “It’s quiet up there,” he said.
Savage moved beside him. “You think it’s looking for another way down?”
“I know it is,” he answered. “With this place coming alive the way it does, I’m sure there are accesses all over. And that thing knows it, too.”
“Then we need to get moving.”
“I agree.”
At the bottom of the stairwell where they had gathered was a narrow hallway that led to the edge of a forty-five degree incline, a fairly steep slope with no steps, just an even plane downward.
Alyssa held her lamp up and forward. “I can’t see the bottom.”
“You know it has to lead somewhere,” said Hall.
Harika, as always, stood silent but she was different since the loss of Eser. She was so detached that she had to be prodded to move in a certain direction. Alyssa was afraid that Butcher Boy would label her as a liability and leave her behind.
She pulled Harika close, the two joining at the hip.
Butcher Boy then issued an order to Savage with the point of his weapon directed to the bottom of the incline. “Anytime, Mr. Savage.”
Savage took point with his lantern held out in front of him.
The slope was not made of black silica, but some type of composite that was black and without a shine, something closer to a non-porous stone that held an uncannily smoothness to it.
The walls were made of the same composite, something that appeared much stronger than silica. Each wall had tracks in it that angled with the course of the floor’s incline the entire length of the chamber and a meter above the floor.
“You see the walls?” asked Savage.
“I see them,” Butcher Boy answered.
“There’s a track on both sides. What do you think they belong to?”
“Just watch what you’re doing and let’s not find out.”
They moved down the incline with their lamps casting the bare minimum of light, the bottom nowhere in sight.
How deep does this thing go? Savage wondered.
Finally, at the edge of light cast from his lamp was a gateway of some type.
“What’s this?” asked Hall.
Savage squint his eyes. “I’m not sure,” he said, pressing on. But something was ahead.
As soon as they got within range they saw a grand gateway with three doorways. Above each doorway sat a magnificent carving of one of the three kings: The King of Truth, the King of Lies, and the King of Wisdom. Each appeared the same in shape and manner, old men that were bearded, their faces betraying nothing: truth, lie and wisdom a single concept.
Beneath the arch of the middle gate was another series of archaic script.
найстараবিশ্বকোষ жытнымপৃথীবীর і
তালিকা হয়েছে। ўяўленьнямі бпа২০০৭ ўц তারিখে
чанасьউইকিপিডিয়া, ці дасканалযাতে асьমুক্ত ціцудаў
жанр প্রকাশিনির্মিত

“Now what?” asked Hall, clearly annoyed by the symbols.
Everyone gathered close.
“It’s another riddle,” said Alyssa.
“What is it with these bloody riddles?”
“They’re there to test a person’s wisdom, fortitude and courage, culling those who are not worthy by dispensing them with tripwires, granting privilege to those who do possess them the opportunity to pass into the Chamber of the Primaries.”
Savage held the lamp high. On the middle gate was a bonelike dial. None of the other gates had such an instrument. “So what do we do?”
She read the scripture as best she could by piecing together numerous symbols.
“Turn the circle for the Kings of Self; the sands begin to flow; should you solve the riddle before time runs low, the way to the Primaries shall you go. Choose your gate wisely, the Light you shall see; choose your gate poorly, forever darkness it will be.”
“What the bloody ‘ell does that mean?”
“It doesn’t make much sense,” she said, rereading the lines. “’Should you solve… the riddle… before time runs low.’” For the moment the line was vague. What was plain, however, was ‘Choose your gate wisely, the Light you shall see; choose your gate poorly, forever darkness it will be.’ Obviously it was a reference to one of the three gateways. Choose the right one, then it grants the way to the Primaries. Choose the wrong one, then death — forever darkness it will be.
“Should you solve—”And then it hit home: “It’s a riddle within a riddle,” she said. “Look for another riddle. Look for more writing!”
Everyone scattered with the exception of Harika, who stood idle. They went back and forth with their lamps and found nothing.
Savage shrugged. “I can’t find a thing.”
Alyssa chewed softly on her lower. “The answer’s right in front of us. I know it.”
“Well, figure something out, Ms. Moore,” said Hall. “We certainly cannot go back. And it doesn’t appear that we can force our way through this gate.”
“We can’t rush this,” she returned. “The given clue says we must choose wisely, which means we have only one chance at this.”
“And if we don’t choose wisely?”
“Then forever darkness it will be. Obviously, a deadly surprise waits behind the two doorways that are incorrect.”
“When you say ’deadly surprise,’ do you mean certain death?”
“According to the indications written on this stone, yes. We have to pick the right door.”
She examined the writing once again. Turn the circle for the Kings of Self; the sands begin to flow; should you solve the riddle before time runs low, then the way to the Primaries shall you go. Choose your gate wisely, the Light you shall see; choose your gate poorly, forever darkness it will be.”
The Kings of Self were right in front of them.
…Turn the circle…
Turn the circle? She looked at the bone dial. Obviously it was there to serve a purpose. With a trembling hand she grabbed it.
“Careful, Ms. Moore.”
Slowly, she turned the dial in a clockwise direction; the bone handle grinding against the stone wall it was mounted on. After she made a full revolution, she stood back.
Nothing happened as everyone looked about, expecting the place to reshape itself.
But then it came in the form of tiny cracks and fissures that stretched across the slate the first riddle was etched on, until the slab fell away, revealing a second riddle underneath.
“There it is!” Savage pointed. “The second rid—”
Suddenly the earth began to shake. The walls were beginning to move.
…Turn the circle for the Kings of Self; the sands begin to flow…
The dial was a tripwire. Once activated, then the balances and weights begin to alter and change their surroundings. The sand was the force and weight pushing walls into place, but also the measure of time like an hour glass. Once the sand had completed its task, then what?
The temple trembled as Alyssa read the new riddle.
“Do hurry, Ms. Moore,” egged Hall. “Who knows what it is that is about to befall us.”
ейшых паэтаў філёзафаў
палкаводцаў, অবশ্যই вялікіх цহেলে
নীয় ароўяк цтва дыцыйны ы যুজনপ্রিয় গেই грэцкай эліністычнаথেকে й паэзіі і йооду пথেকে

It read: I am right, never wrong, and everyone that’s alive has me. What am I?
“Ms. Moore!”
“Shutup, Hall! You’re not helping!”
The earth continued to shake.
Time was running low.
…I am right, never wrong, and everyone that’s alive has me. What am I?…
I am… right. She turned and looked up at the Sculptured King sitting on the right throne: The King of Truth. He never lies.
Her mind began to fog over.
…Everyone alive has me…
…What am I?…
“Ms. Moore!”
And then the shaking stopped. Silence reigned, which was even more terrifying.
After a moment, there was a slight rumble as a ceiling panel at the chamber’s top entry pulled back. From the ceiling something long slid down the vertical tracks of both walls and extended across the room like an axle, from wall to wall, and settled into the tracks that followed the downward angle of the incline. Slowly, and since the incline was at 45 degrees, the axle began to roll downward, picking up speed with every turn, the crystal blades attached to the axle turning with the deadly spin of a tiller, to chop and dice.
Death spanning from wall to wall was rolling right at them with nowhere for them to go.
“Ms. Moore!”
She turned. The axle was picking up speed. The blades could no longer be seen because they were now moving in blinding revolutions.
She looked at the riddle. Her heart felt heavy in her throat. “I am right, never wrong, and everyone that’s alive has me. What am I?”
Nobody noticed Harika turn and begin to take the incline, one slow step at a time.
“Is that the riddle?” asked Savage.
“Yes!”
“A right side!” he yelled. “Everyone alive has a right side!”
They all looked at the right doorway — at the King of Truth, who never lies.
“Everyone, get to the right gateway!”
The axle was rolling very quickly and spinning madly.
Harika’s mind registered something, but her detachment was so great that it left her sense of awareness somewhat crippled.
The doorway beneath the King of Truth opened and everyone ducked inside. When Alyssa realized that Harika was not beside her, she turned to see her standing in the direct path of the ancient tiller.
“Harika!” She wanted to run to her, to pull her back to safety, but Savage held her back.
“It’s too late,” he told her sorrowfully. “I’m sorry.”
Harika turned on the incline, smiled, and then waved to her. Alyssa didn’t know whether she was waving to acknowledge that she heard her, or if she was simply waving goodbye.
The axle hit so fast, the blades so hard, pieces of body and tissue and blood and gore were diced until there was nothing left of Harika that was larger than a few centimeters.
Alyssa screamed as Savage pulled her inside the doorway.
A moment later the axle hit the gateway, stopping its momentum.
They had passed the trial of another riddle.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Savage was silent, Alyssa was sobbing, Hall was pacing, and Butcher Boy and Aussie were catching their breath.
And then there were five.
As Alyssa began to collect her wits, as Obsidian Hall roamed back and forth complaining and raking his fingers through his hair, while John Savage remained stoically quiet, Butcher Boy and Aussie got to their feet. Aussie had his knife and Savage’s Glock. And Butcher Boy had his assault weapon and what was left of his ammo.
Now dust laden and dirty, they looked like a rag-tag unit fatigued beyond imagination.
“Up, people,” said Butcher Boy. “Ms. Moore, you said we have now earned the right to move forward to the Chamber of the Primaries?”
“That’s what the scripture said.”
“Does that mean that there are no more tricks waiting for us up ahead?”
“I can’t guarantee that,” she said, wiping away the grime from her tear-smudged cheeks.
“Then we take our chances.” He pointed his weapon at Savage. “Point, Mr. Savage. You have now moved up the list as being the most expendable. You should feel good about yourself.”
“I’m very proud,” he said sarcastically.
“Move.”
The incline did not end at the gateway. It continued on for another three hundred feet before flattening out to an even landing.
With his lamp held high, John Savage led the way to the Chamber of the Primaries.
* * *
The apex predator was frustrated. Its quarry was on the level below. And the walls seemed to be in a constant shift. Apertures that were once at one location were there no longer.
With unprecedented speed and agility it moved through old warrens and new, searching.
And stopped at a setting where the scent was strongest on the level. The whiff of its prey was marginal; the floor between them acting as a buffer, but the scent was still there.
It circled the area of the floor, trying to establish the exact point of its prey beneath it. With its frill in full expansion and its olfactory senses in full play, the Prisca was able to pinpoint an exact location. After circling a few more times, it raised its tail and brought it down against the floor. The full impact of its log-like tail created a star-point crack against the floor, a breach. And then it followed through with another devastating blow, the crack now growing into fissures that started to race across the floor.
Another blow of its mighty tail — up, then down, the floor shaking, the cracks growing deeper, longer, the black silica starting to give. As it continued to pound its way through, the beast roared its guttural cry of triumph as the floor gave way to shards and chunks that looked like lumps of black coal. The hide on its tail was becoming red and raw from the continuous strikes, the flesh giving way to open wounds.
But this was an alpha predator that was not going to be denied or turned away.
This time it would feed. So again… and again… and again, the Prisca’s tail came down against the floor.
* * *
“How are we moving along?” asked Leviticus.
Nehemiah offered a shrug and a harrumph. The sun was blazingly hot, which hampered the team’s actions somewhat. “We’re moving,” he said. “But not as fast as I hoped. It’s too hot.”
Leviticus looked along the horizon and watched it shimmer as a battery of heat rose from the earth. “We still have plenty of time until nightfall,” he said. “The optimum thing is to be safe. Make sure everyone has plenty of water.” Nehemiah nodded. “So what do we have so far?”
Nehemiah pointed to the middle of the squared structure. “We have charges set up at the middle point, situated to go off first. We have other charges branching out from that point and working toward the perimeter. These will be the second volley to go off. The perimeter charges will be last. Right now, the perimeter is all that’s left to load. But it’s going to take time given the size of it.”
“How much longer?”
Nehemiah looked skyward as if the answer was written against the blue canopy. “Six, maybe seven hours,” he finally said. “We should have this baby done with by dusk.”
Leviticus looked at his watch. “I’ll have the choppers here just after sunset, then.”
Nehemiah shot him a thumbs-up. “Works for me.” And he walked away.
Leviticus glimpsed the length of the shimmering horizon: Seven hours.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

“Hold up,” Butcher Boy said with his hand raised. Everyone stood still, listening. “Anybody hear that?” It was a repetitive pounding noise. It wasn’t close, but it wasn’t too far, either. “Another tripwire somewhere?” he threw out. They listened further.
“I doubt it,” said Alyssa. “Who would set it off?”
“Maybe one of those things,” said Hall.
She shook her head. “There has to be some type of catalyst to manually set it off. They don’t have the physical capabilities like we do to initiate a temple shift.”
“Then perhaps we’re not alone.”
“We’re alone.”
“Then what’s causing that racket?”
…Bang… Bang… Bang…
“Ms. Moore?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know.” They moved onward with Savage in the lead.
The level appeared without challenges, without death-determining riddles, the corridor as inky black as all the rest. But there was an indescribable calm here, the type that drives a person into a false sense of complacency. The molasses-like weight of a pall was gone.
But not everything was serene. The banging continued, causing Alyssa to sneak a peek over her shoulder. What is that?
“What’s the matter, Ms. Moore? Getting concerned, are you?” asked Butcher Boy.
She shook her head and lied. “No.”
In return he gave her a wry grin. The type that said, I know better.
Savage also felt a personal calm — an inexpressible feeling of peace that had eluded him for years. He looked at Alyssa and smiled. What lifted him even more was that she returned his smile with a grin of her own. They were getting close to something wonderful. Whether it was driven by anticipation or by something else not understood, they didn’t know.
They finally came upon a chamber doorway with no riddles or obstructions. Above the opening were characters that read: The Chamber of the Primaries. Alyssa’s heart skipped, a hand unknowingly going to her breast. “The Chamber of the Primaries,” she whispered in awe.
Savage stood aside to give her room to enter. “The privilege should be yours,” he said, gesturing like a matador allowing a bull to pass.
She stepped inside an incredibly massive room, much larger than the ballroom-sized chamber above. The ceiling was domed and sparkled with star-point glitters of light from the glow of the lanterns. The ceiling was encrusted with chips of pure crystal marking the constellations in perfect facsimile, the entire ceiling a planetarium.
Every square-inch of the black silica walls had been used as tablets with characters in pre-Sumerian script, pictograms, cuneiforms, pre-history shapes, and hieroglyphics. In the central part of the arena was a rise with wraparound steps that led up to the main level.
They were in awe, the crystal against the pitch-black ceiling as real as a universe could be.
Aussie and Butcher Boy lowered their weapons, feeling oddly content.
Obsidian Hall raced around like a little boy in a candy shop, throwing caution to the wind.
Savage stayed close to Alyssa, who for the moment seemed to forget that people around her existed. “It is something… else,” he said.
Alyssa shrugged off her backpack, grabbed her father’s crumpled paperwork, and pressed it close to her. For you, Daddy. We do this together. She took the steps to the main level.
The top of the rise was even more magnificent. It was perfectly circular and acted as a platform to hold the incredible sculptures they discovered at the temple level, the carvings of the bull and the bear and the lizard, as well as other creatures discovered as bas-relief carvings on the Göbekli Tepe pillars. She looked above each sculpture and immediately understood. They were representations of certain constellations: the bull, Taurus; the bear, Ursa Major; and the lizard, Scorpio — the forepaws and curving tail of the Megalania Prisca mistakenly considered to be the celestial shape of a scorpion over time. There was a correlation between Heaven and Earth, the stars and the indigenous creatures within the fauna of Eden, a single concept of uniform existence.
“This is amazing,” she whispered to no one in particular. “Absolutely… amazing.”
“There’s no gold!” shouted Aussie. “No bloody gold at all!”
Within the circle of sculptures, the center point of the landing, two pods were standing approximately four-feet tall. They were egg-shaped, and their casings appeared to be fashioned from veined marble. But they weren’t. They were crafted from the non-porous composite.
Carefully, she slid a hand over surfaces that were completely unblemished, not a single mark, scratch or chip marred the smooth and silky exterior of the pods. She then looked straight up at the cluster of conjoined crystals that made up the image of the sun, the Giver of life. Then back to the egg-shaped pods.
They were on the center of the platform, the eggs symbolic of the beginning of life, the central part of all existence that matures to all living things: the bull, the boar, the lizard — all the creatures provided by the Heavens and the sun, a unity of one acting in perfect harmony.
This was truly the cradle of mankind, she considered, where life began as the simple tool of an egg, a single celled organism, which grew beneath the watchful eyes of heavenly gods.
She was ecstatic.
Here were the first indications of religion. The planetariums, the placement of the pods, the sculptures beneath their respective constellations, were symbolic but primitive suggestions. But Alyssa quickly realized that it was like children taking their first baby steps away from the cradle.
Mankind was learning.
* * *
Obsidian Hall stood in front of a wall of pictograms.
On a fifty-foot stretch, the wall depicted images of people with elongated skulls. Other depictions showed men riding in chariot-like vehicles with long trails of fire blowing out from the aft end.
“The Chariots of the Gods,” he commented. “How… quaint.”
Nevertheless, the depictions upon this wall were key recordings of Man’s first images of his place in the universe about eight thousand years before the Egyptian pyramids where even a consideration. Such a priceless artifact of recorded history, even by the pieces, would hang well in one of the rooms aboard the Seafarer. He placed his palms against the wall. There were so many priceless artifacts to choose from.
He stood back and re-examined the wall in its entirety, a pictogram story of pagan gods with bulbous heads trekking across the sky in fire-fueled chariots.
Eden, he thought, held many wonders.
* * *
John Savage stood behind Alyssa with his hands clasped behind the small of his back. It was wonderful, he thought, to see her so enthused and so happy. It was like a father watching his child enjoy an event, the happiness of someone else also his own and something shared.
He took up beside her. And then he rubbed his hands over the surface of one of the pods. It’s like glass,” he said. “It’s so smooth.”
“They pose as the center of life,” she said. “The miracle of birth from a single cell. The concept of life from the moment of conception. The true beginning of mankind.”
“Are you happy?” he asked her.
When she faced him, he saw the gleam in her eyes, the fascination of a new world written all over her face by the expressions she wore. “You have no idea what this means to me,” she said.
“Maybe I do,” he answered.
And then: “Ms. Moore!” She took a step away from the pods. It was Butcher Boy.
“There are several holes along the floor. Is it something we need to be concerned about?”
She nodded. “What you’re looking at are drainage holes,” she told him. “They’re common in pyramids established in areas known for flashflooding and are most common with pyramids in Mesoamerica. To see something like that suggests that the area had huge amounts of rainfall at one time.”
“So it’s nothing to worry about then? No shifting of walls or flying daggers?”
“You’ll be fine,” she told him. And then she returned to the pods.
“How deep are those holes?” asked Savage softly.
“I don’t know. Why?”
“They maybe our only means of escape,” he replied. “If we’ve exhausted our usefulness to Hall, then he may see fit that we be terminated. I’m sure he doesn’t want us telling the world that he ordered Noah’s killing. Or that he admitted to having Montario murdered.”
She could feel her excitement ebb.
“I’ll toss my lamp inside to gauge the depth,” he said lightly. “Be right back.”
Alyssa stood between the pods, a hand on one, her other hand holding her father’s photocopied scripts. She held the pages out from her. “At least we got this far,” she commented.
* * *
Savage stood over one of the drainage holes. The maw was completely black, almost fathomless. With an easy motion when no one was looking, he tossed the lamp into the hole.
He expected it to fall forever, the light turning into a mote, then gone.
But the light landed approximately ten to fifteen feet down. More amazingly, it landed in water and drifted another few feet into its depth. However, the current was soundless.
He stood over the hole, taking periodic glances at the people milling about the chamber, then watched as the lantern was slowly carried away by the drift.
All currents, he knew, had to lead somewhere.
He smiled.
* * *
“Ms. Moore.”
Every time she heard Hall’s voice, she could swear that her skin crawled. “What.”
“Have you seen the pictograms?”
“I’ll get to them.”
“I believe your father stated in his journal that you would question your faith should you find the truth. Perhaps the surrounding walls tell a significant tale he might have referenced. A most interesting narrative, I would think.”
“My father never made it this far. He was only hypothesizing from the ancient script from the walls above. He also said this place was a burial chamber. But as you see, it’s not.”
“Could you afford me a moment of your time then?” he asked her. “I’m deeply interested in the wall’s narrative, of the history behind the scenes sketched.”
She agreed to interpret. Silently, they made their way to the wall. The thought of having to talk to Hall sickened her at the most basic level, that of growing nauseous.
“Please,” he began with his arrogant tone, “explain these images to me.”
The imagery was basic and covered the world from primitive tribal caves to the pyramids in Egypt to the pyramids in Mesoamerica. The bulbous cranial shapes represented the head binding technique of ancient royalty. The chariots emitting flames from the aft suggested a royal patron on his journey to a heavenly-bound afterlife. It was theorized that the flames were actually depicted drawings of a comet’s tail or meteorites burning up in the atmosphere, giving the impression that the fire trails were preternatural when, in fact, it was a matter of magic that was really science not yet understood.
“It was believed that Nefertiti’s head was created by head binding,” she said.
“Head binding?”
“It’s a form of a permanent body alteration where the cranium is intentionally deformed. It’s done by distorting the normal growth of an infant’s skull by applying force by binding his or her head between two pieces of wood to create the conical shapes. And it’s done when the skull is most pliable when the child is about a month old and continues for approximately six months.”
He studied the image further. “Really?”
“The earliest examples of intentional cranial deformation date back as far as 45,000 BC in Neanderthal skulls. Intentional cranial deformation of Proto Neolithic Homo sapiens dated around the twelfth millennium BCE were discovered inside the Shanidar Cave in Iraq. There’s a plausible and scientific explanation for everything,” she finalized.
“Yet you believe in the afterlife.”
“That’s my personal view, yes.”
“Then I’m curious,” he continued. “Why would your father say that you might lose your spirituality if you discover the truth when all this has a plausible explanation? Was he wrong? A man of such renown?”
Their gazes held firm. And then: “Are we through? Did I answer your questions?”
His wry grin flourished at the edges. “Most of them,” he said. “But not all.”
“Then if you’ll excuse me.” Without waiting for Hall’s response, she turned and began to make haste.
“You’re excused,” he called after her.
She managed to walk away with enough resolve that kept her from making a costly remark, since Obsidian Hall had the emperor’s power of giving a thumbs-down on her life. But that didn’t keep her mind from willfully cursing him with every profane word she could think of.
* * *
There was a great divot in the black silica floor where the creature used its tail as a pile driver, smashing the mineral into lumps that were scattered about the chamber. Though it had not broken through, it was close. It rambled around the divot checking its progress, its senses telling it to complete the task by driving its tail up, then down, until a hole was big enough.
With a few powerful intakes through its nostrils, it was able to detect the scent of its prey. Since the thickness of the floor thinned considerably after the constant pounding, it acted as less of a buffer; therefore, their scents seemed stronger and more powerful. But the creature’s mind did not have the mental gymnastics to understand this. It only processed the fact that its prey was nearby.
Ignoring the fact that it had hammered its tail to raw meat in some places, ignoring the fact that the pock marks of the bullet holes were bleeding out slowly, its motivation was paramount.
Raising its head high and expanding its frill to full expansion, the Prisca cried out to keep others away. This was its territory. And it would do anything to defend it.
Circling the divot a few more times, the Megalania Prisca finally set itself, raised its tail high, and brought it down with a crashing blow, causing the first breach in the floor. From the ceiling of the lower chamber, minute particles of black silica began to sprinkle down onto the chamber floor. And then there was a loud crack synonymous with the sound of a fissure racing along the surface of ice, fracturing it. Driven by near madness, the Megalania Prisca was much closer to fulfilling its needs.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

“I lost two men for this?” said Butcher Boy. “For some ancient scratches on the wall, a few sculptures and two—” He pointed at the pods “—whatever those things are?”
“Everything you see around you, gentlemen, is priceless,” said Hall.
“Which does us no bloody good,” said Aussie, “since they’re too bloody big and heavy to carry away.”
“Just a small piece of what you see — a memento even, can go for tens of millions on the market. And believe me, gentlemen, there’s a market for everything.”
“It doesn’t mean anything, Hall, if we don’t survive this,” added Butcher Boy.
“Do your jobs, gentlemen. That’s what I paid you for. That’s what we agreed upon.”
“Our bloody agreement is starting to mean less to me. I say we walk away from this.”
“Mr. Aussie, you have two million of my dollars sitting in your bank account with the promise of an additional three. You walk away when I say you walk away. That was the term of our contract.”
“What bloody parts about it meaning less to me did you not understand?”
“You job is to see that I survive. That’s what you agreed to the moment you accepted my money. The terms were clear, unhidden, and you had the opportunity to back away. But you didn’t. You were so confident in your abilities that you opted to nail your worthless souls to the Devil’s altar.”
Aussie retracted his KA-BAR combat knife. “Perhaps I should cut your bloody throat right here,” he said through clenched teeth.
Hall was genuinely frightened. Aussie was never a paper lion when it came to making threats. He held his hand up against Aussie’s advance. “But you knowingly agreed to the terms of the contract under a soldier’s honor.”
Aussie stopped. “That I did, mate.” He sheathed the knife. “But we signed the contract because you didn’t tell us about any of this. You said it was an easy job.”
“Just keep me alive, gentlemen, take a little piece of Eden, a small token, and I promise to find you a market.” His voice was trembling, his confidence lost. “It’ll be worth your while, I promise.”
Aussie gave him a sidelong glance with his disfigured eye. “We ain’t miracle workers,” he said. “We’re running low on ammo and all we know is that we have to go back up to get out of here — past those things.”
For a moment their gazes kept. Then Aussie waved a hand dismissively at Hall and said “Aaah,” before walking away.
Hall’s shoulders deflated, the tension melting away.
“Don’t get too comfortable,” said Butcher Boy. “We’re not out of this yet.” And then he left the billionaire alone, the man standing apart from everyone feeling horribly vulnerable for the first time in his life. So he decided to join the others, whereas there was always safety in numbers.
* * *
She could tell that John Savage wanted to tell her something, since he gave her a single nod about something she understood to be positive. So she gave him a covert thumbs-up, her hand by her side, only for him to see, the gesture asking if everything was OK.
He gave a small inclination of his head.
And they had to do this as Butcher Boy and Aussie entered their circle of light by the pods. “Odd things they are,” said Aussie, slapping a hand on one pod, which brought Alyssa to wince. “It’s as bloody ‘ard as a stone, it is. Looks like bloody marble.”
“It’s not,” she countered.
“Then what is it?”
“Some type of composite. I’m not sure yet.”
“And ‘ere I am thinking this was a burial chamber with mounds of gold for the taking. It ain’t anything but a bloody museum.”
“It’s more than just a museum, Mr. Aussie, if that’s even your bloody name.”
He took her mimic of the word ‘bloody’ as a jab. “Don’t get cute with me, Missy.”
“Look around you,” she said. “This is the cradle of mankind. This is Eden. A remarkable civilization with a magnificent planetarium, with walls that make up an incredible library that predates history with messages and information—”
“Which I don’t bloody care about,” he told her forcefully. “I came ‘ere for a treasure of some sort — perhaps a trinket or a bauble. Something that could give me a life I always dreamed about — to be anybody but who and what I am.”
A strange silence passed between them. It was the first time she’d seen Aussie exposed, to hear him admit that he wanted to be something more, if not better, than what he was. Their eyes connected. And she could see that he was not ashamed of his admittance. She even considered it to be a catharsis, perhaps the beginning of some kind of cleansing.
When Aussie looked away, the pink part of his eye glistened against the shine of the lamp, throwing off a spangle of light. And then he waited for a moment as if deliberating before heading off into the shadows.
“Be careful,” cried Butcher Boy. But Aussie didn’t respond.
“He’s a man of many moods,” Savage stated rhetorically.
Butcher Boy accepted it as such while his attention was mainly focused to the pods. “Ms. Moore — there at the bottom of this shell,” he said, pointing. “It’s very faint. But something’s there. Do you see it?”
She did see something. It was the sparse markings of ancient writing. She hunkered down and wiped a hand across the characters, drawing dust away. There were six symbols.
“Can you read it?” asked Savage.
“I can certainly figure it out,” she said. “I recognize the symbols enough to piece them together.” She immediately checked out the second pod and cleared away the dust. It also had symbols, but there were only four and they were of different markings.
“More riddles?” Butcher Boy asked. His trust for the temple had obviously waned by the way he sounded suspicious.
“No. This is something different,” she said, reaching for a pen inside her backpack. She rummaged around, found one, took a page from one of her father’s copies, and wrote down the symbols, beginning with the pod bearing the six symbols.
“Have you found something, Ms. Moore?” Hall joined them on the tier.
“Everything’s fine,” she said, and began to write down the characters.
€ ╥ ῴ ԋ ƾ ¤

And then the second set of four characters:
ῴ ԋ ῐ῟ ῴ

With careful consideration, she began the process of translation.
€ ╥ ῴ ԋ ƾ ¤
A D E I A M

And then the second set:
ῴ ԋ ῐ῟ ῴ
E I V E

And then she struggled for breath as her hands shook and her heart pounded.
Savage grabbed her the moment her knees began to buckle. “What’s the matter?”
She pointed to what she wrote: ADEIAM and EIVE.
Adam and Eve.
* * *
“The Chamber of the Primaries! The Chamber of the Firsts! Adeiam and Eive! Adam and Eve!” she exclaimed. “These are monuments to the Firsts!”
Having found her second wind, she broke from Savage’s hold and went to the pods. With the sleeve of her shirt she began to rub the dust away from the surface. The drifting patterns that appeared like wayward markings of veined marble she realized were not random designs all, but faded lettering resembling the archaic writing along the walls throughout the temple.
Although the symbols were severely faded, she could make out the inscription: In the Land of Edin is the Garden of God, the One True Paradise.
Her breath hitched from sudden awe.
“What is it, Ms. Moore. What do you see?” asked Hall.
She immediately went to the second pod and began to rub it clean, the veined markings taking on lettered formations. It also had the same inscription: In the Land of Edin is the Garden of God, the One True Paradise.
“It’s all right here,” she whispered. “In this one… simple… line.”
“What is?” asked Savage.
“The concept of the first religion where the three main branches of faith separated and evolved into religions of their own,” she answered. “‘In the Land of Edin,’ is in correlation to Catholicism; ‘the Garden of God,’ is aligned with Judaism; and the last verse of the line of the ‘One True Paradise,’ is Islam.” Then waving her arms openly in suggestion of the entire hall, she said, “And this is where it all started — the texts, the languages, the current-day religions, everything began from this point as a single model before branching out as mankind progressed.”
Her eyes seemed bigger and brighter, shining as tears surfaced. Her father should have been here, she thought. Holding the copies taken from his journal close to her was not enough. It wasn’t the same so she looked up at the countless number of crystals embedded within the ceiling that sparkled in numerous pinpricks of light against the dull shine of the lamps. Are you there, Dad?
She wanted to believe that he was.
And she continued to look skyward as Obsidian Hall traced his fingers over the surface of the pods, his fingers skimming over what appeared to be a hairline fissure. “Ms. Moore, I believe your little monument here is less than perfect,” he said. One thing Hall was completely obsessive about was perfection. Such a find as this would have been a perfect display beneath a set of track lighting aboard the Seafarer. But it had a flaw, and an unacceptable one at that.
He allowed his fingers to draw along the line of the fracture, examining its course as he did so. The line was not taking the route as fractures do, however, which was in wild and random patterns. This one was taking on the geometrical shape of an oval that was similar to the contours of the pod.
What is this? Everyone looked on, including Aussie who had decided to return to the tier. “You find something, mate?”
“A… crack?” But when he said this he did so in a form of a question because he wasn’t confident of his assessment.
Alyssa hunkered down next to the second pod, searching. And there it was — the hairline split that ran around the front of the pod like the seam of a doorway. She looked for a latch, a lever, a button, anything that might give her access it if was truly an opening of some kind. But she found nothing. The pods were without mechanisms of any kind.
“Well, Ms. Moore, for a moment I considered these to be the outlines of an access panel,” Hall said, sounding disappointed.
She thought the same. But when Aussie tapped the top of the shell with the butt end of his knife, it sounded as if the pod was hollow. “Well, get a load of that,” he said. “The bloody thing’s empty.”
“Open it,” Hall demanded of Aussie. “Use your knife to pry the edges.”
“You can’t do that!” Alyssa protested. “You’ll damage the surface.”
“I said, open it!”
Aussie rounded the pod and jimmied the point of his knife it into the seam and worked it until it was wedged deep. After a few more pumps of his hand, the panel pulled away. Air hissed into the pod as oxygen filled the vacuum of space that had been empty for twelve thousand years.
Placing a hand over the lip of the access panel, Hall opened the door to the pod. There was a collective gasp, which was followed by whispers of incredulity.
“Well, Ms. Moore,” Hall finally said. “It appears that your father was right after all. It is a burial chamber.”
* * *
The Megalania Prisca smashed its way through the floor at the cost of a few minor bones broken in its tail. It circled the hole excitedly. The scent of its prey was strong and delectable.
It shimmied through; the sharp edges of black silica, which was really a glass, scraping its thick hide. When it got more than halfway through, it dropped, landing hard in an unfamiliar corridor, one it had never seen in its fifty years of existence since there had never been a catalyst to upset the balance of the walls within the temple before. It was a land that was alien and familiar at the same time. It was a place that harbored abominations that did not belong.
Sending up its frill, its receptors were picking up the vibrations of motion. So its brain, no larger than a grapefruit, but with the majority of it in use unlike the human brain, processed the data of its quarry and centered in on their location. Having determined their position, the alpha predator moved through the warrens.
It was just moments away from the Chamber of the Primaries.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“Well, Ms. Moore, tell me. Where is your faith now?” Hall asked.
Sitting inside the pod was a small being, perhaps four feet in height when standing. Its limbs were thin and wispy with the digits of its fingers long and tapered. Its head was elongated and bulbous, with the orbital bone structures surrounding its eyes large enough to fit a peach into each socket. Its mummified body was nude and sexless and at a stage of decomposition where its skin had browned to a slick and waxy appearance.
And then in a sound that was barely above a whisper, she said, “Adam.”
“Adam?” said Hall. “Take a good look at it, Ms. Moore. It’s an abhorrence that correlates to the pictograms along the walls. It’s hardly human.” But what an amazing addition it would be in my collection.
“It’s obviously a child,” she told him, “that had gone through the head-binding technique of ancient royalty, which makes sense here. They’re clearly the first monarchs of their time. The length of the fingers, its limbs, is a natural occurrence of decay. As soon as the body loses fluids and begins to dehydrate, the skin shrinks and pulls tight against the skeleton.”
“Then how do you explain those rather inhuman eyes?”
She looked at the orbital rims surrounding the eye sockets, which were so large that only an eye of great size could fill the socket’s void. “Craniofacial neurofibromatosis,” she said. “It’s a deformity of the bones surrounding the orbital region of the skull. What you see is a clear result of that facial defect.”
Everyone stared at the body. It did appear less than human. Vets like Savage and Aussie and Butcher Boy had seen worse in the field but that was after the bodies had been mutilated. This body was different.
“Cranial…”
“Craniofacial neurofibromatosis,” she said.
“And that’s what you truly believe? You have no other theories?”
“Hall, there is nothing otherworldly about this, if that’s what you’re alluding to. There is a plausible explanation for everything. And I have given them to you.”
Nevertheless, Hall was intent on having this as part of his display. He had found the Holy Grail of all finds, of all relics or artifacts; the bodies of Adam and Eve.
The crypts of Eden would be safe after ordering the executions of Alyssa Moore and John Savage. The location would only be known by him and two others, Butcher Boy and Aussie. He would seal the entrance, hide it, and then return with a well-equipped team more than capable of handling anything natural or otherwise. He would also bring the necessary gear to hoist and haul away as much of Eden as he could, leaving nothing behind but naked warrens.
“Open the second pod,” Hall said evenly.
Aussie maneuvered the knife in the same manner as he did with the first pod, in between the seam until it was wedged tight, and worked it until he breached the access. As the small entry panel pulled back, the pod drew air into its void in what sounded like someone sighing.
“Now pull the panel back,” said Hall. “But gently.”
Aussie did, pulling the door to its widest point.
Inside the pod was a facsimile of the other. It had brown and waxy skin, fingers that were long and tapered, a head that was bulbous and elongated, and the orbital bones of facial deformation. The only difference was that its breasts had diminished to leathery folds of flesh against its chest. Something the other body lacked.
“Eve,” commented Hall. His collection was looking grander by the moment. “This is more than I could ever have imagined.” His face lit up with the look of someone enamored; of someone in love, but the only thing Obsidian Hall ever loved besides himself were the material goods he surrounded himself with.
“You’ve done well, Ms. Moore. You got us to the hub of mankind’s beginning, which is all I could ask for. Unfortunately for you and Mr. Savage, you’ve both exhausted your worth to me and to my team. Since the tripwires have been initiated, then I assume the return trip to the surface will be a quick and safe one.”
“You’ve forgotten one thing,” said Savage.
“I’ve forgotten nothing,” returned Hall. “Those lizards, like most creatures, are drawn to blood. You and Ms. Moore will be here, in this chamber, bleeding out slowly and drawing those things to you, while the rest of us make an exit to the surface.”
Aussie removed his knife slowly, the sound of the metal blade sliding along the scabbard a long draw. “The missy is mine,” he said. “You promised her to me, Hall.”
“And you shall have her as agreed upon. But I can’t allow you to kill her.”
“Don’t worry about that, mate. I’ll cut her up with a thousand little slits — make ‘er bleed real slow.”
“And then cut the Achilles’ on both of them,” added Hall. “I don’t want either one of them to leave this chamber.”
“It would be my bloody honor to do so,” he said, smiling with anticipation. Savage swept Alyssa behind him. “And what’s this?” said Aussie, turning the knife over in his hand. “You playing the ‘ero to the bloody end, are you?”
In fluid motion, Savage quickly got to a bended knee and removed the knife lodged in the behind him and the knife wedged by his ankle, and took a stance with a KA-BAR in each hand.
Aussie and Butcher Boy appeared caught off guard by this as well as Hall, who pedaled a few steps away from the strike range.
“You stole those bloody knives from Red and Carroll, didn’t you? From dead soldiers you did. ‘Ow bloody low can you get?”
“Let’s just say I borrowed them,” he said. “I promise I’ll give them right back to you. Is putting them in your chest, okay?”
“You think you’re that good, mate?”
“Better.”
Butcher Boy hooted like a cowboy. His MP-7 leveled at Savage. “This is gonna be fun.”
“Are you neutral?” Savage asked Butcher Boy. “You plan to cut me down with your MP, or are going to let two big boys go at it?”
He lowered his weapon. “I still got five rounds, Savage. But I don’t think I’ll need them,” he said. “I know for a fact that you’re highly skilled with the use of double-edged weapons. But what you don’t know is that Aussie is just as skilled. There’s nothing more primal than watching two men kill each other. There’s a certain macabre fascination to all this, don’t you think?”
“And if I should win?” asked Savage.
“I won’t kill you,” he retuned firmly. “But I will take you out at the knees and leave you for those things as Hall suggested. Either way, Savage, your time is up.”
“Except it appears that Mr. Savage ‘ere ‘as the bloody advantage, since he has two knives and I only got one.”
“Then let’s even the field a bit, shall we?” Butcher Boy removed his KA-BAR and slid it across the floor to Aussie.
Aussie picked it up. It felt good in his hand. “Now it’s even,” he said.
“John…” Alyssa was terrified.
He spoke over his shoulder to her in words barely above a whisper, words beyond the earshot of anybody but them. “When this goes down, I want you to escape through one of the drainage holes.”
“They could be deep.”
“They’re not,” he whispered. “They drop about ten feet into rushing water. The water has to flow somewhere, right?”
“Let’s go, mate. Or are you going to bend Ms. Moore’s bloody ear all day long?”
“Go,” he finalized, then took an aggressive stance.
“What about you?”
He didn’t answer. The man who was sent to assassinate her was now standing his ground to protect her. She backed away, but not far from the watchful eyes of Butcher Boy or Obsidian Hall.
Aussie circled Savage, moving one knife in his hand a pattern of figure eights, the motion to draw Savage’s attention and focus away. But Savage was seasoned and maintained a steady eye.
Aussie immediately struck out and slashed with killing blows, but Savage met his strikes with blinding speed, deflecting the knives, the contact coughing up sparks as the blades pounded against each other as metal struck metal. Alyssa’s mouth dropped in amazement as she watched her champion ward off deadly blows with fluid effort.
With uncanny skill, Savage’s motions became faster, his circular motions repelling the blows that seemed to come faster and with far more brutal force. By inches, he pushed Aussie back, the Australian losing ground, the strikes coming to the point where their arms were moving in blurs and blinding revolutions. Sparks radiated in numerous pinpricks of flame before dying out. And then came an opening.
With surgical precision, Savage drove the edge of his blade across Aussie’s bicep, slicing the muscle. The man screamed in agony, took a knee, then ambled back from the battle line after dropping the knife.
Aussie stood there looking less confident. And he appeared deeply winded.
From the corner of his eye Savage could see Butcher Boy raise the barrel of his MP-7. Aussie raised his one knife.
The message was clear. Savage evened the field by tossing one of his knives aside, the blade skating off somewhere deep into the shadows.
The men began to circle one another. Aussie, keeping a worried eye on his opponent, held his wounded arm close as blood coursed down its length and to the floor. Again, he swung the knife in a pattern of figure eights. Savage smiled. Some habits were hard to die.
And then the men collided, blades striking.
As the fight waged on, Savage seemed to pick up steam rather than lose it. His motions were deft and with purpose. The two blades warring against each other seemed to favor Savage as he pushed Aussie near the edge of the tier. They were running out of room.
Aussie sized Savage for an opening, attempted to circle, and found what seemed to be an opportunity. He tried to cut the man with a sweeping horizontal arc across Savage’s abdomen before Savage would realize that he had been gutted. But Savage grabbed the attacker’s wrist, forced the man’s arm over his head exposing the armpit, and drove the sharpened point of the nine-inch blade deep until the pommels of the knife would go no farther.
Aussie’s eyes widened at the approach of oncoming darkness, his mouth widening in shock of his own mortality.
The large man fell to his knees, and then leaned forward against Savage’s legs. Savage stood a brief moment before stepping back, allowing the Australian to fall forward, dead, the knife deeply imbedded.
Butcher Boy’s face seemed without reaction, stiff and detached. Until he raised his weapon and directed the mouth of the barrel to Savage’s knees. Savage took a quick peek over his shoulder. Alyssa was gone.
Good girl. He then faced off with Butcher Boy who now had his finger on the trigger.
Savage smiled. He had done his job.
* * *
Alyssa stood at the edge of one of the drainage holes. It was as black as black could get but she didn’t have a choice but to believe in John Savage.
She waited for the opportune time. At least that was what she kept telling herself. But the truth was she was deeply concerned about Savage. The man was sacrificing himself on her behalf.
For a long moment she watched them fight, watched Savage toy with Aussie and drive him back toward the edge of the tier. And then she watched the crippling blow across Aussie’s arm, rendering it useless. No matter what, she considered, the odds favored Savage greatly, but only until the moment Butcher Boy would intervene with strafing shots to Savage. It didn’t matter how well he fought because in the end he would ultimately lose, which was something she couldn’t bear to witness.
She looked into the hole, then at Hall and Butcher Boy, who were thoroughly engrossed, and took the initiative by leaping in.
The drop was a quick journey as Savage claimed, the fall only ten feet before she struck water. But the river wasn’t deep, perhaps four feet. Upon impact with the muddy bottom, she hit her ankle hard, twisting it. She clenched her teeth against the pain and squeezed tears from her eyes.
After wading a few feet forward, she saw the lamp Savage had cast away wedged between the gatherings of stones. She picked it up and examined the bulb. Everything worked fine.
She then turned the lamp to the hole she fell through, could hear the clanging of metal striking metal.
And then the fall of a terrible silence.
The fight was over.
Goodbye, John Savage.
In water that was blissfully cool, Alyssa Moore struggled along with the current on a bad ankle that was growing worse with every step she took.
* * *
John Savage waited for the strike of the bullet, to see nothing but ensuing darkness. But Butcher Boy made his way forward with the MP-7 directed right at him.
“We need him alive,” said Hall.
“Shut up!” Butcher Boy came forward with true anger. His eyes bulged, the muscles in the back of his jaw worked, the Y-vein in the center of his forehead throbbed with the beat of his quickening heart. The man was in an absolute rage.
Savage closed his eyes and waited.
From the depths of the chamber the Megalania Prisca launched itself from the shadows and snatched Butcher Boy into its jaws. Bones collapsed beneath the pressure, his rack of ribs sounding off in audible snaps and clicks. When the creature shook his head like a dog toying with a doll, Butcher’s Boy’s weapon went airborne.
The creature then swung its tail in an arc, the tail missing Savage and Hall but clipping the crypt of Eve, sending the egg-shaped pod off its pad and skyward with such force that when it landed the pod exploded into ceramic-like shards that skated across the floor. The body of Eve was limp, a doll-like creature twisted into odd shapes amidst the chalky substance.
Hall was beside himself, his hands to his face, the material worth of Eve forever lost.
As Hall lamented, Butcher Boy was screaming at the top of his lungs before blood gushed from his mouth. With feeble attempts he slapped at the creature’s snout but the Prisca hung on, intending to have its prey die within its grasp.
Savage backed away, taking glances at the hole while trying to keep a keen eye on the creature, a difficult task. When he reached the edge he did not hesitate. He brought his shoulders together, hands in front of him, and took the leap.
His last sight before disappearing was of Obsidian Hall hunkering down by the remaining pod, thinking how much he deserved everything he got.
With that thought on his mind he splashed down.
The water was cool.
But where was Alyssa?
* * *
Butcher Boy was as limp as a dead body could be with his arms and legs flaying randomly about as the creature shook the life out of him. Hall was crazed with fear but not so crazed that his penchant to fulfill his personal needs outweighed his underlying panic.
To his left, not too far where the pod of Eve had stood before the creature sent it flying, was the KA-BAR Aussie dropped when Savage bested him in battle. Timing the precise moment, he scooted across the tier, grabbed the knife, and then scooted back behind the cover of Adam.
The creature was tearing Butcher Boy apart, blood running everywhere. So much blood, in fact, Hall had to wonder where it all came from. Certainly the human body couldn’t hold that much, right?
Holding the knife in both hands with the point of the blade downward, he knew time was limited. Peeking over the pod at the Prisca, who was still busy with Butcher Boy, he looked right at Adam.
“Sorry, boy, but I got to go.” With the KA-BAR, Obsidian Hall reached into the pod to feed his penchant.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Alyssa worked herself onto a nearby bank where she lay back, exhausted. When she found the power to pull herself into a sitting position, she held the lamp high. She was in a cavern that had been formed by the tributary remnant of the Gihon River, which flowed beneath the temple. Within fifty years, perhaps less, it would completely dry up. But the tributary had eroded the earth beneath the temple to the point where the temple’s foundation served as the cavern’s ceiling. There was no support with the exception of the dirt walls along the temple’s perimeter. Eventually the weight of the temple’s center would be too much for the edges to support it and someday the temple would collapse. Eden would be lost forever.
She checked her pocket and sighed with relief that she kept her father’s papers, albeit they were in rough shape, the papers sopping wet. As far as she was concerned, she had made this journey alongside her father, never once believing that he abandoned her. Now to punch this home and get out of here, she thought.
She struggled on, her ankle throbbing, the pain becoming unbearable. She sat down, knowing that it was an unwise decision. Just beyond the edge of light something glittered, a spangle of a reflection, a quick wink of something obviously metal. She slid across the dirt on her backside to the source, her teeth grinding in pain. And then she saw it. Her heart raced in her chest, realizing that the water was the key sustenance of life. Where there was water, there was life.
Before her were several gastric pellets containing watches and rings and teeth and hair. In another pellet were belt buckles, a man’s necklace, and the frames of eyewear. She had stumbled upon a Megalania Prisca lair. Once the food is digested, then the lizard will regurgitate masses of things not wholly digestible into a malodorous pellet.
“Oh no!” She quickly backed away, the pellets growing further away and falling back into the dark.
Something moved behind her.
Turning and shining the lantern, she screamed when something moved within the circle of light and rushed her.
* * *
The great lizard had cast aside the body of Butcher Boy with as much fanfare as destroying an insect. Blood and gore were everywhere; the ropes of Butcher Boy’s bowels seemed impossibly long as they lay strewn across the landing. Yet the creature was not satiated by the act of the kill. There were others remaining inside its territory, abominations that scattered like vermin caught within the sudden shine of a flashlight.
It went to the existing pod and sniffed inside. The carcass was too ancient for its liking, too corrupt, its flesh having grown rancid over the millenniums.
With a huff of dismissal it went from drainage hole to drainage hole, finding them too small for it to enter. But it had the instinctive cognition to realize that its quarry had ventured into the lair below.
And that was all the Prisca needed to know. Inflating its frill to maximum expansion around its head, the creature raced out of the Chamber of the Primaries and into the corridors that led the way to the cavern underneath, quickly closing gap between it and its prey.
* * *
Obsidian Hall raced like the wind through the hallways, fueled by adrenaline. His heart pounded against the wall of his chest, the man wheezing as he held his lantern aloft, his legs running with no intention of slowing down. Since the tripwires had been activated on their downward journey to the burial chamber, they no longer posed a threat on the return trip to the surface. The temple had altered into many shapes during the reconfigurations, creating new passageways where there were none before.
Sweat poured off him as he ran with reckless abandon through the warrens — afraid but not afraid at the same time — always wondering if something lurked in the shadows in front or behind him, waiting to reach out with its raptor-like claw to rake it across his belly, and eviscerate him with a clean cut.
But none of that mattered to him as he clutched his backpack against his chest and ran toward the light of salvation, through hallways that seemed less of a labyrinth than before, his flight to the surface quick and unimpeded.
At the top level, when he came upon the primary hallway, he saw a circle of light at the far end, the way out. Trying to catch his breath, with his lungs laboring for air, Hall hugged his backpack close, held the lantern high, then ran for the exit in a drunken gait, the man completely exhausted.
“Almost there… Almost there… Almost there…”
The entrance was a glorious site, the light of the outside world shining in like a ray of hope. Scrambling through the hole, he ended up sliding down the sandy incline, the sun above him hot and boiling.
I did it! I actually did it!
When Obsidian Hall started to laugh, it sounded like the harmony of madness.
* * *
“It’s just me,” said Savage, coming into the ring of Alyssa’s light. When he hunkered close to her, she fell into his arms, sobbing.
“I thought they killed you,” she cried.
“It was close. But that thing came back. It came out of nowhere and took out Butcher Boy before he had a chance to pull the trigger.”
“And Hall?”
He shrugged. “He was still alive when I jumped down the hole.”
“John, we have to get out of here. Quick!”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
She flashed the lamp in the direction of the pellets. “Do you know what those are?” He saw the flash of the metal against the light. “They’re called gastric pellets,” she said. “When certain lizards eat their prey, they vomit up items that cannot be digested. This is where they feast, John. This is their lair.” This is where they brought my father.
He held a hand out to her to help hoist her to her feet. But when she tried to stand, she cried out in pain and fell back, clutching her ankle.
“Alyssa—”
“I hurt it in the jump,” she told him, wincing. “I don’t know if it’s broken or not.”
He grabbed the lamp and placed it by her foot. The ankle was badly swollen and bruised. “This isn’t good. You can’t walk on it at all?”
She shook her head. “Please don’t leave me, John.”
He saw the tears surfacing in her eyes and along the brim. With his thumb, he gently caressed her cheek and brushed an errant lock of hair to the side. “I have no intentions of leaving you behind,” he told her. “If I have to carry you out of here on the back of my neck, then that’s what I’ll do.”
“And if they come?” He produced a knife but she knew it was a futile instrument. And by the look in his eyes he knew the same. “We need to move,” she said.
He looked at the remnants of the river, at the speed of its flow. “This is what we’re going to do,” he said. “We’re going to get in the water and ride the current. It has to go somewhere.”
“There’s no indication of an oasis for miles.”
“Would you rather stay here?”
Point made. He aided her to a stance where she stood on one foot, and then she hopped to the river’s edge. Slowly, they got in the water and waded in until they were chest high in depth, then leaned back and allowed the current to take them.
Running beside them along the bank and keeping pace was the Megalania Prisca.
It knew exactly where they were going.
* * *
No one on Leviticus’ team had seen Obsidian Hall begin his solo journey across the desert to the west. The team was completely obscured by the rise as they aligned charges against the opposite wall of the temple’s perimeter.
Although the sun was beginning to set, it was always the hottest in late afternoon. Heat shimmered off the land in waves, giving the illusion that the surface of lake water was rippling in the distance, a cruel joke of a mirage. His throat was severely parched, his mind baking within his skull, and his skin began to flake and peel, especially at the lips.
Yet he held the backpack close, his mind not that far gone to realize what he had inside was so precious that it was perhaps more valuable than his own life. He cradled it to his chest with both arms. And he spoke nonsensical syllables, worthless semblances of words that became nothing more or less than garble. As the sun hung close to the brim of the horizon, he finally collapsed onto the sand and closed his eyes.
Even with the lids closed he could see a shadow fall over him. When he opened them, he saw Adskhan standing over him holding the reign of a camel that looked down at him with the same indifference. “Where is Ms. Moore?” he asked in clipped English.
Obsidian Hall tried to lick his lips with a tongue that was as dry as a strip of carpet. He murmured something, but it was indecipherable.
“Where is Ms. Moore?” Adskhan repeated.
“Leave my backpack… alone,” was his answer, and then he pulled the pack close and away from Adskhan.
Adskhan shook his head. Foreigners! And then he grabbed a lambskin sack filled with water and offered some to Hall, who drank greedily. “Now, you tell me where is Ms. Moore?” he asked again.
“Dead,” he whispered. His throat was dry and sore. “In the temple…”
Adskhan looked to the east and saw nothing but flat land. “How far you walk?” Hall got unsteadily to his feet, wobbled, his eyes not yet focused to his surroundings.
“How far you walk?” he asked again.
“I don’t know.”
For a long moment Adskhan stared at him. Then: “You ride camel,” he said.
“What?”
“You ride camel.”
Adskhan took his riding switch and tapped the camel’s legs, signaling it to get down and prepare itself to be mounted. When it did, Adskhan aided Hall onto the camel’s back, and began to usher Hall and the camel along with the pull of the tether.
Never once did Hall relinquish the backpack or allowed it to slide from his grasp.
As mindless as he was, he held on to it all the way back to safe territory.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Alyssa and Savage saw the Megalania Prisca keeping pace on the bank beside them, the creature bounding like a puppy in play, its head taking periodic glances their way, the receptors within its frill telling it that they were there, they were close.
“John!”
“I see it!”
They reached out and held hands so that they weren’t driven apart by the current. In the distance was something they immediately recognized. It was the incessant roar of water rushing over the edge of a ravine.
“John, it’s a waterfall!”
The Megalania Prisca called out, its frill shaking in agitation. It was about to lose its quarry.
“Swim to the edge of the opposite bank!” he shouted.
The current was getting stronger, pulling them faster. The roar of the falls was getting louder.
“We’re not going to make it!”
“Swim!” he goaded.
They paddled for the edge with every fiber in their bodies, with all the strength they could muster, fighting their way to the shore opposite the Prisca.
They were ten feet away from the bank, the depth getting shallower. But the edge of the fall could be seen.
They were eighty feet away.
“John!”
…Seventy feet and closing…
The Megalania Prisca was livid. Its prey was about to be lost forever.
Rearing up to a bipedal stance, the creature then dove into the water. In general, the lizard is a natural swimmer, graceful and elegant in waterways, using its tail as a rudder. Its head stayed above the level of the surface, getting closer, its tail moving back and forth in serpentine motion.
“John, it’s coming!”
They were close to the bank, only feet away, Alyssa buoying them because of her ankle.
The Prisca was getting closer.
The current was growing stronger, faster.
And Alyssa was losing her grip. “John!”
The roar of the falls was deafening, coming dangerously close.
…Forty feet…
And then Savage reached the bank, clawing at dry surface, his other hand barely hanging onto Alyssa as the power of the current threatened to sweep her out of his hand, out of his grip.
The Prisca fought against the current by trying to swim vertically and against the grain. With powerful sweeps of its tail it had propelled itself halfway across the river, but it continued to fight against the increasing power of the current, which drew it closer to the edge.
…It was thirty-five feet away from the spill…
It roared.
Savage was able to grab Alyssa by both hands and pull her to the bank.
…It was thirty feet away from the spill… inching closer…
Now it was two-thirds across the river, its tail sweeping.
Above them was a manhole-sized opening that allowed a streamer of light to filter in. To get to it, however, was going to be tough, since it was a near vertical climb along a stone wall, which was impossible with Alyssa’s ankle.
She read his mind. “You know I can’t.”
The Prisca was twenty feet away from the fall’s edge.
“It’s going over,” she said.
But she was wrong. The Prisca made it to the bank and was watching them intently.
Savage looked at the wall, at the climb. “You have no choice!” he told her. “You have to try!”
And then the Megalania Prisca came forward.
* * *
Leviticus, Nehemiah and the rest of the team had completed the set up of the charges with them set to go off in a coordinated pattern beginning with the center explosion, then working outward toward the perimeter so that the structure would implode upon itself, leaving a gaping sink hole.
“An hour or so before sundown,” said Nehemiah. “We’re right on schedule.”
“The chopper is on its way,” said Leviticus. “So give it another few minutes before we blow it. We don’t want to draw the authorities too quickly on seismic readings. I want to make sure we’re long gone by the time the readings are recorded.”
“Ten minutes, then?”
Leviticus looked at the horizon. “Ten minutes,” he confirmed.
* * *
The Megalania Prisca was moments away from a final kill when the receptors of its frill informed it that its quarry was trying to escape.
Alyssa and Savage were about ten feet above the base floor with Alyssa struggling with the footholds, her bad ankle becoming a disadvantage, the climb glacially slow. John Savage was beneath her assuring that she made gains. In his hand was the KA-BAR. Beneath him, the Prisca was looking up with its tail swinging back and forth along the ground like an excited canine. Its jaws were open with its pink gullet and needlelike teeth, waiting for the fall.
“You can do it, Alyssa.”
She didn’t complain. With the strength in her arms and her one good leg she pulled herself upward, her good foot finding a gap that kept her firm to the wall.
He edged up behind her, taking glances at the lizard beneath him. The thing was huge, he considered, so the knife would essentially be ineffective given the toxicity of a single bite. And then he began to climb at the same painfully slow pace as Alyssa toward an opening that seemed so far and so out of reach.
The hole was at least thirty feet away and the light was fading fast as the angle of the setting sun pinched the illumination into a thin streamer of light.
The creature was growing bolder.
“I’m sorry, John! We’re running out of time! There’s no point to this! You need to pass me and climb out!”
“I’m not leaving you behind!”
“You’re not being rational!”
“I’m a man! We’re never rational!” The Prisca began to pace below, anticipating. “Climb, Alyssa! We can do this!”
She pulled herself up, straining every muscle in her body and winning the fight. She moved up another foot. And then another.
But the light was growing dimmer, causing shadows within the cavern to become pools of absolute darkness rather than just spots of gloom. When the Megalania Prisca found the moment of opportunity, when the light was at its weakest point, it began to scale the wall using its talons like pitons.
Looking downward to gauge his position, John suddenly found himself staring right into the maw of his predator.
It was that close.
* * *
Nehemiah had his thumb on the switch, his eyes on Leviticus as he waited for the OK.
“This is your baby,” Leviticus told him.
It was getting dark. The sun halfway beyond the horizon, which meant the chopper was on its way.
Nehemiah nodded. “Fire in the hole!” And then he hit the button.
When the center charge went off, a mushroom cloud of dust boiled skyward. And then the subsequent charges went off in sequence, the explosions working across the landing one after the other from the center to the temple’s perimeter.
The center of the facility caved, and then its edges followed, the hole growing wider as the charges continued to go off.
Dirt and rock and desert sand tried to fill the gap, but the hole was too deep.
“What was down there?” Isaiah commented softly and more to himself.
…Whump… Whump… Whump…
The Semtex continued to fire off.
…Whump… Whump… Whump…
Dust began to roll like a sandstorm across the desert floor in all directions, the dust thick and cloying. The visibility was becoming problematic with the closest thing to them nothing but vague shadows.
They coughed and swiped uselessly at the air as if to clear some space for clean breathing. At best it was a futile attempt as dust clouds swept in.
When things began to settle and the world became less brown and vague, the Knights of the Holy Order went to the edge of the crater. What was once an incline was now a hole of at least forty feet deep. Whatever hollow was beneath that was filled to capacity.
The men were summarily stunned as they stood along the edge looking downward. The hole was massive.
“A little Semtex goes a long way,” said Nehemiah.
“Apparently,” replied Job.
Leviticus checked his watch. The chopper was minutes out. “Gear up, fellas. Time to bug out.”
They went to grab their gear.
* * *
Within the dark niches of the temple of Edin, the Megalania Priscas who had gorged themselves into a state of digestive inertia, or those finding refuge from the apex predator, became agitated as the temple walls shook. This wasn’t like before during marginal shifts, but more catastrophic.
Numerous cracks raced across the walls and the ceiling of the black silica, the crushing pressure of a concussive explosive so powerful that it killed the majority of the lizards instantly. Others died when the walls and ceiling collapsed, the entire area imploding inward and downward, the creatures incapable of finding any kind of refuge.
When it was over and done with, the temple was destroyed along with the creatures that had been indigenous to the area for tens of thousands of years.
Eden was gone.
* * *
The apex predator swung its raptor-like claw at Savage’s feet and missed, the point of its talon scoring the rock below him with a deep groove.
Alyssa gave all she had to move as quickly as she could, but her Herculean effort wasn’t enough as she fell short, the Prisca quickly closing the gap.
Savage swung the blade of his KA-BAR, the point striking and dragging across the snout of the lizard, making a score of his own. The Megalania Prisca roared and shook its wide frill in agitation. It swung its talon once again, and once again scored the stone.
The opening was fifteen feet away. The sun had almost set.
And then a series of muffled pops sounded off in the distance.
…Whump… Whump… Whump…
The cavern began to tremble violently as concussive waves rippled their way through, shaking the area with the intensity of a high-scale earthquake. Stones within the walls began to loosen, dust from the ceiling cascaded downward, and the earth began to shift.
John lost his knife, the KA-BAR bouncing and skipping off the rocks and landing by a grouping of stalagmites. With his free hand he grabbed a hold of stones not completely stable against the wall. Alyssa hugged herself close to the wall as pebbles and stones peppered her from above.
The waves grew worse. And then the instability of the stones and the weight of the beast were too much for the wall to handle. The rocks gave way and the beast fell, the predator peeling away from the wall and falling to the floor below.
Since the tips of the stalactites were blunted they did not impale the creature, but snapped like chalk sticks beneath its weight as it landed on them. Shaking its head to gather itself, it then looked up at Alyssa and Savage and cried out in bestial rage.
Then the ceiling cracked and separated as running fissures raced across the earthen ceiling above them. Chunks of rock began to fall, the earth imploding from above and pouring downward like the sands of an hourglass.
The creature roared as it was being buried alive, its anger gone as self-preservation kicked in. Sand and stone poured downward, the roof of the cavern collapsing as Alyssa Moore and John Savage continued to cling tightly against the wall.
The only thing visible of the creature was its head, the rest buried as the level of the sand continued to sift downward to cover the creature in its entirety. It squirmed. It cried out. It did all it could do to pry itself free.
And then the entire ceiling gave, the weight of countless tons falling on the creature and snuffing out its life.
When the earth stopped shaking, Alyssa opened her eyes. What was once an opening the size of a manhole was now the rim of a crater. She could see the entire sky, and the transition of colors that marked the moment of an approaching sunset. At that moment she thought it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.
They labored and finally made it to the surface. John aided Alyssa onto level ground far from the crater’s edge. “Are you all right?” he asked.
She fell into his embrace. And John Savage gladly accepted her. He then gazed off to the horizon. It was going to be next to impossible to walk through the desert with Alyssa and her injury — the distance incredibly far, especially with no water.
She pulled back from him. “Now what? You know I can’t walk.”
“Then I’ll carry you. Maybe we’ll get lucky and come across shepherds or something.”
She feigned a sad smile. “Thank you, John. Thank you for not leaving me behind when you could have.”
“I told you. I’m a man. And men are irrational.” Her sad smile was replaced by a real one. “All right,” he said. “I can carry you on my back through the night. It’ll be cooler that way—”
“You won’t have to carry her at all,” said a voice from behind.
When Savage turned to confront the voice, he saw a heavily armed contingent of soldiers.
* * *
Leviticus was angry beyond words. He had been assured that no one was going to get hurt in the mission but certain aspects of the assignment had been omitted by papal intention.
When the chopper lifted them to safety and Alyssa’s ankle had been attended to, Savage explained everything to Leviticus regarding the temple of Eden from the moment of his agreement to follow through with Alyssa’s assassination to the moment of their escape. He left nothing out.
Leviticus looked at Alyssa, and then leaned forward into Savage’s ear. “I see you missed your target,” he whispered, smiling lasciviously. “Especially when she’s ten feet away from you.” When he spoke he did so in jest, taking a jab at Savage.
Savage smiled. “Loyalty above all else,” he said, “except honor.” And then: “You were right, Leviticus. There’s more than just duty to others. There’s also duty to one’s self.”
He agreed. “To know the difference between right and wrong, John, is to know honor.”
Savage looked at Alyssa, who was toying with the bandages around her ankle. She was oblivious to their discussion. “Pope Leo was wrong,” he told Leviticus.
“Leo was afraid. And when men are afraid, they become lost.”
Like me? thought Savage. The way I was lost?
“But he’ll find himself,” said Leviticus. “Good men usually do before it’s too late.”
Savage leaned his head back and listened to the rotors, the sound eventually lulling him to sleep.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The Following Day
Kahramanmaras Sutcu Imam University Hospital
Southeast Turkey
Alyssa Moore was lying in bed with her foot and ankle elevated. John Savage took a seat next to her on his visitation, his face having a few nicks and cuts, the vestiges of their journey together.
It was confirmed by x-ray that she had a minor break, a hairline fracture, and would need to spend another day at the hospital. She smiled at him. “You come here to kill me?”
He barked a quick laugh. It was wonderful how they could now look back on something so horrible and view it with humor. He raised his hand in a facsimile of a handgun, cocked his thumb, then said, “Bang.”
She fell back into her pillow with her hands over her chest, feigning death.
“So how are you feeling?” he asked in seriousness.
“I get to leave tomorrow. But you know me.”
“You want to leave now.”
“Exactly. I think they’re keeping me here to pump up the bill. What do you think?”
He winked at her. “Who wouldn’t want to keep you?” There was a pause between them, the mood growing serious. “Hall’s alive,” he told her. “He made it out somehow.”
“I know,” she said. “Adskhan told me.”
“You know he’s a threat to us, don’t you? We know about his illegal museum of stolen antiquities aboard his yacht, and his authorization to have Noah and Montario killed.”
She allowed her head to fall back into the pillow, her eyes staring upward.
“He knows we’re alive,” he added. “Your return here has made the news in a big way. The girl who discovered Eden,” he said, flexing his fingers in a gesturing form of quotations.
“Except there is no Eden and nobody believes me.”
“Except for Obsidian Hall, who I’m sure will do everything in his power to keep his little secret safe.”
She looked Savage directly in the eyes and saw intent. “What are you going to do?” she asked him.
“What should have been done a long time ago to a man like him.”
“Don’t hurt him.”
He grabbed her hand gently within his. “Listen. Hall is a man of notorious breed and will do anything to protect his empire. Right now you and I stand in his way and he will do anything in his power to make things right for him. Well, not this time,” he told her firmly. “People like Montario or Noah will never have to fear a man like him again. Good people. People like you.”
She wanted to ask him so many questions. But she didn’t want to hear the truth, either.
He stood.
“Where are you going?”
“I got a few errands to run,” he said, tracing the edge of his finger along the side of her face. She grabbed his hand and held it to her cheek. His heart pounded.
“Be careful,” was all she said.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be back.”
“I’ll be at the Göbekli Tepe site tomorrow.”
“I’ll be gone a few days. But I’ll see you there.”
“Promise?”
He nodded and smiled, showing his rows of teeth. “I promise,” he said.
And then he was gone.
The Vatican
Vatican City
After a long and arduous day, the pontiff returned to the papal chamber only to find John Savage sitting in a chair, waiting.
After closing the door behind him, the pontiff looked questioningly at Savage, then to the door, then back to Savage. “How did you get by the Swiss Guard?”
“You know who I am,” he told him levelly. “You know my skills.”
“That I do,” he said, and then he took a seat opposite him. “I’m glad you’re all right.”
“No thanks to you, I understand. You knew where I was.”
“I wasn’t sure, since you disappeared off the SIV’s grid. But I surmised.”
“So you thought it best to tie everything up, regardless of the potential loss of life?”
“I did what I thought was best for the interests of the Church,” he returned. “And not a moment goes by that I don’t agonize over that decision. Not one.”
There was an awkward pause between them, the men facing off before the pontiff noticed Savage’s lack of attire. “You’re not wearing your collar,” he said.
“That’s because I surrendered it to the clutches of someone who needed it more than I did.”
“So, are you here for retribution?”
John waved a dismissive hand. “Of course not.”
“Then why are you here?”
“Just to tell you that I believe I know what you’re afraid of. And that I’m alive to tell the tale, if need be.”
“Eden no longer exists. And no one will believe you if the related allusions as to what lie within those crypts were real.”
“You mean Adam and Eve?” The pontiff’s jaw dropped. “That’s right,” said Savage. “You destroyed the crypts of Adam and Eve. More so, I had the opportunity to look upon them before you had the place leveled.”
“Adam and…” His words trailed.
“And Eve.
“No,” he whispered in distress.
John, however, omitted the deformities. “How will God look down upon you now?”
“I thought I was doing… what needed to be done.”
“Including the murder of an innocent woman?”
The pope looked at him with the appearance of a man who had aged exponentially over the past few days. “I’m glad you’re all right,” he uttered. “And I’m certainly glad that you didn’t follow through by hurting Ms. Moore.”
“I almost did more than just hurt her.”
“I understand that. I also understand that you were dutifully following my instructions in the name of the Church, which I take full responsibility for. My poor decision making, John, has cast me forever in a shadow in which I may have condemned my soul to the Lake of Fire. Please believe me when I say that a minute doesn’t go by where I don’t wonder about it. And I hope you can forgive me for my horrible transgressions.”
“Forgive?” He smiled. He recalled the moment when he told Alyssa that her forgiveness would mean a lot to him, and she granted it, seeing a good man beneath the hard-shelled exterior. “I came here looking for direction in search for inner peace, a salvation. But I didn’t find it — at least not here. My salvation came in the form of the one hundred pound woman you sent me to kill in order to hide a secret. And in the end she forgave me for my transgressions. The moment she did, I felt a wonderful uplifting I thought was impossible. So, Your Holiness, please be assured that you have my forgiveness.”
The pontiff’s face seemed to melt with relief, but not entirely.
“I believe you were frightened at the prospect of the discovery and acted in desperation to protect the interests of the Church because that’s what your position demands of you. You’re not an evil person by any stretch of the imagination, but simply misguided by a moment of poor judgment.”
“Nevertheless, I made the decision. And because of it, despite your forgiveness of my lack of ruling in this matter, I wonder if I will achieve the right to enter the world of Light and Loving Spirits.”
“A wise man just told me that a truly repentant man is a good man. And a good man will always find his way.”
“You’re talking about Leviticus, aren’t you?”
“I am.”
“Leviticus is a good man who has more right to sit upon the papal throne than I do at this moment.”
Savage feigned a smile and stood.
“I assume that I won’t be seeing you anymore?”
“You assume right,” he replied.
“Before you leave,” said Pope Leo. “Tell me, what were they like? What did you see?”
“I saw something that will never be seen again,” he said. “I saw… revelation.”
And then he left the chamber.

CHAPTER FORTY

Aboard the Seafarer
Three Miles off the Coast of Izmir, Turkey
Upon his immediate arrival at the hospital, while he was being was treated for dehydration, Hall had his two gorillas stand sentinel at the hospital door. Not because of his personal welfare, but to guard the content in his backpack.
When he returned to the Seafarer, which was waiting for him three miles from the Turkey shoreline and somewhere in the Aegean Sea, he had placed his treasure inside a glass case and had it hermitically sealed, which meant that oxygen had to be pumped out and argon gas pumped into the container to preserve the material.
For almost two hours, he sat across the glass casing admiring his priceless trove with a crystal tumbler of expensive cognac in his hand. It was, without a doubt, his greatest treasure.
“Leave it to you to do something as heinous as that,” said a familiar voice.
Hall bolted from the expensive couch. John Savage was standing at the doorway wearing a neoprene suit. His face held the outlines of a diver’s mask that had been fitted tightly. In his hand was a firearm and attached suppressor.
“Savage,” was all he said. “So, you survived after all. And here I am thinking that it was only Ms. Moore who made it out since the news media never made mention of you, just her.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.”
“Not so,” he said. “I’ll enjoy watching you being killed, as much as I will her. A man such as I can never leave loose ends, you know.”
“I concur, which is why I’m here — to tie up loose ends.”
Hall sniggered. “You’re aboard the Seafarer,” he told him. “Trust me. No matter how you got on board, you were seen.”
“I know that.”
“Then you also know that my men most likely have a weapon trained on you as we speak. But I will say this: I’m surprised you got this far.”
It was Savage’s moment to smile. “You mean those two apes of yours that are probably touching down at the bottom of the ocean right about now?”
Hall’s smile vanished. “What?”
“Your two goons. You know — the big guys. They’re lying at the bottom of the Aegean Sea.”
“You killed them?”
“Well, I wasn’t going to let them kill me. That wouldn’t have been right.”
Hall was stunned, frightened. “What are you going to do?” he asked.
“What should have been done a long time ago,” he answered. “Sit down.”
Hall did as he was told. Savage moved into the room with his firearm pointed at Hall’s chest. “Don’t worry about the rest of your crew,” he added, “They’re fine. They’ve taken the smaller boats to safety.”
“You know I have lots of money. I can pay you. And I won’t harm Ms. Moore. You have my word on that.”
“Your word? Hall, I wouldn’t believe anything that came out of your mouth even if your tongue was notarized.”
“So you’re here to kill me, then?”
“Actually, I’m not. I’m here because I want you to live long enough to watch something,” he said. “And then I’ll let nature take its course.”
“Nature?”
Savage looked at the glass case and to what was inside it. With a fluid motion, he leaned over the top of the glass and smashed it with the butt of his pistol. Hall shot to his feet. Savage quickly pressed the mouth of the barrel against Hall’s forehead. “Sit!” he said.
Hall did so, slowly and begrudgingly. “And what will you do with that?”
“Share it,” he said. “Unlike you. I assume you have something for me to carry this in?” Hall didn’t answer. “No matter. I’ll find something.” Savage placed the firearm in his shoulder holster, and withdrew his knife. “Give me your arm.”
“What?”
Savage took a step forward, grabbed Hall’s wrist, displayed the openness of his forearm, and drew the blade across the flesh, paring it. Hall screamed as he pulled his arm away, cradling it.
“Nature,” commented Savage. “It’s what you deserve.”
“What are you talking about?”
Savage kept his smile of malicious amusement. “Some men can never be forgiven for what they have done,” he said, pulling out a small, burnished metallic box from a side pocket. “And you’re one of them.”
“What are you going to do?”
“What am I going to do? I’m going to destroy your world, Hall. Everything in here, your lifetime achievement of stealing, your private little niche, your comfort zone, came at the cost of how many lives?” He held the metallic box up, his thumb on a switch.
“That’s not what I think it is, is it?”
“Probably.” When he flipped the switch a series of muffled pops went off in succession.
…One, two, three…
…Whump… Whump… Whump…
Hall cocked his head. “What was that?”
“The sound of your life going down like a sinking ship.”
Halls eyes started. “No!” He stood and threw himself into frenzy as he bled out onto the Berber carpet, not caring. He ran from item to item, from treasure to treasure as the ship began to list toward the starboard side.
When he turned to confront Savage, the man was gone, and so was the item Hall most cherished. “SAVAGE!”
Items fell from their displays and plinths and mounts as the yacht canted to the right. Obsidian Hall stood by and watched his life slip away. As he stood there, his arm bled, the blood dripping in a steady beat against the floor.
After rationalizing that nothing could be saved, he ran for the decks. The yacht was empty as Savage had stated. The safety boats adrift. The moment the boat listed dangerously far to the right, he dived into the water and swam as far away as he could from the suction as the ship was being drawn down.
From a distance, he began to thread water, watching his yacht settle on its starboard side a moment before its stern sank, the shift causing the bow to rise above the surface, and then it was gone, leaving nothing in its wake but a vortex of frothing bubbles.
“You’re a dead man, Savage,” he said to himself. “And then more loudly and at the top of his lungs. “You’re a dead man!”
And that’s when he saw them, the two dorsal fins of the bull sharks heading right at him. He raised his injured arm; saw the blood coursing from the wound. A shark could smell a drop of blood from hundreds of yards away and hone in to the very spot. The fins were cutting a quick swath across the surface of the water, closing in.
Nature, he thought. Savage said he would allow Nature to take its course. And just as that thought occurred to him, the bull sharks converged and tore Hall apart until he was nothing more than bits and pieces of chum.
* * *
Alyssa was back at the Göbekli Tepe site wearing a boot cast on her ankle. Mobility was tough along the rises and falls of the terrain, but she managed.
Inside her tent she was documenting her latest finds at the dig, correlating the bas-relief carvings against the temple pillars to the constellations of the sky, with Heaven and Earth having a symbiotic relationship with one another — the creatures upon the land, the stars overhead.
“They said you were hard at study.”
Alyssa turned to see Savage enter the tent. In his hand was a backpack. When she got to her feet, she nearly tripped in the attempt.
“Careful,” he said, letting the flap fall behind him. He could tell by the way her eyes lit up, by the way she smiled, that she was glad to see him at a level that was much higher than platonic.
“You came back,” she said.
“I told you I would.”
She drew closer. Their eyes met. And then she fell into his embrace. He never felt warmer or so uplifted. He knew he was free. As he allowed her to pull away he showed her the backpack. “I got this from Hall’s yacht,” he said.
“I heard about the Seafarer sinking. It appears that Hall’s missing. I don’t suppose you know anything about that, do you?”
“No.” And then: “Maybe.” And then: “Yes. But we can discuss this later. Right now I want to show you something.”
He walked to her table, lay the backpack down, and unzipped it. “Hall had this in his collection,” he said. “I couldn’t allow him to have it, at least not with so many questions that need to be answered.” When he opened the pack Alyssa brought her hands to her chest and gasped.
Staring back at her was the head of Adam.
* * *
“Apparently he had enough presence of mind to take the head as I was jumping into the hole to escape,” he said.
She reached in and grabbed the head with such care; Savage thought she was paying homage to it. And perhaps she was, he considered, and rightfully so as she placed the head down onto the sparse area of the desktop.
The skin was brown and waxy, the orbital area of the eyes were malformed with its lids having sunk into the orbital sockets, covering them like a blanket. The area where the head had been lifted from the body by Hall was a clean cut. “Hall should have let it be,” she said softly.
“I agree. But it would have been far worse if he was allowed to keep it under display.”
She traced her fingers gently across the skull with an adoring touch. And then: “Alyssa, don’t you at least want to know the truth?”
“I already know the truth,” she said.
“One DNA test,” he said. “That’s all it will take to find his true origin. Our true origin.”
“I already know the truth,” she repeated.
“Alyssa, come on — so many questions. The truth is literally at your fingertips.” She remained quiet, her fingers running along the malformed curvatures of the skull. “How do you explain the creation of a temple created entirely of black silica, a substance found halfway around the planet?”
“Eden was at the head of four major waterways,” she said. “It was the first true hub of an advanced civilization where the waterways became the center of a shipping trade. The silica was a mineral of trade for cultural goods that eventually spanned the globe from the ports of Egypt to Mesoamerica, where some of these cultures share similar aspects of architecture and text.”
“Even you have doubts, Alyssa. I know you do, which is why I brought this to you. Just one test.” He could tell that she was warring with herself. “What would your father have done?”
She turned on him fiercely. “I’m not my father!”
He held his hands up in surrender and backed away. “That wasn’t fair, I know. But still,” he pointed to the skull, “the truth lies in front of us.”
She reached out, grabbed him by the shirt, and pulled him close. “I’m sorry,” she told him contritely. “I’ll never be like my father. He was a special man.”
He stroked her hair gently. “And you’re a special woman, Alyssa, so don’t sell yourself short. If you want to seek the truth, then the opportunity lies before you. I won’t pressure you to do anything you don’t want to. This is your call.”
Yeah, she thought. This is my call.
She sighed.
* * *
Alyssa Moore had driven to an area that was abysmally barren and about four miles away from the Göbekli Tepe site. She was alone, having taken the Jeep.
As she parked and exited the driver’s side, the wind jumpstarted dust devils, little funnel clouds, to gyrate across the landscape, kicking up dust. She hobbled to the Jeep’s rear, grabbed a shovel and backpack, and made her way to a spot where she stabbed the spade of the shovel into the desert sand. From there she dug a deep hole, about four feet down, such labor coming easy to her from years of working diligently at sites.
When she was finished, she looked skyward and wiped a hand across her brow. The sun was behind a series of scudding clouds, the temperature not as hot as it could be — a blessing. She then got her GPS unit, found her exact location, and logged it into the unit’s memory banks. Some things were never meant to be understood, she thought. And then she carefully laid the backpack into the hole with reverence along with the Photostat pages taken from her father’s journal.
After filling in the hole, after tapping the earth hard against the surface with the flat of the blade, she tossed the shovel in the Jeep, started it up, and made her way back to Göbekli Tepe; the only person who knew the whereabouts of Adam’s remains.

EPILOGUE

Ankara, Turkey
Alyssa looked stunningly beautiful dressed up in a gown that embraced and accentuated her lithe frame. Her hair was flowing with wreaths of light dancing along her crown from the reflection of the overhead lamp that shined down onto their dinner table.
John Savage was equally charismatic in dress wearing a tux. His hair was conservatively cut, not a fiber out of place, and the features of his eyes held a certain glow to them. They were reaching across the table, their hands cupped, waiting for the first course of a Turkish dinner.
“You didn’t do it, did you?”
She shook her head. “I couldn’t.”
“Well, I guess there are more important issues.”
“Like what?”
He couldn’t think of any.
“I’m a scientist,” she told him. “I search for facts. But by doing what I did… I let the entire scientific community down.”
But he heard something riding the wave of her voice, so he led her on. “But?”
“But some things were never meant to be found as Montario said. I really believe that.”
“Are you happy with what you did?”
“I think so, yes.”
“You think so?”
She reconsidered. “I know so.”
“Then if you believe what you did was right and no one was hurt by this, then that’s all that matters.”
She nodded. “And what about you?” she asked.
“What about me?”
“You’re unemployed.”
“There’re jobs. I’m not totally without skills, you know.”
“Really?”
He smiled “Really.”
“Well, I know of an archeological institute looking to hire someone. But he needs to be skilled in certain labors.”
“Such as?”
“Are you open for an interview, John Savage?”
“It all depends. Are there perks?”
She smiled. “Good ones,” she said.
“Then interview away.”
She leaned back and squared her shoulders, then giggled after she realized how silly she was acting. “Mr. Savage, have you ever used a pickaxe?”
“No. But I’ve seen one before.”
“Have you ever worked at an archeological site?”
“Never.”
“What does ‘stratigraphy’ mean?”
“I haven’t a clue.”
“Where is the ‘Valley of the Kings’ located?”
“Are we talking about the Sacramento Kings?”
She smiled. “You know something, John Savage?”
“What?”
They leaned across the table and kissed each other, the two finally breaking away with reluctance.
“You’re hired.”
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