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Аннотация
Billionaire explorer David Purdue accidentally steals the wrong relic from under the nose of an old foe, archaeologist Prof. Rita Medley. What he doesn’t know, however, is that her husband, who is always by her side, is part of the mafia family Cosa Nostra and harbors some secrets of his own.
Meanwhile, investigative journalist Sam Cleave learns that the daughter of his best friend, MI6 agent Patrick Smith, has been abducted from her home. Patrick blames his involvement with Sam Cleave and Dave Purdue for his daughter's kidnapping. But Sam, investigating the kidnappings, realizes that the young girl is but one of seven girls taken from all over Europe. What they’ve been kidnapped for, is the awful question.
When Prof. Medley and her unsavory husband track Purdue down for the relic he stole, Purdue cuts a deal with them to help locate the Vault of Hercules, an arcane legend known only to those who have possessed the stolen relic before. Historian Dr. Nina Gould accompanies Purdue, Cleave, and Prof. Medley's people on an expedition to Greece to find the vault, which reputedly alters regular children into proverbial demigods. But both Prof. Medley's husband and Sam have hidden agendas fueling their reasons for locating the chamber.
Sam finds out that the abduction of the girls is linked to the search for the vault, but will he be able to save the children without exposing his mission? Time is running out for the kidnapped girls, while the expedition party barely functions in the midst of all the distrust and danger. Will they be able to make it to Greece on time to discover the Vault of Hercules before falling prey to forces on their tracks?

A word from the author: Hello and thank you for your interest in my book. It has come to my attention that some people have been mistaking my books for those written by the famous author duo Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child. This is not the case. I wish to clarify that I am not, by any means, related to Douglas Preston or Lincoln Child, Lee Child or any other author called Preston Child. I hope this clears up the confusion.

The Vault of Hercules leads the reader on a roller-coaster ride in search of a legend. Packed with breathtaking suspense and nerve-shredding action, The Vault of Hercules is a thrilling read for all fans of action, suspense, and intrigue.


Preston W. Child
The Vault of Hercules


Chapter 1

“You know, Nina, whoever created tight jeans had your ass in mind,” the grinning, red-haired trainer said to Dr. Gould. “If I may be so bold.”
“You may not,” she bit back, although there was plenty of appreciative humor in her tone.
Two young wrestlers smiled like fools from behind their coach, no more than twenty years of age and clearly not accustomed to such a forceful lass occupying such a delectable body. Coach Weland had told them in confidence that she was old enough to be their mother — just — only lending more to her appeal. Her dark eyes flashed rapidly into the glares of the young men, rendering them instantly impotent from her intimidation. With bowed heads they sauntered towards the changing rooms without looking back.
“I see you still have that… that thing… you do,” Coach Weland chuckled.
“What thing is that?” Nina asked as she grabbed her towel from the bench where she had just completed her last forced reps.
“That death stare you were oh-so-generous with in high school. Remember? Geez, it was like a punch to the gut back then.” He cocked his head with attitude and sighed as he grazed his abdomen with a sliding hand. “But back then I didn’t have a washboard iron gut.”
Nina giggled in amusement, raising an eyebrow. “Now, now, Weland. We both know I aim for the sweet spot,” she said in a husky drawl. The sexy historian came really close to the coach and placed the tip of her index finger right between his eyes. “Right… there.”
He merely smiled, unable to think of a smooth retort. Nina Gould had never been easy to impress, and it seemed that the trait had only grown stronger with age. With a dumb grin he said, “Touché.”
Nina almost felt sorry for him, but instead of saying so she only winked and walked across the floor of the free weight section of the gym to punish her glutes on the Smith machine, towel-over-shoulder. She could feel his stare burning into her. “And stop looking at my ass, Steven!” she said loudly without looking back.
“What ever do you mean?” he asked.
Nina pointed diagonally in front of her to her left, “I can see you in the wall of mirrors, Coach.”
Her condescending manner was highly amusing to the body builders training around them, sending Steven Weland off the section with a light jog and a mute mouth. He descended the stairs to the cardio area where the whirring din of spinning stationary wheels serenaded the babbling of housewives and teenagers socializing. Above it all, the bad techno pulsed monotonously while patrons stared at overhead flat screens like comatose drones just beyond the cycles. It sporadically gave way to the sounds of the aqua trainer's whistles in the echoing cavern of the indoor pool.
“Excuse me, but I haven’t seen you around here before,” a rather attractive, steroid fanatic announced.
Really? Nina thought. Is that your opening line? Jesus, the single life is pitiful, especially around here.
“No, you haven't,” she half-smiled, annoyed. Nina was trying to adjust the uncomfortable hooks of the bar onto a lower setting and did not need distraction.
“Are you local?” he asked as he gripped the bar and pulled it off the hooks for her. “Where do you want it?”
Nina bit her lip. “Um, two down. Thanks.”
Seeing her expression, he quickly set the hooks and said, “Oh, please don't think I don't think you can do it yourself. It's out of chivalry, not to patronize you.”
Good one, she thought.
“Of course, these days most ladies see chivalry as some form of chauvinism. There is just no place for blokes who simply want to assist…” he continued.
“Listen, I appreciate the help. Really, I do,” Nina said as amicably as she could during a brush-off. “But I’m here to train, contrary to what people think most lassies do with the weights up here. I really didn’t come here to chat. If you don't mind?”
He stepped back, feeling a bit stumped. “Of course. Of course, I understand. Well,” he said sincerely as he started moving away, “if you need a spotter, just yell. I'm Colin.”
“Will do,” she winced as she ducked under the parallel bar and pressed it up onto her shoulders. “Bye now, Colin.”
“Bye,” he replied reluctantly, still considering just asking her name since his hint hadn’t received a reply. Nina smiled as she watched the bulky blond man join two others on the leg press machine. Their cackles betrayed his ridicule among his pals.
As she completed her third repetition, her eyes wandered to the window to appreciate the cool rain over the Quartermile developments in Edinburgh. It had been only three months since she’d almost died while serving as guest lecturer at St. Vincent's Academy in Hook, a small town in northern Hampshire. Since then, she’d rejected medical treatment and elected to heal her body the way in which she did everything else — her way.
She’d recovered remarkably, past her previous good health, to attain her current state of obsessive training. Feeling better and gaining weight to a healthy level was addictive. Nina could never be big, but her petite physique remained intimidating, especially since she discovered the glorious, yet painful pleasures of bodybuilding. She was not hell-bound on spiking her testosterone by using steroid stacks to imitate She-Hulk or anything, but Nina found that hitting the weights hard was a shortcut to feeling stronger than ever and enjoying the effects of a faster metabolism. Above all, this fitness regime offered her a challenge. There was, after all, only so much one could do with cardiovascular conditioning, and Nina had not been blessed with the virtue of patience.
Her thighs burned under the intensity of her eleventh deep squat, and Nina dared not pay attention to the immense strain that had her knees buckling dangerously. Puffing unusually hard, she drew the short-lived attention of some of the males nearby, but fortunately managed to push her way up well enough to feign an effortless feat. As soon as they returned to their training, she hooked the bar for a break.
Breathing deeply, Nina smelled the fresh scent of fabric softener on her towel as she buried her face in it. She stood for several seconds like that, just catching her breath. When she finally peeked over her towel, the world on the other side of the window seemed like another realm to her. She was certain by the looks of the gray buildings and wet droplets racing down the windows that everything was different out there. In contrast to the cold wind, pattering downpour and wetness outside, the interior of the health club had temperature control, vibrant colors and something some could construe as music.
“How terribly apt,” Nina pondered softly, walking to the widow while sipping from her water bottle. The contrast of the two worlds occupying one space fascinated her. Nina had often wondered if anything was real anymore, for this very observation. Two people could occupy the same room of an establishment, she thought, and have completely different problems, lives, vocations, et cetera. She found it eternally intriguing, the way in which things could be great for one person and utterly horrendous for another, even while they were surrounded by the same things in the company of the same people.
“Are you done with this machine?” a mature voice asked from the direction of the Smith torture rack she’d been using. Nina swung around from the sudden address and found a man behind her with a most peculiar appearance. It almost had her dumbstruck, but she didn’t know why.
“Aye,” she replied, trying to smile in order to conceal her shock. “Go ahead.”
“Much obliged,” the man said, nodding and proceeding to set up the heavy discs on the sides of the machine. Although his response to her had been courteous, it had held no sign of congeniality. Not that it mattered much in this environment of mingling strangers, but Nina found his entire presence ice cold. He fascinated her. Towering at over 6'7”, his bald head only drew considerably more attention to his frigid eyes.
His voice did not suit him. It was thin in tone and very raspy, reminiscent of an old narration from a 1940s film noir. Apart from his voice, the rest of him seemed like a three-dimensional replica of a villain from a science-fiction graphic novel, complete with a sick pinkish scar dripping jaggedly from his temple to his jaw. Elongated musculature erroneously marked him as stringy and weak. Nina was astounded at how easily he lifted the bar while it carried a dozen large steel discs on each side. She pretended to admire the streets below the second level window while her dark eyes haunted the mirror to observe him.
Even the body builders and power-lifters present had wandering stares, some even ceasing their sets to make sure that they saw what they thought they saw as the tall man pumped out rep after rep until Nina had counted close to thirty. She looked at the other men and caught the eye of the chivalrous babbler she’d sent off earlier. He, too, vaguely shook his head at her to convey a similar disbelief and Nina gave him a widening eye to confirm that she agreed.
As the strange man hooked the bar for a rest, all the people in the weights section snapped back into what they’d been doing. They didn’t want him to know that they’d been watching his unusual ability in awe and risk making the man so uncomfortable that he’d want to leave. He was simply too interesting, even to the coach and some of the other personal trainers leering from afar.
“It could be Samson, you know, after his bint cut his locks, aye?” one of the overweight football bullies remarked quietly a few feet from Nina. She chewed her lips in an effort not to laugh and dropped her eyes to the floor as the man stepped under the bar once more. Once more the peculiar man punched out a full set without much effort as the others watched surreptitiously in the vast mirrors while continuing their own feeble attempts.
Nina was impressed, but she would never show it. After all, her own recovery from a skeletal shadow to a staunch and symmetrical specimen was quite the feat as well. Considering the short frame of time it had taken her to build up her body to look like a minuscule Amazon, what she had accomplished had been nothing short of a miracle. But that was of no consequence here. She eventually tired of staring at the extraordinary man and made her way to the triceps machine. Gripping the handles, she pressed them down, going through the motions she’d been training so hard to do correctly these past months few months.
Yet something urged her to look up at him again. Through the cables and the sliding of the flat weight slabs Nina noticed that the strange man's water bottle contained something milky, unlike most water bottles the gym rats filled with their water bottles with. It perplexed her. What could be inside? Could that be what made him unnaturally strong, defying all rules of physiology? The buff little historian had to investigate.
How does one procure a bottle from under the nose of a patron at the gym without them realizing that it was missing? she wondered as she pushed the heavy weights downward, burning up her triceps. In fact, she was so distracted with this thought that she didn’t even notice when she exceeded her set. The bald man changed his weights again, leaving the peculiar liquid unattended. Nina had to act quickly, so she resorted to the prerogative of beautiful women — beguilement.
She looked toward the group of young men she’d previously shrugged off and singled out the babbler. His eyes instantly found her glare and Nina smiled. “Hey, Colin, could you do me a huge favor?”

Chapter 2

“Get the pulleys up! Get the pulleys… no, the rope things above you, dammit!” Purdue hollered through the cloud of dust that engulfed him. His helpers, four Egyptian men, scurried to keep him from being eaten up by the tumbling mountain, on which he was hanging down the throat of a gaping mouth of rock and sand. Under him everything exploded in debris and the cracking of splitting rocks as he grasped the rope tied to his flimsy harness. As the mouth closed around his dwarfed frame, collapsing from a probe gone wrong, Purdue's men finally hoisted him up rapidly enough to escape the cave-in, but gracefully enough not to have the old rope snapping from the sudden upward jerk.
Purdue's face was a plain canvas of powdery basalt of the earth upon which Aksum had been built thousands of years before, apparently angered by the disturbance of its sleep. His brown cargo pants and slightly over-sized shirt allowed for some free movement, but very little in the way of protection. Spitting profusely to expel the wetter bulk of the sand grains between his jaws, he dared to look through the obscured spectacles he’d miraculously kept on his nose during the ordeal. Peering from under the bottom frame of his glasses he could see that the wicked soil had swallowed the view.
Beneath him, the cavern that his men had meticulously been digging for the past few weeks had been drowned in the basalt deposits of Ethiopia's ancient earth. “Shit,” Purdue said to himself as he watched the once majestic hole diminish like the iris of an eye before closing up into nothing more than a disheveled patch of ground. From the height he was dangling from, Dave Purdue surveyed the damage to his part-discovery. “What a bloody waste of time and blood and sweat.”
“Yes — of others. Must be soul-consuming to lament the loss of labors performed by others so that you can just show up and bugger up the whole lot, hey?” someone yakked from somewhere behind the still floating fog of dust.
“Oh God,” Purdue hissed through his clenched jaws, not from disdain or annoyance, but the familiar voice no doubt proved that a third degree in morality between archaeologists and historians and other such nonsense was now due. “What do you want, Medley?”
Professor Medley was standing with her hands on her hips, waiting for the sweaty Egyptians to lower their temporary master safely. A dark-haired woman in her fifties, she had been a senior in the same league as Purdue while they were still fighting for a feature in the Scientific Journal of London and the infamous Metaphysics and Mythos Experiment, a tabloid for the snobs and lunatics of antique sciences.
“Why don't you stick to your inventions, Q?” she scoffed in amused gloating.
“Stout words coming from a Glasgow princess who cannot tell the difference between a mathematical model and a law,” Purdue snapped in between spits and moistening his lips with his tongue.
“Semantics,” she replied. “Like monolith and megalith is to you, I suppose. This was such a promising archaeological site, Purdue, and now it’s been reduced to a mole’s heap. Well done.”
“It was down there,” he argued as his feet lightly met the ground. As he fumbled with his harness, he gave her a steely eye. “The geo-sonar mapped it. I shall simply start over.”
“You shouldn't,” she advised rather dismissively, perusing the chaos sewn by the billionaire explorer and his ideals. “Why can't you just leave history be, Purdue?”
He dusted himself off. Purdue gawked at the thorn in his side with astonished perplexity. “Excuse me? You’re an archaeologist, Rita! Talk about leaving history be! Talk about letting sleeping dogs lie! You make a living unearthing history.”
“That’s not what I meant. I was referring to a selective and informed choice of plundering,” she said, shrugging.
Purdue was speechless. Her words bordered on lunacy.
Then he laughed at her audacity. “So, now you’re selectively daft? You’re a hypocrite now too?”
“Bigot,” she admitted.
“Spot on, dear,” he remarked as he shook his right leg to liberate it from the flaccid harness. “The Orthodox church proclaimed that the Ark of the Covenant was housed here in Aksum. All we have to do is extend the permits and try again. The megalith…”
“Monolith, Purdue,” she sighed.
“Whatever, Medley. It marked the location of the clandestine chapel reputed to hold the Ark,” he insisted, keeping his voice low. After all, if Medley was there, chances were that the vultures had begun to circle.
“Then why don't they corroborate their claims?” she asked.
“Because they will never relinquish it,” he replied. “But just to know that it is there…”
She turned to him with an alarm that only showed in her eyes; her voice remained steady.
“Listen, Purdue. What would happen if the Ark were discovered? What would happen if any of these powerful relics were to live up to their reputation?” she asked urgently.
Purdue stepped closer to Medley and smiled. “I know for a fact that most of them do live up to their hype, my dear Rita. First hand. And I know this because I was tenacious enough to relentlessly pursue these items at all costs.”
She shook her head with a wry smile. He had proven himself to be just as greedy as she’d reckoned before. “And tell me, Purdue… were all your losses financial?”
The question slammed into him, but he refused to show it. “Losses were recovered, even though it took some time to remedy. All losses are recoverable if you have wealth.”
Prof. Medley stared in silence at her old adversary. “I think,” she said softly, “not even you believe what you just said.”
She was correct. Purdue did not mean what he said and his ploy to brush off the hurt of almost killing his beloved Dr. Nina Gould just cost him again. Medley was right. There were penalties far higher than that which could be sated by money or reputation, and he had certainly lost his fair share of both. However, losing his reputation as a carefree man-about-town was of little matter to him. Although he had gradually lost his credibility as a serious scientist and inventor along with many of his friends and colleagues from his inner sanctum, Purdue felt more fulfilled by chasing after dangerous artifacts and paying the price for his success than he ever did as a philanthropic bachelor at fund raisers and university board parties.
“What are you doing here, by the way?” he asked Medley. “Come to punch me in the gonads?”
“Oh,” she chuckled, “don't flatter yourself, Dave. As a matter of fact, I’m of the opinion that those gonads you so lovingly refer to are a myth in themselves. But I shall leave those expeditions to the more desperate variety of my gender.”
He smiled. “Now, who is flattering herself?”
“Rita! Rita!” a man called from the ridge behind Prof. Medley. Purdue cleaned his glasses to better observe the short, red-faced man yelling at the professor as he trotted hastily towards them. “What did I tell you about leaving your goddamn tools lying around?” He was limping, one hand holding one shoe while the bloody bare foot burned on the Ethiopian stove plate beneath him. Briskly he skipped to where she was standing with Purdue. The tall, crane-like frame of the billionaire hunched a little to better enjoy the scene about to unfold. Purdue winced at the sight of the man's cut foot on the hot, desert-like terrain.
“Oh yes,” he remarked quietly to Rita, “I can see you pick the big gonads. Indeed.”
She elbowed him. “Shut up, Purdue.”
“Boyfriend?” he teased.
She looked at Purdue with a weary and painful expression, conceding. “Husband.”
“Ouch!” he empathized. “Where did you get him? The set of The Sopranos?”
“Shut up, Purdue!” she snapped again.
“Look! Look at this!” he barked at his wife, holding his fancy Italian shoe out to her. “Fucking €700 for these shoes, Rita!”
Embarrassed, she approached him under the ruse of aid, but actually with the intent of shutting him up. “Guido, I'm sorry, my love. So sorry. I didn’t realize you’d be wearing those here at this dusty site. Where are the Asolos I bought you for this trip?”
His beady black eyes ripped through hers at the question he’d construed as beyond absurd. She recognized it as the same look Purdue had dealt her a few minutes before when she’d suggested tomb pillaging should be a selective practice. “Are you out of your mind?” he asked in a subdued voice brimming with fury. “Do you think I would wear…” he pulled a terrible face at the very idea, “… hiking boots? Really? Sporty, lace-up rubbish?”
“My love, that was ₤100 rubbish that I bought you. In other places such gestures would be greatly appreciated by men, especially coming from their wives' own pockets,” she reminded him with no small measure of vexation.
“Men in other places?” he retorted. “What, like him?” He directed a supine knife hand in Purdue's direction, evoking an insulted scowl from the Scottish billionaire.
Apologetically, Rita looked back at Purdue. “Um, yes. Look, he’s wearing the same style of shoes as the ones I bought you. They’re specifically for this terrain. I bought them for you because I didn’t want the rough tract to damage your feet.”
Her husband's scornful look jabbed at Rita. It was a glare of pure hatred, one he often had when he didn’t get his way. “Then why don't you give those shitty track shoes to him?”
Rita swallowed hard as her eyes threatened to fill with tears. She could feel Purdue's eyes on her, probably reveling in her misery. To her surprise, she felt his hand on her shoulder. “You know how to pick 'em, Medley,” he teased in an attempt to raise her spirits. “What a consummate nyaff that man is. I’ll tell you what. If you stay off my back about my excavations, I'll brew you a special potion just for him.”
Purdue winked at her as she turned to him, her eyes still leaning towards a moist pink.
She almost smiled. “I can't.”
“Because you love him?” he asked.
“I can't let you defile the ground for the Ark of the bloody Covenant, you dobber,” she sniffed. “I'll get back to you about Guido, though.” And then she walked away into the village of tents.
* * *
The afternoon matured around the site where Purdue's latest venture had just failed. He was, however, still very curious as to Prof. Rita Medley's presence there. Even more so, Purdue was positively itching to know where she’d picked up the Italian poof with the mafioso attitude. The two of them had disappeared into their tent where Purdue could still hear the muffled sounds of an argument. While Rita was otherwise occupied, Purdue thought to do some investigation into her endeavors.
Perspiring from the onslaught of the North African sun, the tall explorer did what he did second best: he trailed one of the men he reckoned worked for Rita. The man led him directly into the mountain's red face, between two large crevices that reached several meters upward. Purdue crept into the dark interior, careful to keep a good distance behind the worker. A ways off he could hear a group of men in a heated discussion, but they were speaking in the native language, making it impossible for Purdue to figure out what was going on. The man he was following soon joined them in a glow of flashlights where they were congregated in the middle of a massive circle.
Purdue removed his glasses when he saw the object in the center of the circle.
“It can’t be,” he whispered. “The Ark of the Covenant?”

Chapter 3

“What are you doing here?” a loud voice with a heavy African accent asked behind Purdue. It startled him, but it was too late to react. A cold blade pressed against his throat, just under his jawline, and the man's large body weighed hard against Purdue's back. “Move.”
Purdue obeyed. He stumbled forward into plain sight, feeling the blade edge dangerously grazing his skin as he moved. Two of the men in the circle recognized him and jumped up. Another wild exchange of words ensued, now about the tall, white-haired stranger. Purdue assumed the two men who knew him were trying to relay to the others who he was, but he could not be sure. All stared at him with suspicion directed through bloodshot eyes. Raising his hands in surrender, Purdue waited for their verdict, but his only interest was in the wooden box on the floor.
He frowned. The detail on the box was carved in something he’d never seen before, yet what he discerned next shook him beyond comprehension. Symbols in antique languages had been carved into the side of the large wooden box. He recognized Sumerian, Babylonian, and Aramaic, among others. But right at the center of the motif, a Swastika ran his blood cold.
“Impossible,” he mentioned to himself.
“What?” the man behind him shouted, eliciting a chorus of subdued warnings from the others. From their body language and tone of voice, Purdue figured they were reprimanding the man for raising his voice due to the frail geological composition of the mountain over them. He pushed Purdue and breathed hard into his ear. “What is it, Intruder?”
“Nothing. Nothing, really,” Purdue answered as mildly as he could while he used his sharp brain's freakish ability to record information to memorize everything he observed on the trunk. The wooden box was about the size of a coffee table, but fashioned from crude wood. It was fixed together by what looked like tin or pewter clasps.
No. Could it really be that simply constructed? he wondered. If the Ark holds the power it is reputed to, there’s no way it could be contained by mere locks and hinges like those. Either this is a decoy, a sham, or the Power of God leaves much to be desired.
“Come, sit down, Effendi,” one of the two familiar men said to Purdue. He ordered the man behind Purdue to put away his weapon. Carefully, Purdue evaded the still static blade and joined the circle, taking his place beside one of the Egyptians he recognized — a man he’d hired to remove the so-called Holy Box from the now caved in chapel.
“They know you, but they do not trust you,” the man informed Purdue. “Also, they do not speak English, so I will have to translate for you.”
Purdue nodded gratefully, his light blue eyes following the knife wielding Ethiopian until the man sat down opposite him. With bloodshot eyes the big African leered at him, reminding Purdue much of the Somalian pirates he and his party had encountered while salvaging the DKM Geheimnis a few years back along the eastern coastline of Africa towards Egypt. The whites of the man's eyes accentuated the blackness of his irises and his teeth gleamed in the faint light, especially when his lips curled back in a victorious sneer. It gave Purdue chills to be surrounded by such barbaric men, but he had to remind himself that he was the intruder here. It was he who had entered their land and thus he had to obey their orders and traditions. Here, his money held practically no sway, apart from those few men who were on his payroll.
“Effendi, the men feel that the box must remain away from the Europeans,” his translator said. “You cannot have it. The men here,” he hesitated, but was egged on by his colleagues, “think that they would sooner skin you and feed your bones to the wild dogs than to allow you the Holy Box.”
Purdue's stomach knotted itself into a tiny ball at the thought, but he nodded sincerely to exhibit his concurrence in the matter. It pained him that he might have the legendary Ark of the Covenant right here in front of him, but he was not going to risk ending up on their plates for it. He would rather steal it than openly protest and meet a gruesome fate. The translator reaffirmed Purdue's agreement to the small council of locals, and after some debate and some truly frightening, prison-flavored stares, Purdue was allowed to stay without restraint.
“Effendi, I just have to remind you,” the Egyptian translator whispered to Purdue, “this is a secret council you are attending and nothing said in here is to be repeated outside.”
Purdue looked surprised. “What the hell am I going to do once I get outside? Tell everyone what I saw?”
The man shrugged. “You’re here, after all, to take our treasures away. Are you not? It is only by my intervention, Effendi, that you are still alive.”
“Noted,” Purdue whispered back to the man. “I won't tell a soul, I swear. It’s not worth my life.”
“That is the smart answer, Effendi,” the Egyptian smiled and went back to listening to the rest of the discussion.
“You, white man!” a speaker addressed Purdue suddenly. “I know some English from your television. Are you taking the Holy Box when you go? Are you telling your thieving friends?”
“They are not thieves,” Purdue tried to explain, but immediately realized that he was lying through his teeth. It was the second time today that this had happened and he hated it. He stopped and looked down for a moment. He tried to respond in a more truthful tone, although he had to admit that he wanted their Holy Box with all his heart. He cleared his throat. “They are thieves.”
A resounding chorus of approval rose up among those present.
“But I will not steal this… Holy Box… from you,” Purdue promised. “It is yours. Besides,” he laughed to himself, “what exactly are we going to do with the Power of God?”
“Destroy cultures for power and dominion over the world,” the man shouted.
Others agreed. Another leaned forward to look at Purdue. “The only white man you can trust is a corpse!” Once more the cheers sounded, and Purdue nervously looked to his only allies, the Egyptians. To his horror, they only shrugged at the truth spoken by the other men.
“Of all the times and places to confront one's errors…” Purdue muttered, but his Egyptian workman reassured him, “They value honesty over everything else, Effendi. Don't worry. They hate you. They do not trust you. But because you speak the truth, they might not kill you.”
“M-m-might?” Purdue gasped. “Wait, they might not kill me?”
“Hush, or they will think we are conspiring,” the Egyptian commanded.
“Oh sweet Jesus,” Purdue mumbled as the men continued their discussion. While their attention was off of him, he took the time to scrutinize the interesting box. It didn’t resemble the popular etchings and depictions he’d seen of the Ark, but it was in every other way an exact counterfeit of what centuries of texts had reported. The wood was of acacia, as far as his knowledge of wood served him, yet there were no gold inlays and no gilded adornments. Purdue did notice, however, the cherubim mentioned in the scriptures. How could this be? Was the Ark just another embellished image of God's glory meant to entice the faithful towards a glittery redemption, or was its rawness a testament to the true modesty of a relic that held immeasurable power?
Still, the signs that appeared in the wood — those that did not make it into the historical and Biblical texts — befuddled Purdue. Nina would know what this is, he thought. Nina would be able to tell me why that unholy sigil is part of the motif. If only she could see it.
As the discussion Purdue had no understanding of continued, he considered the possibilities of the box being a fraud. Perhaps the Nazis had claimed it, eventually losing it to another secret and baleful organization, before creating something similar to fool the people. No, that is too ludicrous.
The fact remained that Purdue was trapped among men who would not care to see him dead in a place where nobody would know to look for him. Of all the times he’d been imprisoned, kidnapped, and held up, this was the most threatening of all. After all, his only power was money and some technical wisdom. Neither of those appealed to these local people who only wanted to keep what was theirs. They could not be bought or convinced, nor could they be appeased or flattered. All he could do was hope that his Egyptian advocates would keep him from getting his throat slit in a godforsaken cave on the Dark Continent.
“You know, so you have to die,” one of the Ethiopians declared, looking straight at Purdue.
“What?” Purdue gasped, grasping the arm of one of the other Egyptians in panic. “No, let's talk about this. Look, I don't want your box.”
“You keep saying that, but you paid these men money to help you dig up the church where it had been resting. Now you’ve destroyed the church too. If we hadn’t kept the Holy Box in this cave from a long time back, so many of your kind would have stolen it already!” the Ethiopian shouted in broken phrases.
Purdue reached out his open hands in surrender to ease the excitement among them, but the Egyptian pushed his hands down rapidly. Through barely parted lips he advised, “Effendi, do not do that. Hold very still. Say nothing.”
One by one they started pulling out their weapons, all waiting for some sort of command to kill Purdue. His skin was still covered with sand, as pale as the rocks around them. Wide blue eyes darted between the men as Purdue readied himself for confrontation.
They might kill me today, but by God I will take a few of them with me before I go, he thought, his heart thundering in his ears. Purdue drew in a deep breath, vowing that, should he get out of this deadly predicament, he would arm himself with a long distance weapon in future. But for now he was unarmed and scared to death in a cave in Africa, outnumbered by a territorial band of men with no moral code.
“Purdue Effendi,” the Egyptian man whispered as the mob grew louder, “when I say, you run to the left as fast as you can.”
“Straight into the wall then?” Purdue asked, panting in terror. His white hair was drenched in sweat as he looked toward the dense wall of the cavern. “Are you daft?”
“Just do it. Run into the wall,” the Egyptian said.
“Why should I trust you?” Purdue wheezed nervously, as the last man drew his ivory dagger.
“My partners and me; we built this structure into the mountain. It is we who designed this place to trap any would-be thieves of the Holy Box, Effendi,” he explained in a steady tone so as not to arouse suspicion. “Ever heard of the terrible traps set in ancient pyramids to seal the fate of thieves?”
“Of course,” Purdue nodded.
“Who built those architectural traps?” he asked the terrified billionaire.
Purdue smiled, “Egyptians.”

Chapter 4

Nina watched as her new lackey crept toward the bald man. His friends had no idea what his venture was about, but they looked on while reluctantly continuing their training to make sure the man did not notice that anything was amiss. But Colin was young and dumb, leaving his subterfuge wanting. He started up a conversation with the abrupt man, who sounded like a World War II radio broadcast. Nina listened to his meticulous eloquence and for a moment she imagined he would suddenly start reporting on D-Day or announce an evening curfew.
Suddenly the bald man sighed, “Listen laddie, unless you’re going to spot me or tell me that the manager wants to see me, you should leave me alone, alright? I’m not here to socialize or to check out the ass value here, alright? Now get.”
Nina was disappointed. It turned out that her target was not forthcoming towards the younger generation, not even those who asked for training advice. Colin came back from his shunning. If he had a tail, it would have been tucked between his thighs. His droopy eyes attested to his failure and he hardly had the guts to look at Nina.
“What the hell was that all about, Cols? Are you tacky in the head or something?” one of his pals asked.
“Nope,” the other sighed as he motioned to Nina with his head, “just whipped, I’d say.”
“Jesus, are you crazy? Do you know who that is?” a trainer asked as he joined the cluster of boys at the leg press machine. Nina looked at him as the others shrugged.
“I am sort of curious, actually,” she told the floor trainer. “Who is that?”
The trainer looked spooked by her forward manner, even retreating a step before forcing out an answer to the nosy and dominant beauty in the black tights. “W-well, he is sort of… an enigma around here,” he revealed. “Ex-SAS, they say. Loner who moved here recently after he came out of Wakefield a few months back. Bought a house in Edinburgh and now works out at our gym.”
“Why are you so interested in him?” Colin asked Nina.
“None of your business, sweetie,” she said plainly. “Doesn't he remind you of Charlie Bronson, though?”
The group of young males looked confused. Nina rolled her eyes and tried again. “Michael Gordon Peterson?” Nothing. “Also known as Charlie Bronson?” Still nothing. “Christ, don't you read? The most dangerous inmate in British history? Been in prison for decades on and off, but just causes trouble so that he can go back?”
“Nope. Never heard of him,” Colin's mouthy friend replied.
“Tom Hardy. Do you know the actor, Tom Hardy?” she asked with a complete lack of enthusiasm.
“Aye!” they all agreed.
“Good!” Nina said. “Look up a movie of his called Bronson, okay? Have a few beers on your newly discovered enlightenment or something, 'cause I am suddenly terrified for the future.”
With that Nina whipped her towel over her shoulder and left them behind, walking past the peculiar man with the strength of a comic book monster. For a moment she cast a glance back at him and felt her hair stand on end. Something about him was unnatural, but it was not his strength. The trainer who delivered the short exposition jogged up behind her as she reached the steps. “You think it is Bronson?” he asked eagerly, constantly looking back at the man. “He was in Wakefield too, right?”
“Aye,” she replied casually, trying to shake the trainer off so that she could do some spying without being interrupted. “And some high security asylums too, so steer clear of him, just in case.”
The trainer, roughly the subordinate of Colin's age, glowed with excitement. Nina turned and stopped him in his tracks. “No, really. Stay away from him. You saw how quickly he lost his temper. Who knows what he could do to you outside in the parking area tonight when you knock off, you know?”
“I can check his membership details,” the trainer baited her as she tried to enter the ladies’ locker rooms. Nina turned and raised one eyebrow. “You could get fired for that.”
“Come on, lady,” he said, “we both want to know and we both know that there is more to life than walking up and down a bloody gym floor, babysitting amateur wrestlers and fat netball goalies.”
Nina actually gave it some thought. She could not help but admire a young man who wanted to evolve so badly, and the fact that he knew about a notorious prisoner in penal history scored him two points already. His smile and shining eyes reminded Nina of an excited golden retriever, over-zealous to impress and oh-so-eager to make his mark. Her dark eyes looked around for any eavesdroppers or eyes on them, just as Sam had taught her. “Alright. What’s your name?”
“Joel Thompson,” he almost shouted, elated that she’d allowed him into her twisted curiosity. “My name is Joel.”
“Okay, I'll be in again tomorrow. You find out what his address is, because his name could be fake,” she ordered. “And don't get caught.”
“I won’t,” he assured her.
“And if they catch you, don’t implicate me,” she warned. “You’ll find I have some very unsavory mannerisms when fucked with.”
Her desired effect on the young man was unsuccessful, leaving him far more excited by her forcefulness than she had hoped. Nina walked into the deserted ladies’ change room and unlocked her locker to retrieve her vanity case before heading toward the shower. Shedding her sweat-drenched training clothes, she hung her dry shower towel over the partition and turned on the taps.
Steam enveloped her shapely, compact body as the soothing, hot water trickled over her curves and fell to the tiled floor of the shower. Her weary skin received the ecstatic meanders of clear streams that tickled her naked body as she closed her eyes to wet her hair. Nina was delighted that her recently defeated illness had not claimed her hair as it had initially threatened to do. She now had her beauteous tresses back — fuller and longer than before. Nina moaned softly as she submerged her head under the umbrella of gentle liquid and her slender fingers caressed her scalp with shampoo. The obscured Perspex partitions were enough to maintain her modesty, but still showed off her form as she turned slowly in circles under the showerhead.
She knew she had to make haste. It was a few minutes to closing time and she’d never taken the time to shower at the gym before. Usually she went back to her temporary apartment before taking off the sweat-soaked tights and vest she trained in. But tonight she wanted to be clean before she arrived at the B&B, just in case Sam showed up as he’d promised countless times in the past two weeks. He could have forgotten, but that was unlikely. Sam Cleave was the type who would want her to think he had neglected their dinner date and then show up out of nowhere to surprise her.
But he was not the one due to surprise her this evening. From the other side of her cubicle a creeping shape appeared from the dark recesses of the janitor's entrance. The historian had no idea that she was being watched. All she could think of was her rekindled friendship with Dave Purdue after he’d rescued her from captivity — and certain death — when she thought nobody would ever find her. Through her healing thoughts simmered the handsome face of Sam Cleave, the world-renowned investigative journalist. Unlike Purdue, he had been distant since they’d returned to the United Kingdom, but he’d still kept in touch. Nina hoped to see more of him while she was in town, but being due back home in Oban in two days, she doubted Sam would still pay her a visit.
Next to the last cubicle in the row something clicked loudly. Nina snapped back to reality, listening intently. Had she imagined it? Was it a staff member coming to check if the place were empty? It was rather near to closing time after all.
“I'll be out in a minute,” Nina said firmly, hoping that she could assert herself well enough to chase off any peeping Tom or curious staff member. But there was no reply and no movement following her statement, leaving Nina to wonder if she’d just imagined it. No sooner had she stopped considering the sound, when the power went out. Suddenly a clap screamed through the entire restroom, shattering the shower partitions between the janitor's entrance and Nina's cubicle.
Nina fell to the hard tiled floor and lay dead still under the shards of Perspex, while the showerhead wept over her. In the distance, she could hear women yelping in panic and men talking nearby, discussing the sudden power outage and the gunshot they’d just heard. Managers and trainers announced that they’d have the back-up generator running momentarily, but as they spoke Nina heard two frantic women enter the locker room. In the dark from where the shape had been came a light crunch of soles on slivers.
It's moving. Lie dead still. He can't see you in the dark, she told herself.
“I'm getting the fuck out of there, Bets. That was a fucking gunshot. Christ, they shot someone, I tell ya. They shot someone and I'm not standing around to get the next bullet,” the one voice said in an annoying Cockney drawl. “We’ll just stay in here. Just stay here until it's all over, right?”
“We can't leave. Listen! Listen, we can’t hide in here. They’ll lock us in when they chase everyone out. Don't be stupid. Let go of me, Sarah! Geez, it could have been an electrical circuit popping, man. You don't know…”
“Bets!” Sarah interrupted harshly. “Dad was in the armed forces, okay? I know a fucking gunshot when I hear one.”
From next to Nina the crunching steps turned away and within two light treads it was gone. Nina wasn’t sure if she should move. Could it be a trap to determine her vicinity?
No, not yet. Wait. Don't move, Nina thought just as the warm water ran out and the previously pleasant droplets became icy stabs on her chilled skin. But she couldn’t afford to move; not now. With the commotion outside the ladies’ changing rooms, Nina had trouble hearing exactly where the stalker was. Her body was freezing under the cold shower and she cold feel the sharp burn of tiny cuts to her skin. It didn’t even occur to her that she was stark naked.
At once the two women on the other side of the lockers started screaming hysterically, and it was then that Nina once more discerned the crunching footfalls toward their area. Squealing did not help. A loud crack of a fist on bone resounded, followed by a heavy thump. Nina heard how the other shrieking woman's mouth was covered, subduing her cries. Rapid footsteps knocked past Nina's static frame, accompanied by the woman's obscured sobbing. They helped to locate the position of the kidnapper as he moved.
Shit! Shit! Nina thought, contemplating chasing naked after the abductor while someone could still stop him. What if he is a serial killer? What if he is some depraved cannibal or a sick fuck who cuts women up like Jack the Ripper? her empathy urged. Can you live with the fact that you were right there and did nothing to avert a tragedy?
The woman called Sarah was wrapped up in the restrictive clamp of the kidnapper as they exited the maintenance area into the night. Terrified, the woman kicked, but the man who had taken her felt absolutely nothing. Like a machine he walked briskly with her as if she were a rag doll. He didn't notice the petite nightmare running full out towards them from the same exit with a large shard of glass in her right hand.

Chapter 5

“I must say, it is a dashing photograph,” Sam remarked, looking very impressed. He tiled the newspaper to get a better look. “Even a flattering angle too. You know, you are extremely photogenic.”
“Shut the fuck up, Sam,” Nina said, annoyed and miserable.
“No, seriously,” he teased. “And, and look at this headline: “Kidnapping thwarted by Lady Godiva.” Such a catchy tag too. I mean, I would have wanted to read this immediately if I saw this.”
Nina looked mortified. Sam smiled and gave her a rough hug. “Come on, love, you saved a woman's life! For once you’re getting credit for it. Most of the time you’ve saved lives nobody could ever know about. Look at this. People love you!”
“Of course they love me,” she scoffed. “They can see my tits.”
Sam wanted to laugh, but he considered his beloved friend's feelings and tried another way of consoling her about the barely blurred out security camera still of her stabbing the kidnapper in the ankle outside Masterton's Gym & Fitness in the bowels of Quartermile. “Look, Nina, you’re missing the praise of this article. They’re calling you a hero, for God's sake. And you are! What would have befallen that poor woman if you hadn’t interfered? Huh? She owes her life to you and all you can think about is what you were wearing… or,” he shrugged, “not.”
She looked at him with a piercing vexation. “Don't you dare smile, Sam Cleave.”
Sam couldn’t take the expression on Nina's face anymore. It was simply too sweet, like a pouting puppy trying to look vicious. A loud exclamation of hearty laughter escaped him, but he quickly grabbed her and held her tightly. Nina didn’t even try anymore. She would have to save her fury for later, when Sam would not see her retribution coming.
“Jokes aside, though,” he finally said as his laughter gave way to some seriousness. “What happened? He got away, didn't he?”
“Aye, but I got him good enough for him to drop the girl and limp away as fast as he could. Fucker,” she replied.
“And you didn’t see his face or anything? You wouldn’t be able to recognize him?” Sam asked as she handed him a hot cup of Horlicks. She shook her head.
“And you say he was shooting at you?” he wanted to know.
“I don't know. It sounded like a gunshot when the glass broke all over me, but it was pitch dark. Damned if I know how he managed to see where that Sarah girl was. He stood right next to me for quite a while, as if he could see me, but when those women came in, yapping, he elected to grab one of them for some reason.” She relayed all she knew. “It was almost…” she frowned in deep thought. “It was almost as if he wanted me to scream. He waited right there, but I kept quiet. You know? When that chick started screaming he took her after knocking out her friend.”
“Maybe you've got something there,” he told Nina. “Especially with serial killers; they have a system according to which they hunt and it sounds like you didn't give him what he wanted, thank God. I mean, even if he is not a bona fide serial killer, I’m sure he was not planning a day at the spa for that girl.”
“Aye, this is true,” she agreed. “I just can’t understand why they couldn’t catch him. The bastard was limping, not moving fast at all. Unless he disappeared into thin air or the cops suddenly went blind, I don't know how he got away. Two days had gone by and they still have not seen a sign of him in the surrounding six blocks? Bullshit.”
“Could be because he never left in the first place,” Sam suggested casually.
Nina's eyes stretched. “You’re right, Sam! Oh my God, maybe he’s still waiting for the dust to settle.”
“That could very well be. We’ve dealt with enough criminals and psychos to know that they have a knack for out-thinking the coppers and have unorthodox methods no normal person could foresee,” he speculated. “You think we should stake out the gym or something?”
“I don't think he’ll circle back to such a highly probable area,” Nina said. “He’ll know they are looking out for him.”
“I suppose. How have you been keeping? Your recovery, beating cancer and building up this physique is unbelievably impressive, you know? I have to give you kudos for that!” Sam changed the subject, taking care not to pry too deep into Nina's recovery while doing so.
“Thanks Sam,” she replied sincerely, grateful that he’d noticed. “As you know, I’m not someone who believes in miracles. Miraculous happenings are usually the culmination of circumstances and the willingness of people to make things right, in my opinion. But my cancer remission and my body persisting while virtually all my blood was tapped out; that was a miracle of Biblical proportions.”
“It was the water,” he smiled. “That water.”
“Aye, but the fact that it completely undid all of the damage and disease? That part is esoteric in nature, undeniably.” She smiled back at him, looking dreamily out the window.
Sam's eyes moved past Nina to the television screen behind her. “Nina, you're not going to believe this.”
“What?” she asked, turning to see what he was looking at.
On the flat screen behind her the Channel 11 News was reporting on a kidnapping in progress.
“Turn it up!” Nina cried.
Sam grabbed the remote control and took the TV off of mute as Nina sat down next to him on the edge of the sofa. The news anchor reported on the foiling of the previous abduction by the so-called 'Lady Godiva' heroine, Dr. Nina Gould from Oban. Nina pinched her eyes shut and pursed her lips, knowing that Sam was probably looking at her and snickering at the nickname again. But he wasn’t laughing at all. When Nina opened her eyes she found Sam spellbound, staring seriously at the television screen.
“Sam?” she frowned.
“Shush!” he replied, scowling as he focused on the report. Sam felt his heart sink when the picture of a young schoolgirl appeared on-screen while the journalist reported.
“In the early hours of this morning, an eleven-year-old Edinburgh girl was reported missing by her mother, who had been woken up by a disturbance in her Falkirk home. Upon inspection, the mother, Mrs. Eileen Smith, found that her young daughter had just been kidnapped through the bedroom window by an intruder. The distraught Mrs. Smith tried to chase after them, but was too late by the time she’d exited her front door. The police and local authorities have put the case on high priority and will be actively combing the surrounding main roads and neighborhoods to net the kidnapper.”
Sam fell back on the couch, covering his face with his hands. He seemed shocked and spoke to himself into his hands while Nina was trying to figure out what was going on. She didn’t know the people reported on, so she had to ask. “Sam? Are you alright?”
All she could hear inside Sam's hands were his muffled words repeating endlessly and softly, “Oh, Christ, no. Oh, sweet Jesus, no.”
It alarmed Nina that he sounded so hopeless, in distress at what he’d just seen on TV, but she decided to wait until he was ready to explain. Her large, dark eyes glinted in the pale blue flashes of the television screen, where an action film was starting. She took the remote control and turned down the volume. It was upsetting to hear the jovial and sharp-witted Sam Cleave moan and pray into his hands. Only when he removed his hands did Nina realize he was weeping. She said nothing, but her stomach churned at the sight. Sam was a tough investigative journalist and explorer who had braved a myriad of onslaughts and escaped from captivity from the most unsavory characters of the underworld. To see him wail in despair was unsettling.
Finally he looked at her and said, “That is Paddy's daughter. They took Paddy's little girl! Jesus! They took her, just as they said they would, Nina.”
“Who? Who said so?” she asked, keeping her tone as serene as possible.
“Who do you think? The fucking Black Sun, that's who!” he shouted, sounding more hurt than angry.
Nina didn’t know what to say. There was no appropriate response to something like this. If there were, she didn’t know it. She knew Paddy fairly well, although they were really more like acquaintances. She’d still called him Patrick the last time she saw him. When she’d first met him he was DCI Patrick Smith, a homicide-investigating officer from Edinburgh. Shortly after, Nina remembered that he’d left his steady life in the police service and joined MI6, the British intelligence agency supplying the government with foreign intelligence. There he quickly impressed his superiors and attained the title of Agent for Special Operations.
He’d been Sam's best friend since boyhood, but their friendship had suffered many devastating blows since Sam had become involved with Dave Purdue's pursuits of historical relics and his subsequent run-ins with the clandestine Order of the Black Sun. Paddy often had to clean up red tape messes in the wake of Sam and Purdue's secret involvements in unsolved crimes and cold case homicides. Because of the sensitive nature of their connection to a powerful world organization, Paddy could never allow them to be arrested or incarcerated. He had become the Cleave-Purdue secret keeper and crime guardian, and that had not sat well with him after the business in Romania. So he and Sam had gone their separate ways. It had become too dangerous for Paddy to be involved with the Black Sun, with their Nazi ideology pulsing through all the sectors of the modern world. They could reach him or his loved ones at will.
An unstoppable reach that had now become horrifically tangible.
“They told him, you know. In Romania, when he arrested those operatives, they told him that he’d pay for it when he least expected.” Sam sniffed as he vigorously wiped his eyes. Suddenly Sam's eyes became clear and he swallowed back his worry. “I have to call him.”
“Do you think that’s a good idea, Sam?” Nina asked. “He’s not going to be pleased to hear from you, I think.”
“I don't care, Nina. He’s my best friend. Now he needs my support, for God's sake. I can’t just leave him stewing in this shit, can I?” he explained with frustration in his voice.
“Aye, I get it. Okay, call him,” she reluctantly suggested. “Would you like me to give you some privacy?”
“Please, if you would.”
Nina left the room and went out onto Sam's patio to mull things over. It was a sore subject indeed, family. She’d been fortunate not to have the ancient society of devils harm her family, although they got far more personal when they experimented on her and almost killed her by manipulating her health. Sam was broken for a reason. They’d indirectly been responsible for the death of someone closest to him when the arms ring run by an affiliate of the Black Sun had shot Sam's fiancée dead right in front of him.
Nina believed that that deeply traumatizing experience was the root of Sam's concern for Paddy's emotional condition. Sam stepped out onto the deck, looking ashen and shattered. Tremors shook his fingers as he ran them through his thick, black hair and when he looked at Nina he could barely keep it together.
“He wants nothing to do with me.”

Chapter 6

Purdue's legs twitched as he readied himself to run for the wall, as his Egyptian employee had suggested. He had no one else to trust, being surrounded by men who all wanted him dead for desecrating their land, so he chose to do what the Egyptian had said. However, his eyes kept finding the arcane artifact he’d come to find, the very item he’d financed the excursion for. Purdue figured that, once he managed to escape, he would never be able to return again to claim the interesting replica of the Ark of the Covenant — a most dangerous notion for someone like Purdue.
The white-haired billionaire waited for the first sign of open aggression from any of the men who leered at him.
“Go, Purdue Effendi, or else they will hang you in the desert sun for the buzzards,” the Egyptian warned quietly, his lips virtually static.
“In a moment. Just give it a moment,” Purdue replied as he propped himself up on his hands to make his flight easier when he did take off. But he did not tell his employee that he aimed for the wooden box first, before he had worked out the trajectory of his endeavor. “Listen, I’ll pay you three times your fee if you get me out of here with the Ark.”
The Egyptian looked at him in astonished bewilderment. If Purdue had not been his employer he would have answered with an exclamation of assumed lunacy for even the thought, but he couldn’t say what he truly thought. “That is quite impossible. It is madness, Effendi. We will surely be killed then.”
“Four times your fee,” Purdue persisted as the men started babbling among themselves about the correct way to dispose of the wealthy intruder. Again, the man could not believe how mercenary the rich European was. As a man of common sense, he could not fathom how Purdue could possibly make a connection between a higher price and a higher probability of success.
“It matters not what you pay me. Our chances of escape remain the same,” he tried to communicate his logic to Purdue.
“I realize that, my friend. But increasing your fee should give you some incentive to fight harder for your survival,” Purdue argued in a whisper. “Just imagine if you survived this, what you could do for your family with four times your fee.”
The Egyptian gave Purdue a look of defeated morality and unabridged malcontent, deciding that he was working for the devil and had to admit that he’d allowed the blasphemous privilege. “It is a very heavy box. It will take three to four men to carry it.”
Purdue smiled. “I venture to guess that it’s not heavy at all, my friend. Not with those clasps and hinges. Those fixtures would break under the weight of the true Ark of the Covenant. Trust me. No engineer worth his salt would tell you any different. No, there might be some value to that box, but the Power of God is definitely heavier than what that shoddy workmanship can hold.”
“Respectfully Effendi, you are a fool. A brilliant inventor and remarkable architect of technology, but a fool all the same,” the Egyptian smiled, looking hopelessly enticed by the prospect of the excitement. “Ever been in a fight with a group of bullies as a young boy?”
“Yes, constantly, in fact,” Purdue said. “Why?”
“We will have to use schoolboy tactics, Effendi,” the Egyptian sighed. With that he surreptitiously displayed to Purdue a handful of loose sand.
Purdue smiled, although his heart was throbbing wildly from the hazardous circumstances. He clutched at the ground where he was seated, filling his fists with sand while the Egyptian relayed the plan to his associate next to him.
“I asked Donkor to get our vehicle started while we make our escape, Effendi. We have no time to waste.”
“Donkor. And what is your name?” Purdue asked.
“Adjo, Effendi.”
“Alright, Adjo. I’m trusting you and Donkor to get me… and that box… out of here intact. You will be justly rewarded,” Purdue reminded him.
At once Donkor jumped up and raced towards the exit. He did it so spontaneously that it took the men a moment to realize that he was fleeing; the perfect moment of confusion to execute the rest of the plan. As they charged for the fleeing Egyptian, Purdue and Adjo raced for the box, hurling handfuls of sand and dust at the eyes of those who tried to perturb them.
Unable to see, the men fell to their knees, rubbing at their eyes while Purdue and his employee retrieved the chest with surprising ease. “Effendi! Run for the wall! Run for the wall!” Adjo urged loudly as the temporarily blinded men rose again to come after them. Purdue was still not certain about that.
“You want me to run into the wall? I'm not looking for Hogwarts, you know!” Purdue shouted as he kicked an assailant away from him. Adjo had no idea what he was talking about. “Never mind,” Purdue said and bolted for the dense, rock-hard mountain wall that made up the interior of the cave-like hall.
The men with sand in their eyes vaguely saw their associates run out after the first Egyptian escapee as they slowly regained their sight. But they were amazed to see the white man and his Egyptian lapdog hasten away with the Holy Box, disappearing as they reached the wall. What was a certain obstacle had been easily breached by the two men they chased after, sending the superstitious men to their knees in an instant.
“Glory! It truly is the Power of God!” one man shouted in repetitive chants.
“Did you see that?” another asked the others. “The Holy Box helped them to escape. The Holy Box took away the stone from their bodies so that they could pass through the mountain!”
Stunned at what they’d just witnessed, the Ethiopian village men in the cavern tried to understand why their Holy Box would aid charlatans and thieves to escape them. Was their God on the side of the white man? If so, why would He protect a thief? Why would He allow His Ark to be stolen from the people who had been protecting it for centuries? All this they could not understand and it drove them crazy. Some contemplated defecting to another faith for it; others found it to be some kind of reprimand about their conduct or their arrogance.
But none considered that the miraculous escape of the intruders had just been a trick of optics and design. Just short of the interior wall of the mountain cave, a postbox hole had been cut through to the tunnel under the floor, excavated as a fail-safe for emergencies and to allow more air into the chamber. Purdue and Adjo had simply fallen through the floor just before they reached the wall, chest and all.
Outside the exit of the tunnel, a thick brush of milkweeds covered the mouth of the sub-cavern, obscuring its existence to the eye of those who didn’t know it was there. A few meters away Purdue and Adjo could still hear some of the Ethiopians chasing after Donkor.
“Does he know where we are?” Purdue puffed, drenched in perspiration from the weighty prize he’d lugged with him.
“Yes, he knows. He helped me to construct this emergency air duct, but we have never used it as an escape route before,” Adjo smiled. “I’m quite proud of how well it worked for us.”
Purdue smiled. “As well you should be, Adjo. It’s a stroke of genius.”
From a distance they could hear a Jeep engine roaring, quickly growing louder as it headed their way.
“Come. This way,” the Egyptian told Purdue. “He will meet us at the ledge.”
“The ledge?” Purdue asked, but Adjo was too preoccupied to answer. Carrying one side of the chest, he directed Purdue where to follow by practically pulling his employer after him. They ran out over a steep hillock of weeds and loose sand, finally calming its temperatures as the day drew to a close. Around the side of the vast mountain face they dragged the artifact, slipping on large rocks that gave way under their hastening steps.
The thick, loose soil impaired their speed as they rushed to get ahead of their pursuers. Purdue's rather fit physique had met its match in the Ethiopian desert. His calves tightened and tugged at his Achilles tendons as he ascended the side of the hill. Inflamed at the exertion, his thighs screamed under the weight of his body, now exacerbated by the added force of the stolen relic.
“Good God, how far still?” he forced through panting breath as they reached a perilous ledge near the top of the mountain.
“Up ahead, Effendi. Donkor must already be waiting, which means they’re close on our heels,” Adjo huffed madly. The poor overweight man had a time of it to make it up the mountain, but he kept thinking about his reward for aiding Purdue.
“Adjo,” Purdue groaned as they carefully navigated the narrow ledge with unsure footing, “do you trust your friend Donkor not to betray us?”
“I trust him with my life, Effendi,” Adjo admitted. He looked back at Purdue with an expression dancing between a wince and a smile; a somewhat tortured happiness. “He is my little brother.”

Chapter 7

The revelation took a load off of Purdue's mind. He felt reassured by it, although blood was not always thicker than water, as his relationship with his late twin sister attested. Still, he hoped that Donkor and Adjo were closer friends than he and his sister had been.
“We wait here,” Adjo said, gently setting down his side of the box.
From beneath the ledge they could hear the engine straining up the hill. Purdue thought to call his pilot so to get ready for a lift out of Ethiopia to expedite matters. From his bottom left pocket of his utility vest he pulled his minute, streamlined tablet, which was barely larger than a match box in its store form. He let it lay on his open palm and with his other hand he brushed his index finger and thumb across the gadget, enlarging it as he did so until it was the size of a cell phone.
Bullets began to rain on them just as Purdue called up the coordinates of his position. “Down!” Adjo shouted and they both fell to their bellies. Purdue memorized the coordinates and dialed out to his pilot while covering his head with one hand, as if that would avert an R-1 round from penetrating his skull.
“Why is he shooting at us?” Purdue bellowed over the din of the attack.
“It’s not my brother, Effendi! It’s the lady you spoke to earlier today outside the tent camp! Look, it's her people!” Adjo panicked. He was worried about his brother's fate and what may have befallen him. Suddenly Adjo cried out, as two slugs ripped through his flesh, staining Purdue's clothing with Egyptian blood under the eye of the setting sun.
“Adjo! Adjo, can you hear me?” Purdue howled as the engine drew nearer. But Adjo had stopped moving.
“Sphinx-1, come in! Sphinx-1, do you copy?” Purdue wailed desperately as he watched Adjo's blood meander through the sandy mounds around his head. His own face was wet with perspiration and covered in sand, and the dust had turned his trademark white hair to brown.
Cutting the engines for a minute, Purdue could hear his hunters shout orders in Italian and Amharic. He feared that his nerves would kill him while he perked his ears for any sign that they were nearby. They would not be able to see the stolen relic, because Purdue had placed it too far in from the edge of the ledge. That was as far as anyone could observe it from the road. “Sphinx-1! Larsen, I swear to Christ, if you’re off shagging some young slut from ground staff again, I’ll kill you!” he threatened as softly as he could into the mic of the device.
Now the pursuers were quiet. So were their vehicles, leaving Purdue no way to determine where they could be. He dared not move. Either he would be detected or he would compromise his safety without Adjo's guidance.
“This is Sphinx-1,” the loud crackling voice came over the speaker of the tablet, jolting Purdue’s heart with its sudden broadcast. “Sphinx-1 copying. Go ahead.”
Purdue rapidly slammed his hand over the speaker to dampen the sound, although the damage had been done already. He whispered hard into the microphone, “Switch to silent mode. Over.”
The blue LED background of the tablet turned red to signify that all vocal communications would be sent in text format. Purdue's eyes combed the immediate vicinity before he spoke again. “Larsen, I'm in deep shit here. I’m sending you my position, but be advised of hostile fire. I repeat, hostile fire. Do you copy that?”
He waited for a few seconds before red lettering appeared on the screen. It was Larsen's voice recording coming through as a written message, something Purdue had installed on all his communication devices with his staff for just such an incident. “Roger that. On my way. ETA ten minutes. Over and out.”
Ten minutes, Purdue thought to himself. I'll be dead in five, I'm sure.
Concerned about his position, Purdue carefully inched forward. Bit by bit he progressed, still listening for voices or radio contact, wondering if his own communication had been intercepted. With the impending dark, it would become exceedingly difficult for Purdue to make it onto the helicopter without plummeting over the ledge. And transporting the wooden relic would prove nearly impossible, not because of its average weight, but because of its shape. Shaped like a short coffin, it was very difficult to carry the box by himself, but it had to be done. It had cost Adjo his life, and probably that of his brother's too. And now it had almost got him killed as well. Purdue thought leaving it behind after the price his men had had to pay to help him steal it would be ridiculous and insensitive.
He discerned Medley's voice among the audible discussions that ensued beneath him on the winding mountain road. Purdue and Medley had always been at loggerheads, but he still found it shocking that she would be chasing him with gunfire. Medley had always been more of a ‘war of the wits’ kind of competitor. It was hard to imagine her as a gun-toting tyrant, as she had apparently become. Maybe, Purdue thought, it was the influence of her mafioso husband that had turned her into a bully.
“Here,” Purdue heard a man's voice report in a very heavy accent. “Up here is where he hit the Arab. We did not see them flee, so we think our bullets did their work on them both.”
“Right, then let's get up there. I want the Ark,” Purdue heard Medley say. He didn’t know what to do. If he as much as moved, they would discover him. However, staying would seal his demise. Their footsteps crunched on the gravel and rock as they climbed the steep slant up to the ledge. Medley and three men moved swiftly up to where the so-called Ark was last seen.
One of the men with her suddenly yelped in pain from some sort of impact and fell down the slope next to her.
“What the hell just happened?” she shouted, but the man did not answer. In the light of her flashlight she could see the awful evidence of a crushed skull and a bloody rock lying next to him. Before Medley could convey her next orders, her men scattered in panic, protectively pulling her with them. Thundering down the mountain slope in the dark the tumbling rocks fell, propelled higher and faster each time they hit the slope with force and velocity. A few men were struck, some fatally, by the apparent rock fall they could not outrun in time. So fierce was the danger, they didn’t have a chance to glance back up where Purdue was sitting at the top of the chaos he’d started by dislodging one large round rock that had been holding a few more together in the bed of sand.
Causing the deadly tumbling of geological canon balls onto his enemies was all he could do to mar their discovery of him and his claimed prize. It was, after all, his life at stake, so he’d had to find a way to combat them and buy time for his pilot to arrive and rescue him. It was a successful strike, for now.
Like a sight from a Biblical tale of mercy, the sharp spotlights of Sphinx-1 appeared in the evening sky. Purdue's ears had not heard such a sweet melody in a long time as the clapping of the rotor blades echoed in the valley below where the three vehicles of Medley's people had been decimated by rocks. Larsen took care not to give them a clear shot at his craft, landing it on the other side of the summit just above Purdue. Larsen's co-pilot came out to Purdue to assist him in getting the wooden relic on board the craft before Medley could alert the local authorities about their presence.
As the helicopter lifted off, Purdue looked down to where its lights were illuminating the terrain. It broke his heart to see Adjo's bloody body left in the long grass like an animal carcass, knowing that he would never see the money he’d been promised to benefit his family.

Chapter 8

Across the border of Ethiopia, traversing Eritrea's eastern region, northeast bound, Purdue fled with his illegitimate prize. The way he saw it, it could not be construed as a capital crime to steal an artifact that was, in fact, a cheap knock-off of the item spoken of in history. If he had stolen the Holy Grail he would absolutely be demonized by the world's academic society as a plain grave robber, but to procure a very bad duplicate of a legendary relic was hardly worthy of guilt.
Still, he felt guilty about the men who had lost their lives and livelihoods because of his zealousness for the item, not to mention the contrition for shaking the faith of a thousand years for the men of the village. But above all this, Purdue felt only relief at his own escape. He couldn’t wait to return to his home, Wrichtishousis, in Edinburgh, to investigate the contents of the wooden chest.
If he could find anything interesting inside it, he would feel that, to some measure, Adjo's death would be vindicated. Purdue still fully intended to remunerate the Egyptian's family as he had promised. Dave Purdue was wealthier than a sultan, yet he never forgot those who helped him or those who saved him when he’d naught but a glimmer of hope and a whole lot of craziness to go on. A sick sadness filled him when he looked over the sporadic lights on the desert surface, where only a few tents or bungalows served as shelter. The noise of the helicopter lulled him to a strange numbness, after the close calls he had endured during the day.
First, the tabernacle had collapsed and he’d been cussed and cursed out by locals for intruding. Then he’d had to leave the failed excavation with empty hands after months of careful financial funding, followed by the bad threat under the mountain. Finally, his insatiable need to feed his curiosity and his obsession with history had caused a good man his life. It was a day Purdue wished he could redo, relive, and ultimately change to be quite different. He imagined the news of Adjo's death reaching the man's family and it depressed him deeply.
“Where are we now, Larsen?” he asked the pilot.
Larsen's green eyes moved to the instruments before he confirmed, “Just passed Rama, sir. We should reach the border in the next fifteen minutes.”
“The border with Eritrea?” Purdue asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good,” Purdue sighed. “As soon as we get to Asmara, we can load this relic onto the cargo plane. You did book the cargo plane, right?”
“Of course, Mr. Purdue,” Larsen replied, sounding every bit as surprised as he was that his boss still thought to ask such a thing. After all, Larsen had been one of Purdue's pilots for many years and knew the protocols of retrieval flights and jet-setting very well by now.
“I'm sorry.” Purdue exhaled hard. “It’s just been a trying day and I want to get back home as soon as possible. Nothing more needs to go wrong on this excursion. I should know better than to hire only men from local and surrounding settlements. This time I did just that, because I’d gotten tired of putting my friends' lives in danger whenever I wanted to chase after something like this, you know?”
“I agree, sir. Better to pay people to risk their lives, I say. That way they’re not doing you a favor or a service. That way, they agree that what is coming to them is entirely business,” Larsen comforted his boss. These were words that Purdue needed to hear, however loosely cemented they were on a foundation of sycophantic consolation.
But what Larsen was saying was, in fact, was the opposite of what Purdue was admitting — that involving close acquaintances and friends was actually the best way to go about it. He agreed with what Larsen had said, but using strangers posed many threats: threats of betrayal, threats of assassination, and threats of employing double agents to cheat him out of his finds. “Either way is a conundrum, Larsen. Using hired hands could get me jailed or killed… have my finds stolen from under me; while using my friends for peace of mind runs the risk of baring the guilt of their possible demise in the process.”
“It’s a difficult decision, sir. One would think mixing the two would yield the answer, but instead of doubling your capabilities during such an expedition, one would just be increasing the risk of both problems coming to fruition. I suppose it’s a gamble, no matter how you work it, sir,” Larsen explained, giving his honest opinion this time. “So what are you going to do?”
“We cannot let them take this item from me. I have to prove it a fake if only to get to keep it. Once the authorities know that this is not the Ark of the Covenant as spoken of in legend and Biblical contexts, the Ethiopian government and the International Historical Societies will cease to write me up as a common grave robber and stop trying to arrest me.” Purdue was reciting the good alibi he’d been formulating for stealing another country's historical relic.
As he looked into the darkness around the craft only illuminated by the lights of the controls, he continued more to himself, “It never bothered me in the past. I would flash the cash and procure a dozen willing scientists, historians, archaeologists…” he looked at Larsen, “… pilots. Now I actually care about the fate of the individuals I involve. I’ve finally crumbled, Larsen. I fear to admit this, but I seem to have become a rather humane and considerate madman.”
A day later, Purdue and his crew touched down at RAF Milltown's lonely airstrip to return his private jet to its clandestine home under the secondary hangar marked 'Squadron Darling — SA Bulldog.' Inside the over-sized hangar lived a small 121 Model, long since as abandoned as its glory days in the RAF. But it was merely a decoy in times of emergency, when it would be hoisted up and the floor it stood on would fall away on the east side to create a ramp. This ramp was utilized by Dave Purdue's companies to access his aircraft, well out of sight of any prying organizations.
He owned the local radius of grounds for some magnitude around, and wherein the pinnacles of radio antennas peeked out in between dry trees, reaching for the airwaves. The place had been converted for different uses over time, which is why Purdue had purchased some of it. That way, his little part of the property could not be traced under the umbrella of various owners and he had the desolate and unassuming grounds to cover his subterranean hangars.
The purpose of the base had been quite confusing, since it had been built as a RAF bombing decoy in the Second World War. It was the perfect place for Purdue to hide his flight craft. B1- and T1-type hangars populated the flat coastal site, remnants of the base's initial services as an airfield and training unit for the Coastal Command and Bomber Command. With the Royal Navy taking command after the war and employed as the Deck Landing Training School, the compound once more sprouted a larger purpose relating to air operations, whether military or civilian.
This historically rife location was an asset to someone like Dave Purdue, quite the find in itself for his flying endeavors, when he needed such. After his constant run-ins with the malice of the Order of the Black Sun and their abilities to reach their tentacles into any international real estate transactions they chose, Purdue had elected to go underground, so to speak. And it had been working swimmingly.
“Afternoon, Mr. Purdue!” the third shift security guard greeted cordially as Purdue emerged from the Squadron Darling hangar.
“Afternoon,” Purdue smiled, already feeling better about his death-trailed escaped from Ethiopia now that he was on home soil. “Will you make sure my flight crew take the shuttle I hired from this checkpoint, please?”
“Of course, sir,” the security officer nodded. Purdue always had a shuttle available for his crewmembers to arrive safely at their own homes after a few days away. “And you, sir?”
Purdue waved dismissively at the inquiry. “Oh, no, no, thank you. I’m taking one of the private fleet vehicles. I’ve had enough of being chauffeured about, believe me.” He chuckled with the friendly security man who gave him the necessary log documents to fill out and sign.
“Pardon my forwardness, sir, but aren't you taking the daring approach a bit far here?” the security officer asked Purdue.
“How do you mean?” Purdue asked, barely looking up from the papers he was perusing.
The man whispered, “Transporting such a priceless relic in an unguarded vehicle seems, um, a bit careless? Aren't antiques and historical valuables usually transported in some kind of…” he shrugged with a layman's look, “convoy or armored vehicle?”
Purdue laughed slyly and finally met eyes with the concerned security guard. “My friend, that is precisely what they would expect, is it not?”
The man's face lightened up and he smiled suddenly. Wagging an index finger at the billionaire, he chuckled, “Ah! I see! I see what you’re doing, Mr. Purdue. You’re a sly fox with a keen mind for evasion. I think the Secret Service or one of them covert government agencies should take lessons from you.”
“Oh, believe me, officer,” Purdue smiled, “some people can be taught lessons a million times over and not learn a bloody thing.”
“Like some sly evasive actions can be out-thought by those who recognize your psychology?” a woman's voice asked. The security officer stiffened awkwardly at the woman's remark and stepped one pace back from Purdue to regain his professional position as guard. Purdue was still signing, not bothering to look up at the guard or the woman. He simply replied, “It is my prerogative, I believe, to reveal my psychology to those whom I trust, my dear Nina.”
Dr. Nina Gould could not help but smile while he was not looking, but the security guard noticed her smile yield to a firm expression when Purdue looked up to greet her. “You haven't forgotten my voice, I see,” she said, clumsily starting the small talk, but he tolerated it. After trying so hard to win back her trust and cultivating a renewed friendship with Nina, he would forgive her just about anything — even more than he used to.
From the shadow of the security office the guard chuckled in amusement. He did not mean for them to hear, but he could not help but react to the revelation of the woman's identity.
“Can I help you?” Nina asked firmly.
“No, ma'am. Apologies,” he replied, clearing his throat awkwardly. It was plain that he couldn’t take his eyes off Nina, something she was quite used to, but there was something about his stare that unsettled her into a feisty response. “Look, officer, why don’t you just come out and say what you’re thinking?”
The man removed his beret like a respectful funeral attendee, wringing the hat in his hands. The lady was adamant, so he was forced to oblige her. “I'm sorry, madam, but… aren't you that Lady Godiva who saved that other lady from a serial killer or something?”
Purdue tucked his head down to muffle a giggle, though he was not aware of what had happened in his absence from the United Kingdom.
“Aye,” Nina sighed, relinquishing her need to flare into fury for the vexing remark. At her reply the security guard looked awfully satisfied, which perplexed Purdue. He felt like he’d missed something everyone else knew.
“Oh, do tell,” he smiled, folding his arms gleefully. To have Nina referred to as a historical nude noblewoman was just too good to abandon curiosity for. She rolled her eyes. Addressing the security man directly, Nina shrugged, “Just tell him.”
Beaming in delight, the officer smiled, “I don't have to. I have the clip on me phone!”

Chapter 9

Nina stood outside, dying for a smoke. Although her recovery from lung cancer had miraculously cured her of most of her underlying maladies, she didn’t want to seem ungrateful to the Powers That Be for her second chance at life. And that meant that Nina Gould had to give up cigarettes, a hefty toll indeed, but one worth pursuing in the long run. Inside the small office she could hear Purdue and the officer exclaim in awe and amusement while they watched the video clip of the naked beauty who had thwarted an abduction a few nights before. The video had since gone viral over the entire Internet.
She waited patiently for them to get it over with, and after a short pause and silence, Purdue came out, ready to head to his home in Edinburgh. Looking more composed than he’d been while watching the news footage, he lightly touched her elbow, ushering her to the vehicle he’d prepared.
“I’ve something you have to take a look at, Nina. Just take a look at it, please,” he said unceremoniously. Nina frowned at his odd behavior. There was no remark about the clip he’d just watched, no teasing or silly inquiries about her nudity. Then again, she reckoned, taking the piss was more Sam's thing than the astute and proper Purdue would employ.
“What is it?” she asked, wondering if he was at all intrigued by the reason for her locating him in the first place. After all, the fact that she drove out to meet him as soon as he’d landed would have given him some indication of urgency, yet Purdue was quite preoccupied. “Jesus, Purdue, you look like you haven't slept in ages. What are you up to now?”
He only smiled timidly. It was true that he was exhausted, both mentally and physically, but so soon after she’d forgiven him was not a good time to let loose with a story of fleeing a country in a hail of bullets after snooping for Nazi relics again. It would be the quickest way to shut her off from him. “I’ve been busy, my dear Nina. I just need some advice.”
“Can it wait?” she asked, annoyed at his indifference to her purpose there. “I’ve something very important to talk to you about, Purdue.”
“Um, of course,” he recovered quickly, feigning most of the interest in his tone to coax her to get his way about the relic. “Of course, I understand. I tell you what…”
“I cannot postpone this,” she interrupted.
“I was not going to suggest procrastination, Nina. Why don't you follow me to Wrichtishousis, and then we can discuss what’s on your mind?” He looked around, casting a few quick glances toward the sky and the horizon as they walked to the fleet car he’d ordered his Ethiopian find to be secured in. Nina knew that mild paranoia all too well, but for fear of jumping the gun she withheld her suspicions and agreed to follow Purdue with her own car.
Just before she separated from him to collect her car to meet up at the checkpoint, Nina peeked into the large vehicle Purdue was using. Nothing was inside the car — nothing on the seats, anyway — but there had to be something inside that would merit an invitation to a modern history expert such as herself to advise on.
“What’s in the car, Dora?” she asked, mocking him for the civilized housewife car he was taking.
Purdue smiled, glad for her interest. “It’s too much to explain here right now. Why don't we make a night of it when we get to the estate? I’m sure what I have in this vehicle would be tremendously fascinating to someone like you.”
Nina sighed. “Purdue, Nazi shit again?”
He just rested a hand on her shoulder and chuckled uncomfortably. He looked past her for a moment and announced, “They’re opening the gate. Shall we take this up in a few?”
“Aye,” she replied reluctantly. “But don't forget that we have to address the issue I’m wrestling with as well.”
“Done,” he assured her before climbing into the high driver's seat of the soccer-mom-looking SUV, complete with a Baby-on-Board sticker and the ever-popular stick figure family so eagerly slapped onto the cars of most average suburban families. Nina only shook her head at Purdue's relentless knack for ingenuity. However, it also alarmed her. To go this far to conceal the contents or identity of the transported goods, Purdue would have to be desperate not to be detected. Usually such covertness was born from looming trouble, trouble like unlawful claims, criminal pursuits, betrayal, secret liaisons and double agents of things of historical significance. She knew what that meant.
“Tangled with the wrong sort again, didn't ya?” she muttered as she headed for her car with the dying lights of the base in her wake. Nina didn’t have to worry, but whatever Purdue was hiding was bad news. She could feel it in her gut. As she followed him home, her thoughts raced around Sam's sorrowful predicament and Purdue's preoccupation with what she was certain was another net to draw her into the dark recesses of the secret world of reality coursing under the skin of society.
* * *
When they arrived in Edinburgh it was close to midnight. The almost four-hour drive took it out of Nina, and she wondered if she would even be able to assess Purdue's secret cargo in the state of fatigue she was in. It had been a trying day ever since she fell out of bed. She’d had a grotesque nightmare about Paddy's daughter and the imbecile who’d taken her. Sam was not answering his e-mails, phone calls, or texts and she was not about to accost him at home if he’d made it this clear that he didn’t want to be in contact.
That very unsettling fact had her driving to Wrichtishousis the following morning, only to find out that Purdue was out of the country on an excursion in East Africa, indefinitely. It was by sheer luck that she happened upon his chatty housekeeper, Lillian, who spilled the proverbial beans about his due arrival when she’d overheard Purdue tell his butler he would be landing.
Naturally Nina knew that Lily deserved the third degree she would no-doubt receive from Charles the butler for her transgression. But Charles knew Nina, and he knew she was one of a handful of people David Purdue trusted with his life, so he would probably keep the reprimand mild. The master of the mansion, however, could not care less about Lily's information leak, as long as it was to those in his inner sanctum.
The red brake lights of his vehicle bled louder in front of her tired eyes as he brought the car to a halt ahead of hers under the protective cover of the garage that was located under the kitchen and pantry floor of Wrichtishousis. Similar to the hangar arrangement at Milltown, Purdue had constructed a second carport with six bays under his house, featuring a trapdoor-like door fashioned in solid steel and copper. When activated by remote control, Purdue's garage door harbored a live current of electricity through its minerals to prevent any tampering — unless such tampering was done by something with no biological integrity.
Nina watched the heavy steel door descend with a hydraulic hum that somehow reassured her. Its control was admirable. In a world of chaos and erratic events, watching a massive structure descend with such control and perfection was a pleasure to behold.
“Not too bad, hey?” Purdue bragged as he joined her to make sure the door had shut correctly.
“Aye,” she agreed, almost inaudibly as if her tongue had already fallen asleep. “A bit scary, though. Like a tomb being sealed or something.”
“Then this will unnerve you just a little more,” he smiled. Activating the current after the giant bolts locked in, Nina jumped back at the sparks along the frame of it, running from the ignition ports across to where the door was connected to its hydraulics. The electrical charge clapped and then died down into a quiet buzz that reminded her of the sound of a fridge in the middle of the night.
She looked impressed as she folded her arms. “Unnerving indeed, but I doubt you’ll be bothered much by intruders with this beast in place,” she remarked. “Purdue, I'm exhausted. Can we pick this up tomorrow?”
“Certainly,” he replied. He called Charles to help him carry his booty to one of the storerooms on the ground floor under his study. “You take a room, Nina. I shall pick your expert brain after you’ve had some shuteye, alright? Sweet dreams.” He pecked a light kiss on her cheek.
Nina could not make up her mind. Purdue had already amicably dismissed her from the scene, but she was inexcusably curious about the artifact he’d been so carefully smuggling here. Reluctantly she took his offer of taking it up in the morning.
“Alright. Good night!” she said as she shouldered her sling bag and laptop case, exiting the underground chamber. “Hi Charles,” she said as the butler came down past her.
“Madam,” he returned, smiling in passing.
The house was dark upstairs, save for the hallway lights mounted against the walls to illuminate the walkway and paintings. Nina knew them all in order by now, having spent much of her past decade in the grand old historical gem that overlooked ancient Edinburgh. She picked her favorite guest room and dropped her luggage unceremoniously before switching on the en suite bathroom light for some relief.
“Dr. Gould?” she heard the night staff cook say from the doorway. Nina stopped in her tracks, trying not to show her discontent at being interrupted.
“Yes?” she forced as she turned to find the kind, old lady with her hands locked in front of her lap.
“Anything to eat before you retire, madam?” she asked.
Nina felt bad for being intolerant at a woman who was staying up all night to serve. “Um, a hot beverage would be lovely. Thank you.”
“Just something to drink, then?” the small lady asked.
“Aye, just a mug of hot chocolate. I'll leave the munching for breakfast.” Nina smiled.
“Very well. I'll have it up here in a jiffy, Dr. Gould,” the night cook affirmed before disappearing.
“Take your time,” Nina called after her, closing the room door and jogging to the bathroom. “All the time you need. I have to piss like a racehorse, thank you very much,” she muttered as she headed for the head.
After she’d finished she waited all but five minutes for the soft knock at the door to claim her drink. She sighed, relieved that soon nobody would bother her with offers and she could get some sleep. When she opened the door, Charles was the one holding her drink.
“My apologies madam,” he said plainly. “But I need to speak to you.”

Chapter 10

There was much tension in Djibouti, a country on the Gulf of Aden off the horn of Africa. Rita Medley and her husband, Guido Bruno, were waiting for an order they’d placed in Ethiopia to arrive, suffering the sweltering sun and dry air in their temporary chateau on the coastline just off of Fagal.
“Have you heard from our associates in Malta yet?” she asked her husband, who was buttering a croissant with cream cheese and cayenne pepper, as if the atmospheric heat was not torrid enough.
“Don't you worry about them. They’ll come through. Just give them two days to locate David Purdue, that's all they need to find that mook and get back our chest,” he said in his shrill voice. He took a bite of the croissant, crust spilling onto his brown, fine-silk shirt.
It made Rita cringe to watch the shirt exhibit dark, wet crescents of sweat. She couldn’t fathom why Guido would suffer like that just to dress upper class, as he put it. First, it was the Italian shoes at the desert dig site, and now it was a silk shirt in the fever of Djibouti's hot, sandy landscapes. Another thing that bugged her was how the snazzy dresser ate like an animal, making a mess everywhere. A self-professed perfectionist would hardly allow such a messy environment, but she knew by now not to inflame his temper with trivial points that negated his delusions of grandeur. In fact, she suspected that Guido only used the term to justify his unnecessary pedantic bullshit, which he utilized just to be difficult. To him, being an asshole was synonymous with being refined.
Their trips to support her excursions were always like taking a two-year-old to a classical concerto. Guido's tantrums and passive aggressive control was sickening, but she needed his money to obtain what she needed for her hunts. Everything has a price, and hers was that he would accompany her on expeditions that his family funded and test her passion for archaeology and cultural anthropology to its farthest limits. She never loved him. Medley found her convenient marriage bearable, considering the benefits included for her career. Sometimes she doubted that it was a cheap price to pay, especially in times like these.
“They're here,” his voice punished her peace. He was standing at the window, curtain carelessly drawn away in his rough hand.
“You should stop doing that, love,” she advised. “One of these days a goddamn bullet will come ripping through directed at your skull when you flare your position like that. Curtains are there to conceal our spying… and for a good reason.”
He sneered at her. “Like you know anything about spying. Like you know anything about bullets. Keep your dictation for the brainless mooks who dig in the ground for you on your treasure hunts, okay?”
“Don't forget how much money your family has made from my treasure hunts, my darling,” she snapped back. Usually Prof. Medley kept her tone docile, but this time she wanted to remind him that she was not some bimbo he’d rented for a twenty-minute pleasure trip. Before he could respond there was a knock at the door. “Boss, we brought him.”
“Bring him in,” Guido commanded, glancing back at Rita as if to assert his Alpha status in the most juvenile manner. Rita said nothing. She took up her glass of ice tea, gripping it properly so that the beads of water from the vapor would not make the smooth glass slip from her fingers. The icy water entwined with flavors of cinnamon and lemon was direly needed in the high temperature of the day for a woman like Rita, already not very tolerant of warm places.
A bloodied, but quiet man was dragged into the room. Face down, he could hardly use his feet under the rough handling of Guido's henchmen who threw him into a chair and cuffed him. Rita cocked her head to see who he was, but under the mess of bloody black locks of hair over his face it was difficult to ascertain. What disturbed her most, oddly, was his silence. Clearly he was in terrible agony from the gunshot wound that had grazed his neck and the other that had made a big hole in his chest, yet he did not cry out or moan.
Rita had unfortunately become accustomed to the hellish practices of her husband's family once she had wed him a few years before, but she found that unusual things bothered her more than the average beatings and threats she’d played witness to. This man's quiet suffering was one of those unsettling things, and it evoked her pity, something she’d worked very hard at repressing. In fact, that very repression was imperative to her survival in a family under the reins of Cosa Nostra.
The man looked incredibly familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him, so she stood there, drinking her ice tea calmly until his identity was revealed. Guido cocked his gun and shoved it against the man's head. Rita was alarmed that the only reaction her brain had was to hope that any shots to the head would not spoil her floor.
She sipped her tea more quickly. Christ, what kind of heartless bitch have I become? This isn’t right. I’m not handling this right. My God, I’m not even concerned about the man's life an ounce more than I am about the mess he would make!
With Guido's eyes constantly on her to show off how macho he was, Rita made sure that her secret moral chastisement did not show on her face. By now she could easily ace poker games, having graduated from the Sicilian Mafia Wives' Club of Indifferent Expressions. “You know where David Purdue went with the Ark. Now you will tell us and I might not kill you,” Guido grinned.
The man only shook his head. That was unacceptable. Guido raised his hand and brought down the butt of the weapon on the base of the man's neck, finally eliciting a shriek of pain from the captive. In anguish he threw back his head, revealing his face to Rita. She would have gasped, but it would only make her look weak. At once she recognized him as the man who had helped Purdue escape with the chest.
Adjo Kira? she thought in surprise. Didn’t we kill him on that ledge?
Obviously they hadn’t. Here he was in the flesh and alive, although not too well. And at the rate her husband was going, Adjo would not be well enough for much longer. Regrettably, even with his pathetic traits and childish attitude, her husband was well versed in torture techniques and his forte was the intricate art of maiming. In her corner of the room Rita hoped that Adjo would not get to see that side of Guido, but thus far it appeared as if he were teetering dangerously close to that discovery.
“The next time you don't give me an answer I will shoot you,” Guido threatened. Rita had finished her ice tea, but she dared not move now to put the glass in the sink. It would break her husband's thrall over the Egyptian, and that would spell a world of misery for her. Guido shouted, “Where did Purdue take the Ark?”
Adjo said nothing, because he did not know. With every second that passed without an answer, the silence became pregnant with rage and apprehension. Rita's knuckles ached from the tension in her hands as she waited for a response. Her eyes quietly darted from the Egyptian's inert lips to her husband's trigger finger. The latter was white against the side of the trigger of the gun, shivering slightly as the pressure on the steel pin mounted. She held her breath as she noticed Adjo's lips still not moving. A loud click ensued from Guido's gun, sending Adjo into a jerk of terror. Rita's eyes fell shut from shock and relief. The men in the room laughed with their boss, but their laughter was nothing but the cackle of wicked bullies that were running out of patience.
“Oh, for God's sake, just tell us where Purdue is!” she suddenly cried out. Luckily for Rita her exclamation came out as bossy and annoyed, which impressed her husband enough for him not to have an opinion, for a change. In truth, Rita had only let loose to break the momentum of the looming execution and slightly defuse the immediate trouble. It was her warning to Adjo to say something, anything, before he would die by their hands a second time.
Rolling her eyes noticeably, she slammed the glass down and exited the room. “Let me know when we have Purdue's location. I have better things to do.”
Guido had no problem with his wife's attitude, having no idea that, in the secret compartments of her heart, she was prating for the safety of the Egyptian guide at his mercy. Rita's heart raced as she waited for that killing shot to thunder in her trail, but it still did not come. Through the living room of the house she walked briskly, as if hearing that kill shot with more distance between her and the gun would somehow make the man's death less harsh. But she knew even at vague earshot it would affect her badly and there was nothing she could do to procrastinate the imminent murder.
Still, there was no gunshot, only the sound of shouting and the familiar sporadic scuffling as they slapped Adjo around. Rita turned at the end of the small hallway that led to her bedroom and bit her finger between her front teeth in deep pondering. Between what she wished she could do to keep Guido from killing Adjo, and presenting a solution for the location of Dave Purdue, she did not have much hope. Even if she could find the billionaire cheat who stole what they’d come to steal first, it would only guarantee Adjo's doom. If Guido had no use for him he was as good as dead anyway.
It was silent now. Rita felt a twinge of alarm at the silence. Again she was caught between the extremes of the situation — either she had to listen to the melody of torture and threats, or she had to worry about the devastating possibilities of peace and quiet. Her life sucked irreparably, she decided.
But ultimately, until she reached the Vault of Hercules she had no choice but to keep on keeping on, as they say. Until then she had to tolerate the condescension and emotional abuse, the perpetual fear of rival attacks and the tiptoe care with which she had to speak when in the company of the Familia. Even brothers killed each other without flinching, calling it honor or loyalty. They would not think twice about wasting a Celtic-blooded wife of a lesser-respected son if she put one foot wrong. For now, Prof. Rita Medley had to deal with the world of bullets and blood, where rules only mattered when employed for the cause.
A loud thump sounded from the kitchen area and more impish laughter confirmed that the captive had fallen from the chair. Rita felt sick. Ashamed for the path that she’d chosen to reach her career goal, she hated herself, questioning if it was worth all of the humiliation. To her astonishment, it was a question she could literally not answer. That was how far gone she was to reach the Vault of Hercules, how desperate she was that she would listen to a man being tortured for her endgame.
Rita heard footsteps approach her, the sound of Italian shoes clacking on the slash stone floor.
“Fuckin' imbecile passed out,” he mentioned nonchalantly as he whipped out his white handkerchief to dress his bleeding knuckles.
“Did he tell you were to find Purdue?” she asked, hoping that she sounded as stern as she tried to.
“Nah,” Guido replied. “I told the boys to take a lunch break. That Egyptian's wounds are making him weaker than I’d hoped, so he won't last long if I keep at him. As soon as he has had some recuperating time, I'll make him a proposition.”
“A proposition. You?” she scoffed with a wry smile. “I can’t imagine you paying him.”
“Who said anything about money?” he frowned, taking his place by her side at the window. His cold, black eyes looked over the sapphire waters of the bay of Bab al-Mandab Strait. Guido sighed, “If he does not comply, we’ll just kill his family.”

Chapter 11

Sam Cleave was pissed.
He was piss-drunk and pissed off. Not a second went by that he did not torment himself about his career choices, the path that had ultimately gotten his fiancé killed and separated him from his childhood best friend, Patrick Smith. Two large, gray eyes leered at him with indifference as his leg flopped off the edge of the sofa he was sprawled over. Sam chuckled dryly and took the neck of the green glass bottle to his lips for the umpteenth time.
“What are you looking at?” he slurred, but was met with not even an effort from his cat. The large ginger cat Sam and had Trish aptly named Bruichladdich when he’d been an overweight boy kitten, had seen Sam at his worst and best. But this relapse was louder than the previous he’d suffered, the one that had happened after he’d written his first book about that night Patricia had had her face blown off by the arms ring she and Sam had been investigating. If the cat could contemplate such issues, chances are he would have been concerned. He would’ve come to the conclusion that Paddy was just about as important to Sam as Trish had been. Only once before was he this bad off, and that was when the guilt had ridden him bareback.
Now his oldest pal, his partner in crime throughout high school, his wingman and general tolerator of Sam's crazy personality had elected to part ways with him. It had broken Sam, but he was not the type to lie down and talk to strangers with framed papers on their wall from other idiots who’d proclaimed them sound enough to do so. No, Sam's therapist was one Dr. Glen Flagler1972 and a whole lot of football on television. He liked it that way. It allowed the chaos of countless games, fans, commentators, and sports news to drown his mind in triviality, just like the Single Malt Whisky Purdue had gifted him after the search for the Medusa Stone had concluded.
Initially Sam had vowed to preserve the rare bottle of whiskey from the extinct distillery, to only consume it should he plant his flag with another Pulitzer. But that was when his life had still had some meaning. Now, a bottle of alcohol, however rare and expensive, was just a dose of numbness that could help him lighten the blows to his heart whenever Paddy's words would ricochet between his soul and his brain. Faster and faster he drank to forget, but found that the pain was in a place inside him where his blood could not reach, where the soothing oblivion of alcohol could not be delivered.
“Bruich,” he told his cat, “you’re the only relic from my history still left, you know that?”
Bruich leapt clumsily onto his master's foot — the one that was still on the couch — and after turning once in a circle, he proceeded up Sam's body to lie down on his stomach. The cat's hefty weight felt soothing and the warmth from his fur was welcome to Sam's aching body. He had deliberately not eaten for a whole day to make sure that the whiskey would take quicker effect on an empty stomach, but his head was pounding already; the price of a premature hangover.
“You know what he said? My old chum, Paddy?” he asked the wide-eyed feline. Sam waited for Bruich to respond. How he expected the answer only he knew, but after some low purring qualified as conversation in the ears of the drunken journalist he thought it fit to break it to Bruich.
“He said…!” Sam shouted with wet cheeks. “He-e-e said… please Sam, don't ever come to my house again. I'm sorry, Sam, but please…” Sam's voice cracked, “… please lose my… number.”
The cat yawned, letting out a low groan in the process that Sam construed as some form of vocal empathy. His hand closed roughly around the back of Bruich's neck as he tried to pet the poor animal, while his other hand brought the bottle to his mouth. In the background the overly loud television blared a match, but Sam did not give a shit which clubs were playing. All he heard in the din of the crowd's chants were those damning words spoken by his once best friend, his brother-in-arms from a fallen allegiance.
“All I have left from the good old days, is you, my friend,” Sam moaned through the rising burn of heartbreak and nausea. “My new friends have destroyed my old, happy life. Have you noticed? Now I’m chummy with,” he shrieked in a high voice to imitate some royal snob, “the grand billionaire adventurer and scientist, David Purdue. Ooh, we dr-dri… we drink together and fight over a girl!”
He laughed out the absurdity and acted mad as a hatter to exclaim his malcontent. “But hey, y-you know, that's okay, because she is nice enough to throw a lad a bone every now and then,” he said, calming slightly at the thought of Nina Gould. “Actually, she let's a lad throw her a bone… is… is what I meant to say.”
The feline had had enough. With the onslaught of Sam's breath, his shouting, and incessant hard petting Bruich decided to call it a night. He pulled away from Sam's grip and scampered off the couch, disappearing into the shadows of the hallway. Sam did not even care anymore that even his cat had deserted him. His sorrow gave way to numbness. “It’s time to sever ties, I think. Aye! It’s time I bury Purdue once and for all.”

Chapter 12

The next morning, after Nina had finally managed to get a few hours' sleep in, she woke feeling quite disorientated. At first she didn’t know where she was. Then she noticed the ornate ceiling above her in the fashion of the Chateau de Versailles and the massive world map wall painting that adorned the east wall. The first thing she saw when her vision cleared in waking were the words Here Be Monsters, placed exactly in the center of the small etches that denoted the ocean ripples of the Tyrrhenian Sea.
“No shit,” she muttered as the words of warning took on a strange status of prophecy for her. She thought about poor devastated Sam and the monsters he’d been dealing with, as well as her own recent demons that refused her comfort. “Isn't it ironic that I get my first night of decent, dreamless sleep in Purdue's house?” she wondered in a whisper as she slid her legs off the bed and placed her feet onto the shaggy, luxurious Korean silk carpet. It felt like heaven to Nina's weary feet, the fleecy gentle caress that cradled her soles. “Hmm,” she smiled as she rubbed her feet back and forth in the long, soft hair.
Vaguely she recalled the kind night cook and the lovely shower she’d so enjoyed, but suddenly the most important fraction of her recollection shot forward, reminding Nina that she had much to facilitate after she had brushed her teeth and dressed. The butler's visit haunted her terribly, for his tidings had been nothing short of alarming. But Nina thought it best to keep her cards close to the chest for now, until she could see if there was an alternative way to deal with what Charles had conveyed to her.
“Good morning, Dr. Gould,” Purdue grinned as she entered the vast kitchen. He was looking dreadfully unkempt and exhausted, but somehow gleeful. “Could I interest you in a cup of tea?”
The entire place was deserted, since the day staff didn’t come in until 7 a.m. Only then did Nina realize how early in the morning it was. It would appear that she had not tied in as many hours sleep as she had initially thought. “Coffee, please,” she said, slightly bewildered. “Were you up all night?”
“Well, there was not much night left to be up through, was there?” he shrugged. “A meager few dark morning hours hardly make for a good night's rest, do they? Incidentally, how did you sleep?”
“Actually, very well. Thanks,” she affirmed. “Considering I haven’t been sleeping for more than two hours at a time since I’ve been healing on, it was a godsend.”
“I'm sure,” he agreed as he swiftly placed the filter full of coffee in the machine and poured the water. His long fingers did not miss a beat and before Nina knew it, the coffee maker switch was glowing orange and the sweet odor of percolated caffeine filled the room. “What was it that you wanted to discuss with me last night?” he asked out of the blue. Nina thought Purdue had forgotten, perhaps conveniently, only to get her to his house and advise him on whatever he’d discovered; surprisingly, he was interested in hearing what she wanted to tell him. “You look like Atlas, my dear,” he remarked. Upon Nina's momentary oblivion he clarified, “The weight of the world is on your shoulders.”
Nina sighed, “Oh, aye. That can’t be more accurate.”
“So, I'm all ears,” he smiled, waiting patiently for the coffee, and her, to filter through.
“It's Sam, Purdue.”
“You have to be a bit more specific with that lad,” Purdue chuckled. But soon he noticed that what was bearing on Nina was no laughing matter.
“Alright, I'll just come out and say it,” she geared up. “Paddy, Sam's best friend…”
“The MI6 agent,” Purdue filled in by memory.
“Aye,” she confirmed, placing her open hands together and spreading her fingers out wide, “his daughter was abducted by the same man I saved that young woman from outside the gym in Quartermile.”
“Oh, Jesus!” Purdue exclaimed.
“And Sam thinks that it’s the fulfillment of a threat Paddy’d received after the trouble in Romania when he arrested those men affiliated with the Black Sun.”
Purdue gave it some thought, trying to remember the circumstances. He inhaled deeply as it came back to him and pointed at Nina. “When we looked for that evil deck of cards, the Black Tarot of Hoia Baciu?”
“Aye,” she said.
“Who threatened Patrick, then?” Purdue asked, suddenly sober with urgent sincerity.
“I don't know exactly,” she admitted, “but when Sam helped Paddy and Interpol capture Greta Heller's son, Igor, he ended up on their radar. It could very well have been Igor himself, because I remember that it was after that incident that Patrick first distanced himself from Sam. Only that time it was because…”
“Because he was helping us, covering our tracks when we had to go above the law. Yes, yes, I know, Nina. I recall that he asked Sam not to contact him anymore for our messes,” Purdue clarified. “But to cut Sam off completely was not part of the deal, was it?”
“No, it wasn't. But that all changed when one of the Black Sun's dogs took his daughter,” she reminded Purdue. “Look, we can’t blame Paddy for directly blaming Sam for his involvement with these people, because we were the ones who dragged him into our Nazi relic hunting. Sam was… is… Paddy's only link to the Order of the Black Sun and all the pestilent affiliates it has. But my concern is for Sam. My God, Purdue, you should have seen him. He was in a state! It was bad enough for him to part ways with his best friend of twenty years, but imagine hearing that he wanted to sever all ties after all those years of friendship!”
Purdue stared at her in silence, wondering if she appreciated the similarities between what she was lamenting about for Sam and the very same situation between Purdue and her not too long ago. “Yes, I can very well imagine what that feels like, my dear Nina, to be discarded by a close and dear friend for inadvertently putting their lives in danger.”
Nina realized. She chewed her tongue, trying to think of something to say. “Purdue,” she started gently, “we're good again, you and I.” She understood how much he had sacrificed to get her back, to be allowed into her life again, and she was grateful. As much as he was the initial cause of her trouble, he was ultimately the man who had saved her life twice over to redeem himself. Nina stepped closer to Purdue and cradled his face in her palms as she stood on pointed toes. “I forgave you. I know, I know… what you did. I really do. When nobody else bothered to find me you came to pull me out of the enemy's hands and you made sure I got the… right treatment.” She smiled, “Unorthodox as it was.”
Purdue's stubble stung at her hands, but she did not care. It was the first time in years she’d stood so close to him, so close that she could see his eyes. Not the color, but the soul. “Speaking of the right treatment,” he whispered. He did not smile, but his eyes narrowed kindly as he drew her closer and leaned in to kiss her. Purdue was secretly elated that she was not resisting at all, but just before their lips met an unholy gargling roared from the coffee percolator, making them both jump in fright.
Reluctantly he let go of the small beauty, both laughing at the awkward interruption. “I assume your coffee is ready, dear lady,” Purdue jested, although he was bitterly disappointed in the terrible timing.
Remind me to throw out this bloody cock-blocker, he ranted internally as he poured Nina's coffee.
He handed her the mug of steaming, black coffee with two sugars and stirred. “Ta,” she smiled.
“So tell me, what do you suggest we do about Sam?” Purdue asked her.
“We have to get him out of Scotland. Actually, off the island would be even better. He needs to be occupied, you know? There must be a way to remind him that he is worth a lot, that it wasn’t his fault and all that. Savvy?”
“Knowing that man, you are endeavoring the near impossible, Nina,” he disillusioned her. “You know that he isn’t that easily hoodwinked.”
“But we’d not be hoodwinking, Purdue,” she insisted. “I’m talking about a bona fide job outside the UK where you can use his expertise.” Nina was almost jumping up and down, trying to make her case convincing enough to egg Purdue on. “Come on, Purdue. What is the thing you are working on right now, hey? What is this relic you need my help on? Let's get Sam in on it so that he can get away from the bleak skies of Queensferry and we can keep him at bay from Kirkcaldy. You know, just so he can be somewhere unfamiliar, somewhere that doesn’t remind him of childhood friends.”
Her pleading expression was priceless. Purdue had never imagined that he would ever see Nina beg, especially beg him! It was rather ego-friendly, but he elected not to milk the matter or exhibit his flattered demeanor. “You know, I’d need an expert to record our findings and publish the whole find on behalf of the British Museum or the Arcane Society, since I’m currently playing dead.”
Nina smiled, content.
“Now, what is it you got your hands on that merited such secrecy? And kept you up all night?” she asked. He grinned mischievously and took her free hand, leading her to the door that led down to the sub-level storeroom where he kept the thing he was so fascinated with.
“Purdue, it isn’t something I have to wear a Hazmat suit for, is it?” she joked.
Purdue looked back at her with a pitiful pout. “Low blow.”
“I'm sorry,” she smiled. “It's just, with you I never know what kind of dangerous toy will present itself and threaten everyone's survival while you dance in the lightning of it. You know, I don't think you realize just how unheeding you are towards the dangers you dip your toes into. Things that pose a downright deadly warning to other people are like a welcome mat to you.”
“Oh, stop the flattery already,” Purdue chuckled, pulling her into the dark landing area, almost spilling her coffee. He switched on the light that illuminated the plain set of cement stairs that led down to the storeroom.
“I haven't been down here yet,” she mentioned.
“No, you haven't. I had some more subterranean rooms constructed while you…” he hesitated, almost blurting out the wrong things, “… while you were sick.”
“Hiding?” she asked.
“I’m not going to lie. Of late I’ve been feeling considerably more like an animal, a pest that has disturbed too many farmers, you know?” At the first door he punched a code into yet another keypad that deactivated a deadly electrical current, only this device frame was smaller than the one she’d witnessed in the car garage the night before.
“Aye, I’m surprised this wisdom didn’t possess you a few years back already. You’ve been toying with some really nasty snakes, Purdue, and without gloves no less. Thank God you’ve come to your senses.”
He opened the door and stepped aside for her to see. Above the large wooden chest a beam of bluish light fell in hues. Dust particles flurried inside the visible column that lit up the relic. Nina stepped inside, caught in awe as she passed her coffee mug back to Purdue. After a moment's assessment she looked at him, half annoyed and half intrigued. “Really, Purdue? Really? The Ark of the Covenant?”
“I knew you'd recognize it instantly,” he replied serenely.
Nina looked frazzled. She shook her head and shrugged, “It's official. You’re out of your mind!”

Chapter 13

Nina bent her knees as she prowled around the artifact. Her dark eyes were wide open as if she were trying to see more than the obvious with every inch she perused. As she progressed along the sides, her fingers trailed the intricate designs carved into the wood.
“The gold inlays are fake, did you know?” she remarked.
“Yes,” he agreed, “but that’s just the thing. This isn’t the Ark of the Covenant at all. It only resembles it, but any trained eye will discern the obvious discrepancies present in the piece.”
“Like the Swastika?” she stared at Purdue with a deliberate mock amazement. “Duh!”
“But do you find anything peculiar about rest?” Purdue pressed.
“This is so weird. Where did you get this?” she asked. “Was this why you were in Ethiopia?”
“Aksum, to be exact,” he answered. Purdue was leaning against the doorway, his shirt untidy and hanging outside his pants. He did make some effort to tame his wild, white-blond hair, but had only managed to keep the sides of his head neat. “Notice the obvious differences between the Biblical Ark and this one? Is it just me, or should these people have known that this was not the Ark containing the tablets Moses received the Ten Commandments on?”
Nina looked at him, still sporting a scowl. “Wait, they think this is the real Ark?”
“That's just it, Nina. Either they have no idea that this is something else, or they know and they revere this chest more than the actual Ark. Either way, it’s a mystery to me why this one was made.”
“Look, they play it pretty close, whoever made this thing,” she suggested as she felt her way along the smooth, gilded patterns and corners. “Right down to the Cherubim on the lid, but I bet this isn’t the one Ron Wyatt claimed to have discovered.”
“Ron Wyatt?” he asked.
Without looking up from her scrutiny, Nina quickly explained. “The late archaeologist who claimed to have discovered the Ark of the Covenant, along with a myriad of other Biblical relics,” she sighed. “But his work was never respected by scholars, Creationists, scientists, et al.”
“So what do you think about the more modern markings?” he urged.
“Look, according to the Book of Exodus the Ark was supposed to have been fashioned entirely from gold and with four rings of gold at the corners. You know, two-two,” she described, “on the sides to put the rods through that they used to carry it. Now, those staves were supposed to be made of shittim wood…”
Purdue chuckled. Nina tried not to smile at his juvenile response, but she couldn’t help but find his channeling of Sam Cleave's sense of humor funny. “Also known as seyal wood,” she continued, “it was supposed to be covered with gold, but both you and I both know that this isn’t gold.”
“It looks like pyrite,” Purdue remarked. “Fool's gold.”
“That is precisely what it is, old boy,” she winked. “Yet they still revered this knock-off?”
He nodded.
Nina was perplexed. “Look, these people are not exactly well educated, but it’s quite evident that this is not the Ark. Have you checked inside?” she asked. It was the question Purdue had been waiting for.
“I have no idea how,” he replied. “What do you think kept me up all night?”
“Oh shit! So you have no way of opening this?”
“I could easily open it by force, but I first wanted to know what I’m dealing with.”
“Wow, you are just all grown-up lately, aren't you?” she jested. “When did you grow this responsible hormone you seem to have cultivated, Mr. Purdue?”
“Oh, you know, it comes with almost getting killed constantly,” he smiled. “Do you think the Nazi's left this relic as a replacement, perhaps? Could they have stolen the real deal and left this as decoy?”
“Not that I know of, Purdue,” she sighed. “I would dare to guess that this is an entirely different artifact that holds its own secret. The fact that it resembles the Ark of the Covenant is merely coincidence, I think. But we will only know what its purpose is once we open the lid and have a look to see what they were up to.”
Purdue cleared his throat. “You know, I’m not one to be influenced by entertainment and films and such…”
She rose to her feet, “But you’re afraid that your face might melt off?”
Purdue had to smile. She was right. He was concerned about the influence of what could be inside the chest. But after all he’d been through to procure it — the lives it had cost — it was his duty to investigate the contents.
Nina was equally fascinated by the purpose of the chest, but on a strictly historical basis.
“It is rather enticing, isn't it?” She smiled as she folded her arms and stood by Purdue's side. “I mean, this is almost like the antithesis of the relic itself. It is like the… the Anti-Ark.”
Purdue sniggered. “I do like that one!”
From the shelf Nina took an aluminum ruler normally employed to measure carpentry and set it carefully along the side. Purdue helped her hold it fixed to the lid's flanks.
“Look at this,” she carried on, her eyes spying every detail of the religious icon. “The measurements are precisely accurate with those reputedly dictated to Moses for its construction, if memory serves me correctly. However,” she raised an eyebrow, “the etchings are wrong. Even the Cherubim on the lid are facing away from one another, unlike the effigies on the actual Ark. Their wing tips are said to meet in the middle.”
“So, if this is not the Ark,” Purdue checked with Nina, “then it was made deliberately as decoy? Or was it made for an entirely different purpose?”
“Like what?” Nina inquired.
“I don't know,” he shrugged, “but maybe it wasn’t meant to hold the stone slabs of the Ten Commandments, Nina. Maybe this trunk is something entirely unique and different, only fashioned to look like the Ark of the Covenant to mock the Bible or something. Don't you think it’s just too uncanny how this chest resembles a legendary relic, yet at the same time represents some form of blatant opposition to the original artifact?”
“I honestly don’t know, Purdue,” Nina said softly, letting her hands slide alongside the smooth surface of fool's gold to appreciate the work put into such a close likeness. “Look, I don't know why they made this piece, only that it’s an obvious counterfeit of the real deal. What worries me is the fact that they knew it was not the true Ark, and yet they died for it, defended it, and chased after it.”
“I understand,” he said. “The only answers we’ll ever obtain from it lie inside it.”
Nina looked at Purdue with a cautious leer, taking one more look at the gilded coffin hidden in the depths Wrichtishousis before looking him straight in the eye. She tucked her hands to her sides, sighed, and said, “Then get on with it. Let's open it and get it over with.”
Purdue didn’t show it, but Nina's green light had him overly excited, as scared as he was of what could be hidden inside. She stepped aside as he fetched one of his own inventions from the cupboard, a small device shaped like a bug.
“Alright, I have to know,” she said, gazing at the crawly robotic thing Purdue held in his palm.
“Nothing special,” he said modestly. “Just laser and SONAR technology, my dear. First B.U.G. will
study the contents of the item by means of x-ray technology, so please, keep well out of the way.”
“B.U.G.?” she frowned, just bracing herself for the insight to come. Purdue switched on the steel, tortoise-shaped gadget, lighting up it's flattened base with red lights and erecting its antennae to receive the motion transmission that penetrated the interior of the trunk.
“Yes, my dear,” Purdue affirmed.
“And that stands for…?” she asked inquisitively.
Purdue looked uncomfortable, his eyes searching the floor. “The abbreviation is for Bloody Ugly Gizmo,” he clarified, leaving Nina in humorous purgatory, uncertain of the sincerity value of his statement. Purdue looked up at her through his glasses. “No, really.”
Nina burst out in a fit of laughter, forcing Purdue to smile. “You suck at naming stuff,” she snorted.
“I know. I know,” he blushed. “But that’s what it is, right?”
“Too right!” she dipped her head bemusedly. “So, let it sniff out the contents. We don't have much time before we have to give Sam something to do.”
“Of course,” Purdue agreed. He placed the strange gadget on the golden lid of the chest and waited for it to start recording information. Its sonic pulses registered the structural and chemical composition of whatever lay inside. With high-pitched beeps every two seconds, it assessed and recorded the information as it walked along the length of the box. Nina was impressed, scrutinizing the amazing fashion in which the device moved. It honestly did look and behave like a bug, inching along on six appendages that were perfectly fixed by tiny ball joints to the silvery body of the bug. Purdue didn’t care to gloat about his latest invention. Rather, he spent the waiting moments wondering what the data would yield. The myriad of possibilities staggered him. Had it been the actual Ark of the Covenant, there would at least be some indication of what could be contained in the chest. But this was something else. It was built for a different purpose altogether, and because this function was still a mystery, it presented Purdue with some concern.
“There could literally be anything in there. You do know that, right?” Nina said suddenly, as if she had read Purdue's thoughts. He nodded in agreement. She folded her arms and cocked her head. “Imagine if it contained something unprecedented. I mean, obviously, but what if we find something we didn’t know, like an alien object or a chart of minerals and chemicals our Periodic Table doesn’t have.”
“Intriguing,” Purdue replied. “Maybe it only contains old letters sent by men who fought wars in Egypt and Tunisia, some medallions, and a bit of spice.”
“Smartass,” she scoffed. “Typical of a scientist to take all of the wonder out of a well-placed scenario.”
“I'm all for wonder, my dear Nina, but you have to agree that at times like these it is hardly wise to set one's heart on wishes and dreams.” Purdue shrugged. “Believe me, I’ve been having way too many sobering experiences of late, convincing me that there is hardly any magic left in this world, apart from that we construct for ourselves.”
“I refuse to entertain that notion,” she insisted, watching the buggy device complete its journey. It sounded one long beep as the red light under its belly died, announcing that its gathering of data was complete.
Purdue smiled and slammed his palms together for a good rub. “The moment of truth.”

Chapter 14

Along the A90 northbound, Sam drove past Inverkeithing after crossing the Forth Road Bridge from Queensferry on his way to Hillend. It had been a few days since a close friend's shunning had smashed his heart, but the pain still persisted relentlessly. His old, silver BMW cruised along the buildings that flanked the road under a cloud splattered sky where the pale sun had barely begun to make shadows on the ground.
A stiff wind rocked his car as he passed the Bowling Club on the way out of the neighborhood, and Sam barely noticed the high speed at which he was traveling. There was good reason for his heavy foot on the accelerator, apart from his zeal to get to his destination.
He drove in the din of some old commercial Metallica and sang along with the choruses of doomed dreams and the dark twin's confronting of the composed human, only exacerbating his current negative emotion. Along with the aggression in the music, Sam felt validated. It kept him aware of how fed-up he really was with bad people getting away with destroying the lives of others. At the same time, he had to admit that he needed to become one with the underworld of drugs, snitches, hookers, and hits if he wanted to get to the bottom of the crimes he intended to investigate.
At a glance, Sam Cleave looked like a rugged, attractive man in his early 40s, but inside he was a young lad again, traumatized by a schoolyard tiff. It felt like a break-up with a woman, he realized, to lose one's best friend because of who you are. He simply couldn’t make peace with the abrasive feeling that left him bleeding, the one that made him feel dirty, unwanted, and lesser than. Paddy, in Sam's opinion, now saw him as a burden and a liability, something that broke Sam inside every time he replayed those fateful words in his memory.
After he’d gone on his alcoholic binge to wallow in self-pity, investing too much time in introspection, Sam had grown tired of doing nothing about it. Even if he couldn’t convince Patrick Smith to forge a friendship with him again, he would go all out to find out who had taken the man's daughter. Just because he’d become a problem for Patrick, it didn’t constitute him allowing the little girl to come to harm. It wasn’t her fault that her father and Sam were not close anymore and she deserved to be saved nonetheless.
Just before the A921 turn-off, Sam noticed the barren green carpets of the fields to his right. Their desolate distance, uniformly flat, somehow brought him immense peace. The music stopped just as he turned onto the main road, heading for the Parrot Cage Pub & Hotel to meet Norris. Sam remembered how he had first met Norris in 1998 in Glasgow. It was during an exposé on a drug cartel from Nigeria that had caused no less than seven deaths by igniting violent hooliganism among local football fans.
Back then, Norris had been a scrawny mosquito of a man, barely in his 20s and naive as hell. Gradually, as Sam taught him to use his streetwise skills for his own benefit, he started seeing the world through Sam's eyes. It was a short road and hasty travel toward cynicism and insensitivity for Norris, especially after his brother and mother were killed after a sour bet by a clan of tinkers migrating through the Highlands. He quickly became a hardened trader, arms instructor, and general freelancer of fists. By 2012, Norris was reputed to have been responsible for several covert hit operations in the sports world, primarily football and boxing. But it was all speculative at best. Such was the skill of the young Norris at covering his tracks and cleaning up his own messes. The only problem with him was that he had absolutely no sense of civic responsibility, and could not be bribed, begged, or threatened into anything he did not already endorse.
Sam was a master of the interview, the grand old swap of terms and words to evoke cooperation in subjects, but if there was one man who could see right through him, it was Norris. The old BMW came to a low hum as Sam turned into the Patterson Partners Royale Golf Club parking area, electing to park there instead of daring to leave his vehicle at the insecure and risky Parrot Cage parking lot. Calling it so was quite a reach. It was more like a backstreet gravel backyard, riddled by broken glass under the muddy skin of the sprawling, swamp-like muck that lay between the main road and the main entrance of the establishment.
“Jesus, some things just never change,” Sam mumbled, wincing at the hideous terrain he had to traverse to get to the pub. For a second he almost considered driving through it with his car anyway, but he didn’t feel like buying new tires and replacing his diff again. The grounds of the tavern were reminiscent of the characters who haunted the place — scummy, dirty patrons who were exceedingly treacherous and difficult to converse with, harboring sinister intentions under the amicable surface of their appearance.
Sam flipped up the collar of his leather jacket as he started the perilous journey past some scurvy people arguing next to a beat up old Volkswagen Kombi. Billows of smoke emanated form its tail pipe in thick clumps that almost choked anyone in passing. Clutching his jacket, Sam proceeded into the virtually ankle-deep mess of mud and God knows what else that lived underneath.
“Fuck,” he cussed as his favorite pair of biker boots sank into the muck. “Shit! This is never going to come off. Never! For fuck's sake!” Deeper his boots fell with each tread as Sam grew less and less tolerant over the damage he had to sustain just to meet with Norris. “For Christ's sake! Why couldn't he meet me in a decent fucking place for once in his life?” Tugging hard to lift each foot with every step, Sam Cleave started to doubt his initial intentions to help find Amber Smith. But then he’d imagine her sweet face and big gray eyes and remember why he’d undertook this endeavor to begin with.
“Oi! Oi, Brotha!” a skinny male with a crew cut yelled at Sam from the group of people at the Kombi he was already trying to avoid. Sam ignored him, already feeling his heart rate preparing for a fight. Fortunately for Sam, he was in a dark emotional state with plenty of frustration and aggression just begging to be released. The cold gale brushed hard over his skin and burned his neck where his collar lowered. His wild, dark hair was basted by the changing currents of the wind, leaving his looks in disarray, corresponding perfectly with the way he felt inside.
“Oi, you! I'm talking to you, you tosser!” Sam’s fingers tightened into a fist.
“Oh please God, let him follow me. Pretty please,” Sam muttered loudly enough for them to hear him. But he kept walking for the door as he spoke without even passing them an eye.
“What did you say? Oi, prick!” the anorexic runt shouted, sounding a lot closer. Sam smiled.
He had almost reached the double door entrance of the shady, noisy bar, but he was hoping to lead the suicidal drug pusher all the way to the men's restrooms and give him some education. A hand fell on Sam's shoulder and that repulsive shrieking voice came right by his ear. “Are you deaf, son?”
Sam felt his morality slide off from him like a pair of loose jeans. He turned around and looked into the repugnant mug of the heroin addict. Up close he looked a hundred times worse. His skin was infested with acne and his pupils were alarmingly dilated.
“Give us a fag there mate,” he sniffed, looking Sam up and down to check what he had on his person, where his pockets were located, and so on. At first Sam felt like just swinging a right hook and being done with it, but he remained calm and cordially slipped his hand into his jacket. For a moment the jumpy mugger held his breath, slightly pulling back when Sam's hand moved. But when he saw the pack of Marlboro's he snickered, wiping his nose with his sleeve.
“You got a light?” Sam asked, keeping his eyes firmly on the lad he was dying to clobber.
“Aye, here somewhere,” he told Sam, frisking his baggy pants for his spoony flare. He cracked a horrible smile. Curling back his cracked lips and baring rotten teeth that only just kept a foul breath at bay, he held the Zippo up to where Sam was pursing two smokes between his lips. He lit them both and waited for Sam to give him one.
“So, what else you got, son?” the repulsive junky snarled.
“Me?” Sam asked, taking a drag. “I got common sense. Like, I just heard your pack of clowns get really quiet, which means they mean to stalk. Secondly, you’ve been moving clockwise while talking to me to make sure my back is to them. But what you didn’t count on, is that behind you is a door with a glass window in it…” Sam stepped in closer to speak past the junky's ear, “… and I can see their reflections in it.”
The others had gained on Sam in the meantime, but had not reached him yet. He thought it would make him nervous, but to his pleasant realization he was perfectly calm. As a matter of fact, he almost looked forward to the showdown. It was a side of Sam he had very seldom felt before, if at all, but he enjoyed the numbness to all the repercussions possible from this situation.
“You see,” he told the nervous junky who suffered Sam's blackened glare, “I’m smarter than you and your whole tribe together, which is why I have a life. But you’re a loser. If you didn’t smell like elephant shit and look like walking pus I’d have bitch slapped you in front of the other vermin here.”
Sam could see them about three paces from him. Deep inside him something took over, much like the time in the island village in Bali, where he’d inadvertently surrendered his will to a malevolent force and almost killed a man in cold blood. Only this time it was he — just pure Sam— that charged the rage that had been lying dormant since Paddy politely told him to fuck off.
Before he knew it Sam had the putrid drug addict by the back of the neck. With empty eyes Sam swung violently around with the thin thug dangling helplessly from his grip, turning to stand with his back against the wall to face the oncoming troop of lowlifes. Ahead of him, he held the squealing guy on display at arm's length, forcing the gang of wasted animals to slow their pace and look to their scrawny leader for command. But he couldn’t utter a word while Sam was squeezing his throat, his cigarette hanging limply from his mouth. In horror they watched as Sam inhaled, taking the butt between his fingers and bringing it closer to the junky's face. “Look everyone, in the land of the blind…”
A chorus of groans and exclamations disapproved what the dark stranger implied, but they never expected him to really do it. He whispered in the grimy ear of the mugger, “I'm about to make you king… son.”
Sam's dark eyes were blank, save for the glinting reflections within them that mirrored the setting around him. Without a flinch the journalist pressed the smoldering cherry of the cigarette on the left eyeball of the junky, sending him to the icy ground in a heap of agony.
“Holy shit! Sam! What the fuck are you doing?” a man shouted from a car that came to a sliding halt a few feet from the unfolding drama. “Get in! NOW!”
While the strung out girls flocked over the screaming thug, his friends looked at Sam with terrified hatred. They dared not attack now that Bad Norris pulled up, not with friends like him. Sam gave them a look too, still trying to feel sorry for what he’d done. But as he climbed into Norris' Jeep, he still couldn’t find any empathy.

Chapter 15

On to an undisclosed location the car roared away from the violent scene, leaving the group of miscreants furious and panicked over the injured thug on the ground. Sam did not speak and neither did Norris. The only sound was the purr of the 3.0L V-6 engine thundering under the shelter of the long hood of the Mercedes C–Class that glided along the main road in the direction of Otterston Loch.
Light tremors became evident to Sam after about four minutes of silent driving. His breath quivered and he locked his hands together to stop shaking, but the odd thing was that he couldn’t feel bad about any of it. There was none of that human reaction — that guilt and reconsideration — inside of him. Only the belated jolt of adrenaline he’d had to suppress. In fact, all Sam could think of was how grateful he was that the gang he left in his trail didn’t know which car was his, otherwise he’d certainly come back to a heap of junk where his BMW used to be.
“You could have gotten filleted back there, you realize,” Norris finally noted.
“Aye.”
“That's it? Do you have any idea what kind of rubbish that bunch is, old boy? Jesus, they would have carved you like Aunty Laura's Christmas turkey had I not shown up.” He looked at the journalist in utter shock. “Not that you were exactly sane, either.”
“Aye.”
Sam didn’t have much else to say. What could he say? He conceded. He could have been killed and yes, he was beside himself with brutality. But that was how it was and he couldn’t see a reason to elaborate on obvious facts. However, as he saw the sign for the small town of Aberdour, he finally decided to formulate whole sentences. “Where are we going, Norris?”
“Burnt Island should do. There’s a small seafood restaurant where we can have a pint and…” he looked at Sam with reprimand, “… compose ourselves.”
“I don't want to go out that far. That’s Paddy’s turf,” Sam admitted. “It’s too close to Kirkcaldy and that‘s where I might just run into my… ex-friend,” Sam forced out, feeling the fresh hell in his heart still healthy.
“Don't worry, we aren't going out that far, Sam,” Norris assured him. The crown of his bald head almost touched the roof of the car, but his body was in great shape. Sam had noticed that the young man he’d taken under his wing so long ago had become everything in appearance that he was in status. A suit and open button shirt with a scarf dressed the tough-looking freelancer. He’d never been handsome, but his features looked good in fine style. By his Cartier watch Sam could see that the underworld was a lucrative destiny for Norris, but he still wouldn’t trade places with him.
“We don't have much time,” Sam said, looking decidedly tense as he stared ahead on the road. “I need this information yesterday, Norris. Now, I know I cannot afford you and I don't exactly have any favors to call in on you, but this is a child's life at stake.”
“I see,” Norris replied, checking his rear view mirror again. Every few seconds he would do this, making him appear even more covert than his reputation dictated. Sam just had to chuckle.
“What?” Norris asked as they turned into the small road near the beach were the restaurant was located. The car eased around the corner, rocking like a space ship under Sam before it came to a halt in front of a quaint rectangular wood building perched up on large posts. Its huge windows stretched most of the length of the sides, which made for breathtaking views of the Firth of Forth and its azure appeal when the weather was mild. He switched off the engine and looked at Sam's amused face, looking a bit uncomfortable.
“What, Sam?” he asked again with a bit more gusto.
Sam shook his head and smiled, “You really have made a good life for yourself, you know, Norris. I’m impressed at how far you've come since…” He stopped short of mentioning the atrocious incident that ruptured all morality and compassion Norris possessed, but the young man was sharp and quite indifferent about propriety.
“That time when they killed my family and got away Scot free? Aye, I suppose I’ve advanced since then, Mr. Cleave.” He comforted Sam's apologetic notion by being especially nonchalant about it. “And not just financially. You do know that if you’re seen with me your reputation will be shot to hell, don't you? A prominent investigative journalist cavorting with a crook wanted by several government agencies and terrorist organizations? Your laurels will never pull you out of that heap, my friend.”
Sam scoffed, a sorrowful and empty smile crossing his face as his eyes stared into space. “Aye, my reputation, my pristine certification of name and loyalty,” he said monotonously, “by which accords are struck and promises are forged.” But when his eyes met Norris' the freelancer recognized a particular look in Sam; a look he too had once known well.
That sheen in the eye was the silent messenger of despair, the eyes carrying tidings that the soul had forfeited all condolence of innate consideration; the individual was at the end of their tether, yet could not end the purgatory. “You know who you remind me of, Sam?”
“Who?” Sam asked. “And if you say Carl Kolchak, I swear to Christ I will snap your neck right here in your Mercedes.”
Norris rarely laughed, unless he’d just sealed someone's fate or successfully robbed a financial conglomerate with a worm virus. But Sam Cleave could always provoke a fit of laughter from him. The Scottish journo had such quick wit with dry undertones that he could conjure a laugh out of him in a second, an admirable feat in Norris' opinion. “No, not Kolchak, although…”
“Norris, I swear,” Sam warned, unaware that the sudden turn in conversation had lightened his heart's heavy burden considerably.
“You remind me of Prometheus,” Norris revealed plainly, as if the mythical Titan actually existed as a material being; as if he was an old acquaintance. Bewildered, Sam stared at Norris, but that soon changed into something acceptable once Sam reminded himself of the tale.
“You think I'm a Titan? Of course you do.” Sam winked.
“No, seriously. This thing with you and your friend parting ways is killing you. I’ve not laid eyes on you for close to, what, about eight years? And it took me all of two minutes to pick up on the predicament your psyche is in because of what you told me,” Norris explained. “Listen, Sammy-boy. It’s clear as fucking crystal that you’re in a state of torment. Whether you do it to yourself or not, you keep getting up after to see if you can fix the problem, but just as the next day comes you fall back on that rock and a bloody raptor eats your guts. I can see it in your face. And you know what? When my guts were wrenched from guilt and heart-sore and all the tallied sins I blamed myself for, I got worse by the day. By the day, Sam! If you keep playing martyr like this it will kill you inside of a week.”
“That’s why I need you,” Sam frowned. “You’re my only hope at breaking the curse, Norris. You’re my Heracles, mate. Only you can give me the information that will help me get off the mountain. I cannot redeem myself until I’ve done something concrete to help Paddy find his daughter, understand?”
“I get it. I do,” Norris assured him, watching the surroundings outside the vehicle as he spoke. “But you have to take it easy, man. Jesus, maiming muggers is not exactly going to help you stay like, undercover and shit, you know? You have to just stop this burn-out bullshit and focus on what you have to get done.”
“Look at us,” Sam scoffed. “I used to give you advice on how to outrun the devil.”
“Aye, and see how it made me flourish,” Norris bragged, slipping a brand new cigarette in between his lips. He offered the pack to Sam, pulling it away just as Sam reached for one. “Just one thing… no burning anybody's fucking eyes out, eh?”
“I cross my heart,” Sam amused him. “Now, can we discuss the deal?”
Norris lit Sam's fag and nodded. “Right, what do you need from me?” He quickly reiterated something he had made clear before on the phone. “Just remember, I don't do the wee barras, you hear me? No children in my projects, hey?”
“Relax,” Sam said. “It’s no different from tailing a target, Norris. You track down the fucker who took this girl and the other woman, and you tell me where to find him. Chop-chop.”
“Good. That I can do,” Norris said, exhaling a long stream of smoke out his car window. “Just don't want to directly track sprogs. Hate the little tykes. Never liked 'em. But still, I'm not a monster. I don't want to hunt them or do a hit on them — nothing like that.”
“I know. Just talk to the roaches and dig up that maggot for me. I'll do the rest,” Sam commanded. “What's your fee for this? Just the service, not the hit.”
Norris looked out the window, sucking on the butt between his thumb and index finger, taking his time to calculate the risks involved to name his price. Eventually he sighed and looked at the journalist with the bloodshot eyes. “I tell you what, Sam. You just keep the Secret Service and Interpol off my track and I'll do you this solid.”
“That's it?” Sam gawked. It was unusual for Norris to provide a service without mercenary rewards. In fact, the man rivaled Scrooge himself when it came to greed and thrift. That was clear by his clothing and accessories. Granted, freedom was of utmost importance for a wealthy criminal of his caliber, so the request was reasonable.
“That's it. Just this once. And I better stay a ghost, eh? If I as much as get a whiff of Pollis or the Queen's sniffers like that mate of yours, you'll be missing more than a liver, Sam. I canna have my operations compromised, not even for a good cause.”
“Aye, Norris, I'm aware of that. I’ll make sure nobody knows who my source is. You just get me his position and you can walk away, rob the Pope, fuck the Dutchess of Killakee, whatever you wish. Our business only goes that far.”
“Alright,” the freelancer agreed, flicking his cigarette out the window.
Sam sighed, “Great, we drove all the way out here to talk in the restaurant, and we conclude our terms in the car.”
“Oh, no, Sam,” the young sniper chuckled as he flung his door wide open. “The pubbing was not for business, mate. Now we grab a few gigots and have some chow, you and me. I'll take you back on a full stomach. It's the least I can do until the vulture comes to eat your guts again tomorrow.”

Chapter 16

Purdue collected the readings from his bug device while Nina waited, having no idea what the alpha-numerical mess on the screen of his tablet was revealing. It was by watching his face alone that she could determine whether it was good or bad, but even that was uncertain. Rubbing his chin with his thumb while the columns of information populated the screen, Purdue seemed to be concerned by the readings and Nina could no longer speculate.
“So, is it going to melt our faces off?” she quickly asked.
Purdue slowly looked up at her with a blank expression that frustrated her. He was surprised that she’d become so engrossed in the discovery that her urgency exceeded even his. One more time he looked at the tablet before declaring, “According to the chemical composition contained herein, we will keep our faces, my dear. What disturbs me somewhat is not what curse could be inside, but what my readings disclose are inside.”
“And what would that be?” she scowled impatiently.
“Biological matter,” he announced, looking a bit spooked.
“Biological matter?” she asked in disbelief. “So… it's a coffin?”
“I believe so,” Purdue replied. “However, by the size of this artifact, whatever is inside is either chopped up in pieces to fit, which in itself is too macabre, or… or I'm afraid this could be the body of a child.”
Nina's hand came over her mouth. From behind it Purdue could hear a muffled, “Oh my God. I don't know which prospect is worse.”
“I know, but we know now it doesn’t contain any toxic gases, which means we can open it and have a look. Admit it, gross as it is, the suspense is killing you too,” Purdue said.
“Aye, let's open it,” she agreed fervently and grabbed a crowbar off the bottom shelf where Purdue kept loose steel tools.
“No!” he yelled protectively. “A crowbar would destroy it, Nina.”
“Who cares?” she frowned, holding the curved end of the prying tool up in front of her in a ready stance. “It is not the Ark of the Covenant, remember? Even its gold adornments are fake, Purdue. It's a goddamn makeshift coffin probably built to fool a tribe of poor, unwitting villagers.”
Purdue slowly and gently clutched his fingers over Nina's hands, gripping the tool so that she could not swing it unexpectedly. “You’re right. It’s not the Ark, but have you considered that this thing could perhaps only resemble a very famous religious relic while in actual fact being tenfold more powerful? Imagine if this chest held something far more potent than the true Ark itself, only nobody paid attention because it was an obvious counterfeit. How do we know whomever made it did not do it like this deliberately?”
Nina had to concede. After all, the carvings did consist of some seriously irreligious symbols and etchings that were not decidedly unholy, but far from anything Biblical. That alone merited investigation.
“Okay, open it your way,” she surrendered. “But please do hurry. We need to find out what you have here so that we can get Sam out on an expedition before he loses it.”
Purdue flung the crowbar aside and it clanged into the various other heavy-duty tools. “Could you please bring your laptop down here, Nina? We might find something significant that you may not have encountered before or might not know of, if that is even possible.” He smiled. Nina rolled her eyes and turned on her heels. As she left the room he could hear her shout, “I saw right through that!”
He smiled at her playfulness, more than visibly delighted that Nina was once more in his home, in his company, and in his life. Like the good old days before the Amber Room catastrophe, she was once more her feisty self with him without being hostile. That was precisely the intangible quality in Nina that first had made him fall for her, her beauty being the obvious first attraction. It was good to work with her again, even if that meant he had to be concerned for her safety the whole time. She was worth the extra trouble.
“Good morning, sir,” Charles spoke from the hallway. “Would you like some breakfast?”
“Hey, morning Charles!” Purdue beamed, the sight pleasing the butler. “Yes, could you get Lily to fix me two rye sandwiches with cottage cheese and gherkin, please? With black coffee?”
“Of course, sir,” Charles obeyed.
“And do ask Dr. Gould if she wants something.”
“He already hooked me up, thanks,” Nina said with a mouthful of biscuit. Her laptop bag was slung over her shoulder while her hands were occupied with a fresh mug of hot chocolate and a plate of cookies. “Lillian is going to undo all my hard training in one bloody day, I tell you.”
“It would take more than cookies to undo that perfect rump, my dear,” Purdue said matter-of-factly, hardly noticing that he was flirting.
“Oh, can it. I'm not twenty-five anymore, Romeo,” she teased. “Open the bloody chest already. I’m not going to lie — as much apprehension I feel for the contents, my excitement matches it.”
“Don't worry, me too. It’s rather light, considering its size. So, apart from the biological tissue in it there could hardly be anything else in there. Would you prefer to wear a mask and gloves?”
“Absolutely. It is too antique to take chances with. Foreign agents could easily be dormant inside until exposed to oxygen and light. Rather safe than sorry,” Nina advised.
They put their food and drinks on Purdue's corner desk a good distance away, which he usually used to separate scrolls and papers from the towers of stored history that lined the shelves of the dusty, hidden storeroom. Both slipped on surgical masks and dressed their hands in latex gloves, just in case the decayed tissue carried harmful bacteria or exotic agents.
“I stayed up all night devising a way to open this chest. Let's hope it works,” he said.
“Between the two angels?” Nina asked.
“Yep,” Purdue affirmed as he flicked a switch on a steel arm that was attached to an electrical box fixed to the wall. “Between the angels, right where their wing tips meet, that is where I must apply the Power of God.”
“Sorry, what?” she asked with a deep frown on her brow.
Purdue smiled, “Lightning. The energy field between the lid and the container needs a powerful charge to disrupt the magnetic hold governed by the elements in the angel wings.”
Nina was in awe of the science behind the mundane-looking box. “Goosebumps,” she whispered as the machine hummed into life and the clapping sound of charging electricity started. “Whoever fashioned this relic had to have an above average knowledge of physics and applied science, and judging by the age of the wood it had to be a civilization from antiquity.”
Above the seams of the white masks they exchanged looks before Purdue lowered the pen-shaped end of the arm to a few inches above the lid, pointing it downward to meet the summit of the invisible triangle formed by the two statues. It rested there when Purdue pressed the button to lock it in place. “Maybe the civilization it was guarded by was not responsible for its creation,” he speculated. “This kind of engineering would take precision instruments to conduct lighting into a current no thicker than 7mm moving straight down. I doubt it could be employed or controlled by mere villagers. Now, Nina, close your eyes.”
She didn’t question Purdue. When it came to arcs and currents it was best to trust his judgment. The beam hissed, brightening the room around them. Outside Charles waited with Purdue's breakfast. Knowing his master, the door was closed for a reason and the blinding illumination flashing under the door was a sure sign to wait. He had to hide his curiosity behind his professional rigidity, but he often watched the fascinating developments in his boss' laboratories and workrooms. Working for a genius would naturally be intriguing, but Charles worked for the genius, the restless and flamboyant billionaire Dave Purdue and his brilliant facets of business.
He loved his job and he was not going to lose it.
Inside the electric room Nina shrieked from the discharge that messed with her body's electrolytes and the static of her hair. “Stand still!” she heard Purdue cry out.
“It's going to fry me!” she protested.
“Only if you move and change the dynamic of the charge,” Purdue explained casually, leaving Nina in a frantic panic.
“Great! I feel much better now, rooming with a bolt of lightning that's feeling me up and all,” she whined sarcastically. “How long is this going to go on?”
“I set it for one minute, but we won't know until the current stops if the lid is dislodged yet,” Purdue shouted, suddenly bellowing his words into dead silence as the machine shut off. “Oh,” he said softly. “Shall we see?”
“Aye,” Nina replied, slowly opening her eyelids in slits to make sure there was nothing out to blind her. “It looks okay. Is the lid open?” Again, as she asked, the lid of the relic shifted a few inches by itself, just enough to present a niche into the box. Nina started at the supernatural feel of it all, but Purdue only smiled.
“That’s just an electromagnetic field disturbance pushing it aside — opposite poles, that's all.”
“If you say so. I say it’s that fucking genie inside we just liberated,” she cautioned, to Purdue's amusement. “If it is, I wish first.”
“Your breakfast, sir,” Charles announced behind the door. Purdue lunged to open the door and get his food so that he could free up Charles' time to get to his other chores.
“Thank you kindly, Charles,” Purdue said hastily. “I'll call you if we need you, alright?”
“Very well, sir.”
Purdue closed the door again, quickly setting his food down to get back to the beckoning mystery of the freshly cracked safe of antiquity. Nina waited for him to return, stepping aside for him to take a glimpse.
“Ladies first,” he said chivalrously, but Nina declined gracefully.
“No. Please, go ahead. It is, after all, your find,” she insisted. Purdue and Nina shared a long, serious look as he took his place beside the gilded trunk.
“Help me lift the lid?” he asked, to which Nina obliged. They placed the heavy slab of shittim wood and pyrite on the floor, away from the vicinity. Peeking over the edge, they caught their breath in sequence.
“Holy Mary, Mother o…” Nina started, but words eluded her.
“Not quite, but close enough, my dear,” Purdue gasped.
“Why do you say that?” she asked.
Inside the unorthodox coffin they found the mummified remains of a young child, its gender impossible to determine without forensic examination. It was curled up in a fetal position on a bed of scattered scrolls, some clearly tainted by the bronze evidence of splattered blood.
“This child is grasping the skeletal vertebrae of a reptile in its hand! He or she was holding a snake!” Purdue exclaimed in whisper. Under the head of the child was a stack of bound papers reminiscent of a handmade book with no cover. Upon the browned pages the fading ink formed words Nina barely recognized.
“Purdue, the collection of arcana we have here span several unrelated eras from before Christianity right up to the Second World War,” Nina informed him. “Looks like someone popped this cherry before you did.”
“Now we know what the Swastika's inscription was doing in the exterior design,” Purdue said, glowing with excitement.
“Aye, the contents of this chest holds the location of a mystery the likes of which the historical academia have never known,” she smiled. Purdue was already pacing. Nina briefly scrutinized the books and scrolls. “The child killing a snake in its cradle is unmistakable, Purdue,” she declared. “According to mythology, that child was the Greek god Heracles, the Roman Hercules.”
Purdue looked at the cadaver of the child, its hand still preserved enough to clutch the snake's white bones. “Call Sam. We’re going to Greece.”

Chapter 17

Sam decided to disappear indefinitely.
He was on a mission, chasing after the clues fed to him by his informant, Lawrence Hayden, a.k.a. Bad Norris. Sam utilized all of his journalistic savvy to call in favors with old colleagues and police reservists who wished to assist in his vigilante effort to hopefully locate and arrest the monster who had now abducted the fourth girl from her primary school in Paisley. Sam Cleave's vendetta may have started as a personal journey to redemption, but the more he found out about the kidnapper, the more it became a quest to drop him in his tracks for all of the little girls and young women in Scotland.
Norris delivered daily reports on what was slithering through the sewers of the Glasgow/Edinburgh criminal empire. Trafficking in women was almost unheard of, which impaired Sam's likely location of the culprit, but Norris did his best to help his old mate and went above and beyond to get information from his business associates. Now, he finally he had something concrete Sam Cleave could use.
“Look at this. Giuseppe Valdi, born January 4, 1961, recently sprung from Barrenton Psychiatric after a twenty-five year confinement,” Norris told Sam, handing him a folder containing details of the patient, photos, and treatment methodology. Sam perused the information as Norris narrated his well-prepared report like a model student. They were parked at an old, disused drive-in just south of the zoo in Livingston, West Lothian.
“What was he in for?” Sam asked, memorizing the bastard's face from the three mug shots Norris provided.
“Dissociative disorders, paranoid schizophrenia and… some….more unsavory shit,” Norris hesitated. “But that’s basically what he’s about. He was released under very questionable circumstances, by the way. There was no way this man was ever supposed to be released. I mean, this piece of shit belongs in the dungeons of Median with the Berserkers, for fuck's sake. He’s not even fitting for a normal asylum.”
Sam wanted to know everything about the man he was hunting after. “You said he was in for more unsavory shit. I want to know what that is.” He waited for Norris to respond, but the freelancer was pretending to be deep into reading the file. “Norris!”
“God, Sam! Can't you just accept that he’s a mad motherfucker and be done with it?” Norris snapped. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this particular field, it’s that it doesn't matter what’s wrong with someone — what matters is that there’s something wrong. Get what I’m saying?”
“I do, aye. But I want to know the details. It makes it easier for me to profile him when I try to anticipate his next move. Now, tell me what I want to know or I'll just take that stolen police file from you.”
“Okay, okay. Relax!” Norris drew back. The hardened hit man winced. “This guy has been known to indulge in the odd bit of… cannibalism.”
“Jesus Christ!” Sam shrieked. “And you thought that little extra detail wasn’t important to know? Christ, Norris! This man has Paddy's daughter!” Sam's face was ashen. He had to find Valdi before he got the urge to cook. With this extra information Sam knew that his time was shorter than he’d previously thought.
“Don't jump the gun, Sam. Bide your time or you’ll lose his trail. My people have located him, but he’s still moving. They have no idea where he stashed the girls, because he is moving alone. He might have accomplices. I don't know,” Norris explained. “It would be very stupid to expose yourself because of emotion, Sam. One wrong move and he will go under.”
Sam was terrified for Amber and the others. The more he knew about the monster who collected them, the more cause he had for concern. His frustration was dictating his judgment and that was never a good thing. “Okay, listen, where was he last seen?” Sam asked, composing himself, if even just to fool Norris.
“Glasgow. He was seen at a club called Eastern Block, a local hangout for mostly Eastern European gangs and shady businessmen. The place is owned by Papa Hastings, a sick fuck who traffics anything from women to contraband, weapons, and even animals used for pornography and bestiality,” Norris explained, looking thoroughly nauseated from his own words. “A real demented freak, that. I would not be surprised if he had something to do with the abductions.”
“I shudder to think, between these two lowlife shit bags, what those poor girls have coming,” Sam said, rubbing his hands together anxiously. “And you won't help.”
“I’m helping you right now, Sam. Good God! I’m taking huge chances here, gambling with my business and my life to get you this information. I mean, fuck! There are already people asking why I’m so interested in Valdi. So I can’t afford to give you anything more than information,” Norris grated. He grabbed a cigarette and started smoking. “You have to understand.”
“Aye,” Sam said, “I do. It’s just going too slow if I do everything by myself and I'm just worried that time is running out on those girls.”
“True. I know why you’re so high strung, but that’s as far as I can go on this, Sam,” Norris sighed, taking another pull of the smoke. “Give us the photos there,” he motioned for Sam to return the pictures of Valdi he’d been looking at. “I have to get the folder back to the rookie cop who lifted it for me, before he gets busted.”
Sam got out of the Mercedes and met Norris on the other side of the car. The two men said goodbye, embracing briefly. “Where's your cabbie?” Norris asked.
“There,” Sam pointed to the section behind what used to be the drive-in tuck shop. “Don't worry, Mom. I'll be okay,” he smiled at Norris, pulling aside his coat just enough to reveal the dark gray sheen of a Beretta.
“Good! Good to know. Now, make sure you take down the whole lot when you do, alright?” Norris advised as he flicked away his butt and got back into his car.
“I will,” Sam promised, closing the freelancer's door for him. Without being too obvious Sam surveyed the perimeter while Norris drove off over the chapped and potholed tar of the old drive-in, weaving through the few speaker posts that still stood after decades of neglect.
His next stop would be Eastern Block.
“Strike while the iron is hot, Sammo,” he said to himself, traversing the decrepit and abandoned landscape that reminded him of his own life. Once vibrant, entertaining, and full of promise, it had now fallen into disrepair, unneeded and redundant. But he didn’t care anymore.
Long gone were the days of goals and journalistic integrity. Reputation and pointless peer awards seemed so useless now that he walked in the real world where his expertise could change lives, either for better or worse. Instead of just reporting on atrocities, he was now inside the rink, one of the players who had a hand in the competition. Only here it was for life and death, not some praise from a news academy or publishers cheering about book sales. But that was what was making Sam feel useful again.
Actively pursuing this animal gave Sam not only vindication from his own punishment, but it helped alter the course by which the lives of four girls could end up, and that made it worth the danger he was about to face. He got into his car, wary of any intruders in the back seat or trunk, which he’d checked for before driving out through the slanted gates on crooked posts where the ticket office used to be.

Chapter 18

Three hours later Sam cruised into the night, his driving skills on autopilot as the street lights rapidly flashed by over his hands on the wheel. He didn’t even see the road, only what he was planning to do once he got to the seedy club. Inside, his body was tense. Butterflies in his belly were a sensation he hadn’t felt in a very long time, not since he was much younger. Getting accustomed to violence had its perks: it took the edge off the natural fear of dying. But Sam realized that having no fear was just as perilous in situations like these. The lack of fear easily caused carelessness and could ultimately spell disaster. Sam would have to play his cards really well.
When he turned into the lower lit area just west of the ill-reputed club, Sam started feeling calm. Dangerously calm. The narrow backstreets, overpopulated with parked cars and litter, already prepared him for the kind of place he was deliberately visiting. His plan was simple — find Hastings, ask where Valdi is, and when met with any obstacles, do what is necessary and get out.
Sam parked his old BMW two blocks from the establishment, keeping his presence there inconspicuous so that if things went crooked, they wouldn’t vandalize or destroy his wheels and foil his escape.
“Time to be someone else,” he announced to himself in the rear view mirror. Before he got out of his car he retrieved some hair gel from the glove compartment. From the trunk he took out a tracksuit jacket, something he would never be caught dead wearing. At the small Chinese shop in Livingston he’d purchased some trinkets to help him blend in. It wasn’t hard to do, as long as he looked like someone with too much money and too little taste.
Sam slicked back his hair and zipped the tracksuit jacket over his concealed gun. Gilded, cheap jewelry completed his look, adorning his chest and fingers in excess. Over the tracksuit jacket Sam wore his usual leather jacket because, quite frankly, he was freezing his ass off. He reckoned wearing a leather jacket with a tracksuit around here would not even be worthy of a frown.
“God, I hope Nina never sees me like this,” he whispered as he combed down the last of the stubborn shorter hair strands over his ears. He was impressed at his transformation, though. From the dark, little street where his car was parked he walked two blocks over to Eastern Block. At the door he was frisked by a giant Armenian ape who looked like he’d been smashed in the face a few times too many.
“You have a gun,” the bouncer announced when his fat fingers felt the hardness under Sam's clothing on his left short rib.
“Da, I’m from Romanian Bratva. For to protect my boss,” Sam answered in a hideous accent he construed as Romanian Gypsy.
“Bratva? They’re all here already,” the bouncer shrugged.
“I’m late. Call Papa Hastings here, now. He’ll know me — I’m Victor,” Sam insisted, playing his best Russian-villain-from-Romania character. God, I hope there is a Victor somewhere in their ranks, he thought behind his ruse of confidence. And I hope the others don't all know each other. I really don't want to die in Glasgow.
The big thug looked Sam up and down before deciding. “You go in, but you leave the gun.”
“I am protector. Must have gun! My boss not happy for protector with no gun,” Sam said imploringly.
“Give the gun or go home,” the ape persisted, pressing hard against Sam's chest, holding out the other hand.
Give him the fucking gun, his inner voice urged. At least you'd be able to get inside.
“By the way,” the bouncer laughed as he took the gun. “Your accent is terrible, my friend!”
After Sam relinquished his gun he was escorted by one of Hastings' men to join the supposed Bratva he was part of. The tension was nerve-wracking, yet delightful to the journalist who’d not gone undercover for over a decade. It was like the old days when he spied on drug cartels and arms smugglers. It turned out that this was a meeting between Valdi's alleged puppet master and Sam's supposed crew, which meant he’d walked into some form of negotiation. Once he knew who the other party was, he could effectively infiltrate the whole operation.
“This is Victor,” the escort announced. “He is late for meeting.”
The Bratva gathered in the small, smoky room gave Sam a long, suspicious leer. Having traveled together after meeting up with the Edinburgh arm of their organization, they all knew one another by now.
“He’s not one of us,” one of the lieutenants grunted, provoking a tense air of distrust where all the men clutched at their guns, just in case. Sam said nothing, because he had nothing in his arsenal. Now unarmed and compromised, there was no way out. He had properly stepped in it with the worst sort he could have pissed off. From opposite Papa Hastings, the leader of the Edinburgh faction rose from his chair. “It's okay, boys. I sent for him.”
Most of the men immediately stood back, while others took a bit longer to trust the word of the Edinburgh faction. “No problem,” he reiterated. “This is Victor. My personal security. Relax.”
Sam couldn’t believe his ears. Not that he was going to deny the godsend that just saved his balls by some surreal miracle, but it left him flabbergasted.
“Lower your weapons, lads,” Papa Hastings ordered. “You heard Mr. Krakow. Let's not spoil the evening, huh? We have some choice business to do here tonight.”
To Sam’s relief, Hastings' men complied. Thank God for that! he thought as he looked through the bunch to see if he could find Valdi among them. His mind hissed with suspense as he examined every shadowed face one by one to compare their features with that of the beast he’d seen in Norris' folders.
I’ve no clue how I got in here with all that bullshit about Bratvas and Romania. Christ, I really literally fluked my way in. How could they not call me on any of the shit I was talking? Sam wondered.
“How many can you bring us by November?” Hastings asked the Krakow character.
“Only thirteen so far. It’s difficult when we take them all in one country. Once we’re done in Scotland, I can give you more,” Krakow said. “But they’re all good quality, all under eighteen years old.”
Sam flinched inadvertently, recovering quickly before his fury was noticed. Clenching his fists in rage, he had to hold his tongue while he listened to ex-military men negotiating the abduction and sale of young women into prostitution, auctioning them off to fund their gun-smuggling organizations. It was especially repulsive to hear how they spoke of human beings as livestock and merchandise.
As he ran out of faces Sam became distraught. If Valdi could not be found here, all of Sam's efforts would have been in vain. To exacerbate matters, he was now on the radar of the people he intended to burn to the ground, leaving him in great peril. How would he explain himself to the group he was now associated with? The last face he examined looked nothing like Valdi, even without much scrutiny, so Sam's eyes kept wandering.
At once he looked right into the face of Krakow while the man was still negotiating. Sam's heart stopped. At first he thought the lighting in the room was playing on his perception, but he couldn’t deny that he knew the man seated opposite Hastings.
Oh my God! Sam exclaimed in his head. Paddy?
The thought was absurd, a play of ludicrous trickery so far-fetched that Sam almost thought he was legitimately hallucinating because of his guilt about indirectly causing Paddy's latest despair. Yet there he was in plain sight, talking about horrid things as if it were second nature.
Could he have had something to do with Amber's abduction? Sam dared wonder. Jesus, could he really be that twisted? I refuse to believe that he would allow his own daughter to get involved in his dealings, whether they were this vile or not.
Suddenly the fire alarm went off, causing a stampede in the disco and bar areas. The staff had their hands full trying to divert people while at the same time making sure that none of the patrons were from their competition, out to set the place on fire.
Around Sam, twenty-eight men simultaneously drew their weapons on one another.
“Wait!” Hastings shouted. He stood up. “Mario! Check if there is an actual fire or if someone just tripped the alarm! The rest of you, calm the fuck down!”
The lackey rushed out the door while an awkward suspense filled the atmosphere inside the small room where the meeting was taking place. Sam's heart slammed hard, but he was glad that he had at least one ally here — sort of. Bracing himself for a shoot-out, Sam's well-trained eye canvassed the immediate area for exits, windows with bars, trapdoors, and human obstacles.
He looked at Paddy, but his old friend did not stir or speak while they waited to ascertain the legitimacy of the fire alarm. It was as if every man held his breath to steady his barrel all at once. Mario came running back in, out of breath.
“The club is on fire! A huge fire! For real, Mr. Hastings!” he yelled, while billows of smoke enveloped him and rolled into the room.
“Close the fucking door!” Hastings shouted, but Mario stood fast a moment too long. His boss planted a bullet between his eyes and he dropped lifelessly to the floor. “I said, close the fucking door!”
Three men darted to remove the corpse and shut the door. Hastings gathered up his coat and his guns.
“We’ll have to carry on this meeting somewhere else, Mr. Krakow,” he announced with obvious regret in his voice.” I was really in a hurry to close this deal tonight. I need more girls by Friday and we’re already behind for the order to Amsterdam.”
That was all Paddy needed on his wire. He turned his head toward the men in the room and shouted, “Sam! Get down!” Sam caught his breath and collapsed immediately, listening to the chaos ensuing. Gunshots rang all around him, men fell on him as the bullets of the Task Force ripped through them. Sam felt the sting of shattering glass cut his hands and face as a mighty explosion thundered to his left.
Only when he felt Paddy's hand grasp him, did he open his eyes and look up. “Come Sam! Hurry!”
“Holy shit!” Sam growled at the sights around him. In a matter of seconds the small and lavish smoky room had been transformed into a war zone. Dead bodies, blood spatter, and smoke filled the room from wall to wall. On his left where he’d heard the explosion, Sam realized that the task force had ripped the entire wall down with an armored vehicle, demolishing it completely to gain access and get Paddy out. Sam ran after his friend, stumbling wildly over the debris and electrical wires to get out of the burning building.
In his wake he heard the final exchange of bullets before the last gang members were gunned down. Only two men had surrendered to MI6, and Hastings had been arrested. Sam's plan had failed and he was no closer to locating Valdi or the girls, but he decided to use this chance to relay all the information he had on the kidnappings to Special Agent Patrick Smith, the man he simply called Paddy.

Chapter 19

“Still nothing?” Purdue asked. “I must admit, I’m beginning to get really worried now.”
“Me too. I even had the coppers go by his place to see if his rotting corpse was stinking up his house, but the caretaker of his complex said that nobody had seen Sam or his car for days now,” Nina informed him, her tone dangling between desperately whimsical and deeply concerned.
“As it is, he already loathes technology, so I’m sure he won't answer e-mails either. I’m already almost done coordinating the next trip, so we will have to find him fast,” he said worriedly as he checked his tablet. “I could find him the way I found you in Hook: through biometric recognition satellite action.”
“Sneaky James Bond shit, hey?” Nina smiled.
“Yes, ma'am. Q can kiss my ass,” Purdue joined in, punching in the hack code for the satellite. “While the program searches for Sam we can take the time to go through the content of the relic, what say you?”
“Absolutely. I want to import the pictures into my laptop and see if I can find in-depth research papers on some of the works I think I saw in there,” she said. “Something under the child's body looks suspiciously like the Germania, which could explain the Herculean fetish and the Swastika.”
Purdue's face lit up. “You think there is something tangible to investigate here? I mean, other than the fact that the box is ancient and contains items of historical significance, there is actually an unsolved mystery to look into?”
“Aye, that is exactly what I think. By the specific collection of items I can deduce that they loosely have a common denominator,” she suggested. “Himmler was obsessed with the Codex Aesinas, which he believed was an irrefutable confirmation of German superiority. It was written by a Roman historian called Tacitus — I think around the late First Century AD. And during the Second World War the Nazi's actually went looking for the Germania in Italy.”
“Interesting. But how does that link in with Hercules? I can hardly imagine that a Greek deity like Heracles would have anything to do with Germany, although there’ve been larger stretches of corroboration that have ended up making perfect sense before,” Purdue pondered out loud. “Even as Hercules, a Roman variation, where does the connotation with Hitler's Germany meet up?”
Nina shrugged. “Look, I know about the codex and the way it was perceived as the Nazi bible, but I’d have to research the details, or at least have a look at the codex in your Ark. I could be mistaken, but if memory serves I think that Tacitus compared the German tribes of antiquity to the strength of Hercules.”
She gave Purdue a second, but he seemed too deep in thought.
“Right, let's go see what we find in that lucky, golden packet you stole. It could shed some light on why someone left a child in it with a goddamn snake just because they are fans of Zeus' boy,” she urged, clapping her hands to snap Purdue out of the daydream she knew he was fabricating in his mind about such an excursion.
When she had her laptop ready to capture and record the inventory found inside the box, Nina took a deep breath. She was especially worried about how they would remove the mummified remains without destroying it. Purdue intended to keep it until he’d had a forensic expert examine it, but that was only for much later. First they had to ascertain the value of the items inside and what secrets they held. Then they had to find Sam to accompany them on the trip.
“Apart from the remains of the child and that codex you mentioned, there’s nothing more here that looks especially important. There is a strange object here, apparently made of bone, I think,” Purdue reported as he lifted the item from the box. It was the shape of a baseball bat, but considerably smaller in size. Nina took it from him and checked the symbols upon the piece, looking fascinated.
“Do you know it?” he asked.
Nina nodded. “The Herkuleskeule,” she affirmed. “It is what came before the Hammer of Thor during the Christianization of Scandinavian civilizations during the eighth century and perhaps through the ninth century on.” Nina looked at Purdue with confidence. “The child is female.”
“How do you know?” he asked, amazed.
“This object, the Donar's Club, was a symbol of the godlike powers of Hercules. According to Tacitus, the old Germanic tribes greatly revered Hercules, claiming that they’d even encountered him. What’s interesting about this, is that similar Donar Clubs had been found in the graves exclusively of females, in the form of pendants or belt buckles in various sizes. That’s why I believe that this child was female.”
“Amazing,” Purdue said in awe, looking at the corpse of the child. “And tragic.”
“Aye, but what bothers me is that this artifact was handled by the Nazis, and yet nothing came of it. They’re not known for abandoning something as powerful as this. Something must have happened to interrupt their search,” she speculated, rolling the club around carefully between her palms. “The symbols on here imply that there’s more to this club than just ornate value. I recognize a symbol for um, I think, divine induction,” she frowned, trying to decipher it, “Roman in origin. Do you know any linguists?”
“Of course,” he smiled. “Let me e-mail those symbols to my friend at the Smithsonian archives and see what they mean.” He scanned the images into his palm-sized tablet, capturing every crack, etching, and fold in high resolution. When he’d entered the data, he typed in the e-mail address and sent it off, high priority. “Hope he gets this soon enough. What else do we have?”
Nina peered over the brim of the box, “There’s a mess of paper under the child's body, Purdue. Shouldn't we rather get someone who knows what they’re doing to lift it out?”
“That would be ideal, my dear, but we simply do not have the time to get someone qualified over here,” Purdue lamented.
“You’re in luck. I happen to be qualified to do just that,” a female voice interrupted their investigation as she jarred open the door.
“Medley?” Purdue exclaimed in unpleasant surprise. “My God, how did you get in here?”
From behind Medley the annoying Italian oaf she was married to appeared. He looked smug as usual, but let his wife do the talking, for a change.
“We tracked you down. Your home is not exactly mediocre, you know?” she said, looking around the storeroom. “Love your sense of style, by the way. Especially the second floor study and library. Quite atmospheric. I almost thought I was walking back into old England's academies.”
“You've been through my house?” he shouted furiously. “Where is my staff? Did you harm my people?”
“Relax, Purdue,” she replied. “They’re all alive and well, although your home is now, let's say, under new management.”
“I don't think so, you bloody curse!” Purdue seethed, lunging at her, but Nina pulled him back.
“Don't push your luck. Not now,” she murmured.
Medley smiled. “Listen to Dr. Gould, my darling David. She seems to have her head screwed on right.” At the astonished expressions on Purdue and Nina's faces, Medley felt compelled to explain. “Yes, I know about Dr. Gould. Those countless accounts of your previous expeditions have been very generous with information concerning your associates. I must say, Dr. Gould, I’m impressed by all you’ve survived just by associating with this man.”
“Where are my security people, Medley?” Purdue persisted.
“They’re here, for God's sake, David! I told you they’re fine. We simply… took over the premises and cut communications while the famous Wrichtishousis is under siege,” she clarified.
“What do you want? The Ark?” Nina asked.
“Not the Ark, is it?” Medley said dryly, as she paced slowly around the large chest. “I am after the knowledge of it, whereas my beloved husband is looking to benefit from its treasures and to return the Codex Aesinas to its rightful home — Roma.”
“I propose a deal,” Purdue announced.
“I'm listening,” she replied, folding her arms.
“No deals, for Christ's sake!” Guido chipped in. “We don't need them, Rita. We can just take the fucking thing from them and go find the Vault of Hercules ourselves, like we were going to do in the first place! We’re not taking them with us and that is that! The Vault of Hercules belongs to the Familia, and we don't share power!”
Rita Medley turned to face her husband, her eyes on fire, “Don't be a goddamn fool! Here we have a historian!” She pointed at Nina, then at Purdue. “And we have David Purdue, who has contacts and technology — the two things we’ll need to make our find a lot smoother and easier to conceal from the authorities. Purdue cannot cheat us on this, remember? He is wanted by the Ethiopian Government and the Commission of Archaeological Crime for stealing this relic.” She smiled at Purdue. “One phone call and he is done for.”

Chapter 20

Sam was exhausted, even after getting a proper night's sleep.
After he’d shared his information with MI6 and the local police, he’d had a talk with Paddy. That’s when he’d decided to resurface and return Nina's calls. He hadn’t known that what he thought he was pursuing was only the tip of the iceberg. Paddy was not obliged, or inclined, to share anything with him, but since Sam had risked his life to try and find Paddy's daughter, the agent thought it only fair to give Sam a bit of the detail on the case of the missing girls.
It was running deeper than just a psychopath capturing young girls for his fetishes. More so, it ran deeper even than a human trafficking ring stealing women for prostitution and profit. There was a more sinister, ancient operation at play, and Valdi was just the foot soldier. Although Paddy and his people did not dabble in that side, as he called it, he did think it was quite important for the case to have that side investigated. The special agent figured that it was probably the missing piece of a deadly puzzle that the government agencies refused to entertain and therefore lacked the resources to proactively break the case.
He implored Sam to hold off on the renegade action and asked him instead to mind his own business. David Purdue was currently under scrutiny by several agencies that could not arrest him before having proof of his illegal procurement of ancient artifacts.
Paddy blamed Purdue for getting him involved, which had ultimately caused the personal vendetta for which he now paid with his daughter's life. Emotional and tired, he hardly managed to talk about it with Sam, but one thing was certain: Sam's best friend had become someone else. The rigid and formal manner in which his best friend addressed him tore though his heart. His childhood mate, his companion and support through years of good and bad, was now no more than a shell of a man he used to know. And it was all the fault of David Purdue and his relentless pursuits.
Sam grew more furious with Purdue with every sentence his friend spoke, and especially as he watched Paddy's distress bleed out in tears when he spoke about the madman who’d taken his daughter. After the threat he’d received from Igor Heller a few years ago, his worst nightmare had come true. He was paying the price for being involved in Heller's arrest, something that would never have occurred had Purdue's excursion in Romania not called on Paddy to help them.
Special Agent Patrick Smith was not a vindictive man, but it was clear to Sam that he categorically blamed his daughter's abduction on both Sam and Purdue. There was nothing Sam could do to restore his friendship with Paddy, and Paddy conveyed this in a dreadfully professional tone that hurt Sam irreparably. There was only a cordial tether now, one only utilized should Sam agree to assist MI6 with any clues he could unearth from Purdue.
“What he knows about the stolen Ark of the Covenant is pivotal to this investigation,” Paddy told Sam. “We have reason to believe that Valdi was sent by the Cosa Nostra to collect these girls, based solely on whatever is contained in that relic, Sam. That ties Purdue directly to it. Purdue's latest find holds the answer to why our daughters are being harvested and only you can get inside his circle to find out what it is.”
“He has been trying to contact me. It could be related to the relic, who knows? Also, Nina has left me voice messages stating that she is with Purdue. Either they’ve decided to rekindle their old romance or something is afoot in the relic world again, you know?” Sam informed Patrick, with two of his colleagues present in their Glasgow base of operations.
“Then you know what to do,” Patrick said abruptly, and rose from his chair to leave the room. He did not even shake Sam's hand or say goodbye.
Sam maintained his own professional decorum in turn, but only to save face in front of Paddy's colleagues. He could not show his disappointment or hurt in front of them, and so he became the investigative journalist most people knew by reputation. Sam Cleave thanked the agents in attendance for their help and dismissed himself with a promise of staying in touch to keep them posted on Purdue's endeavors.
What he was not sure of, however, was whether he meant that. Slightly pissed off at being treated like this even after what he’d attempted for Paddy's sake, Sam had second thoughts about adhering to everything he was expected to do for MI6. On the other hand, this chain of events truly was the legacy of what Dave Purdue had begun, therefore making him as guilty of Sam's loss as anything else.
As Sam exited the makeshift base office in East Kilbride, he felt free, truly free, for the first time in ages. A wild card, he now held in his hands the progress of both Purdue and Paddy, a friend of neither anymore. Both men had caused him great distress and reignited his rogue status of old. Loyalty had profited him nothing, he realized, apart from his friendship with Nina. She was the only one who did not have a direct hand in his latest quandary, but as long as she was in cahoots with Purdue, Sam was forced to keep her in the dark too.
He got into his car and took a deep breath. Sam felt good, regardless of the blows to his emotional state. It was the freedom of not caring anymore that gripped him and reminded him that they needed him more than he needed them. Now he had to get back to Nina and see what she was proposing, something she’d elected not to mention on the voice messages. Her secrecy alone proved to Sam that she was also involved with whatever Purdue was onto.
“Hello, Nina?” Sam said when she answered her phone. “Why do you sound like somebody died?”
“Where the hell have you been?” Nina asked, but her voice was strange. He expected her to say the words, but he expected to hear them in a different tone of voice. Something told Sam that Nina was not herself, something that alarmed him just a little.
“Busy,” he said. “Not been feeling myself lately, as you know. But I think I’m ready to deal with stuff again, Nina. What did you need me for?” He played dumb, which was important to being objectively involved.
“Purdue is launching an expedition and he asked that you join us,” she informed him. “We’ll need your input on a few things, though. There are some holes in our theory that you might be able to help us with if you could find some more detail on the subject.”
“And that subject would be?” he asked as he started his car. His journalistic intuition got the better of him and he had to ask. “Nina? What is wrong over there?”
“We’ll fill you in once you are here,” she said, sounding strangely stiff. That affirmed his suspicions.
“Be there soon,” Sam promised and hung up the phone. He drove out onto the expressway, feeling rejected and empty from all sides. But at least he’d get to spend some time in the company of his favorite brunette, Nina Gould. The day was nearing late afternoon as he headed for Edinburgh, to the mansion of the man who’d caused him only misery in his personal relationships. Sam still hadn’t made up his mind about spying on Purdue for Paddy, because to his mind neither man deserved his help anymore.
When he got to Edinburgh, he braced himself for the new waves of information that would no doubt be poured over him by Nina and Purdue. He had no idea what kind of relic it was this time, but he knew that it would explain the kidnappings, and that was enough incentive for Sam to get involved. At the gates of Wrichtishousis, Sam knew definitively that something was wrong.
“Good afternoon, sir,” the security man said when Sam stopped at the gates.
“Afternoon, is the man in?” Sam asked, using his journalistic eye to absorb all the details that did not gel too well with the usual rituals he knew at Purdue's gates.
“Yes he is, sir,” the suited man affirmed. “Your name, please?”
Right, there's proof that there is a world of shit here about to strike the fan, Sam thought. Just when I thought I was out of trouble.
“Is this a joke?” Sam laughed. Guido's thugs scowled at the pompous asshole giving them a difficult time. He knew if he persisted with an obnoxious manner they would have to summon Purdue. “Come on, are you the strippers he got me for my birthday? Hurry up, then! I have a party to get to!”
“Is this mook out of his mind?” the one muttered to the other just inside the small gate office. While they contemplated the annoying idiot's fate, the screen of the intercom flashed and Purdue's face appeared on the little LED screen.
“That is Sam Cleave. Let him in,” the owner of the property commanded. Medley inched into the camera angle with him and ordered her husband's men firmly, “He is one of us. Open the gates.”
“Go right in, sir,” the confused henchman told Sam, trying to smile.
“Ta very much, my lad,” Sam cheered and screeched away up to the circular driveway in front of the main entrance. His reckless driving and absurd joviality always confused detractors long enough for him to figure things out. As long as people thought he was drunk they would not react too harshly toward him.
“That freak works with the boss and Prof. Medley?” the one gate man asked his colleague as he watched the beat up old BMW scoot and swerve. The other shrugged, “Hey, you've seen the types the boss had at the New Years' thing. Christ, sometimes I think there is meth in money, 'cause all these rich bastards are rabid as fuck!”

Chapter 21

Sam came swinging into the lobby, winking at the strangers in suits that dressed and behaved just like those at the gate. “So, you’re strippers too?” he hollered. “Let's get the party started!”
Purdue showed up, followed by Nina, another woman, and a man. “Welcome to the party, Sam,” Purdue smiled and shook Sam's hand. He pulled him into an embrace and whispered in Sam's ear, “Just play along all the way, old boy.”
Then Purdue turned and introduced Sam as a flamboyant and silly old Scot. “And he’s going to be working with us to get to the Vault of Hercules. We just waited for him to get back from…,” Purdue looked quizzically at Sam.
“London,” Sam filled in. “I rushed here from London where I was judging a dog show.”
Purdue wanted to laugh. He looked at Nina, standing behind Rita Medley, holding her mouth with her hand, shaking with laughter. Of course Medley and Guido took Sam's statement as fact, which was good, but Purdue felt he should get the attention off of Sam before they realized that he was taking the piss out of them.
“Good to meet you, Mr. Cleave,” Medley smiled as she shook Sam's hand. “This is my husband, Guido Bruno. He’s responsible for funding most of my expeditions, such as this one.”
Nina beamed at the sight of Sam being the usual whimsical asshole he liked playing when confronted by insufferable strangers. She wondered where he’d been and how he’d managed to switch from the jilted, melancholy friend to the silly, confident man she knew him to be. He even smiled at her when their eyes met just before Purdue pulled him over to take his sling bag from him.
Obligatory handshakes exchanged, the men elected to get a whiskey to fill Sam in on the nature of the upcoming expedition. Purdue could not speak casually with Guido in company, as he feared it would reveal the personal ties between him and Sam. He filled Sam in on the find, what they’d first thought it was and what he and Nina had subsequently discovered about the contents. He had to play into Guido's hand, however, which prompted his best diplomatic charade.
“And we are including Mr. Bruno here, because he approached us to help search for the Vault of Hercules,” Purdue told Sam while Guido stood there looking superior. “And since his wife is an expert archaeologist in her field, they were kind enough to assist us.”
“So we’re all working together on this Vault of Hercules?” Sam made sure, chugging neat liquor as if he were on Death Row.
“That is correct,” Purdue affirmed, passing Guido a sneer of contempt.
“What is it? The vault. Ahat does it serve?” Sam asked nonchalantly as he poured another Grouse.
He and Purdue deliberately stared at Guido for answers, putting the arrogant rich boy on the spot, calling his bluff. Being a narcissistic know-it-all, Guido had to respond with faux knowledge of something he knew nothing about.
“The Vault of Hercules is a chamber filled with riches from ages ago, where kings brought homage to the god from all over the neighboring lands so that they would win wars,” he answered glibly, threading together loose ends of what he’d heard his wife report from her passionate pursuit of the vault.
“So it’s a treasure hunt,” Sam guessed, raising his glass. “Good show. When do we go?”
“Gentlemen, we have work to do,” Nina said as she appeared in the high doorway that dwarfed her completely. Had it not been for her loud voice, Guido would not have noticed her. “Will you be joining us?”
“Aye!” Sam exclaimed in accord. Purdue agreed with a hearty nod and the two of them joined Nina at the door.
“Are you coming, Mr. Bruno?” Purdue asked. His condescension was only evident to his friends, who shared in his disdain for the spoiled Mafia wannabe. Bruno declined, electing to sit and watch television while his wife 'got on with her stuff.'
“When the three of them joined Rita in the lobby they took the stairs to the storeroom under the house. In passing the kitchen, Purdue saw his butler, housekeeper, and cook sitting by the stove. They seemed unharmed, but very upset nonetheless. It was then that Purdue saw the manner in which Nina and Charles exchanged looks. It was disturbing. He’d had no idea that they knew each other well enough to share such a personal exchange, but now was not the time to inquire.
It took Sam no time to catch up on what was going on in Wrichtishousis, that an acquaintance of Purdue's had coerced him into a collaborative effort to locate the Vault of Hercules. But what he had not yet figured out, was what the vault held that merited such a dangerous partnership in the first place. He tagged along to the storeroom with Nina, Purdue and Prof. Rita Medley, the latter an apparent old academic foe of Purdue's.
When they entered the room, Rita insisted the door remain open so that Guido's two bodyguards could keep an eye on the proceedings. “Don't worry. They’re not intelligent enough to decipher what we’re talking about anyway,” Rita snarled at the two oafs taking their places on the inside of the open door. They could not retort. They weren’t allowed to give the boss' wife lip, and so they had to suffer her open mockery.
“We have to remove the mummified child, Prof. Medley, to see if those papers underneath could be significant,” Nina told Rita. “Do you need help?”
“No thanks,” Rita said. “Just some gloves and a mask, please. We don't know what is dormant inside the cadaver and reckoning its age, I would guess anything parasitic could be very, very nasty indeed.”
“I hear that,” Nina agreed, and she handed Rita protective gear, while doing the same for herself.
While the women were busy carefully retrieving the child's body, Purdue was scrutinizing the Herculean club along with the other items they’d already removed from the trunk and placed on the corner desk. Sam watched him closely, wanting to speak to him without eavesdroppers. “How deep is the Loch, Purdue?” he asked casually.
It was a code of conversation the two men had gradually developed during the years, mostly just for fun. Still, the habit had served them in a different way several times — as it did now.
“Well, it depends on the tide, Sam,” Purdue answered, while Guido's two sharks stood by the door, having no idea that Purdue and Sam were discussing the amount of trouble they were in, ascertaining what their next move would be. “As far as I can tell, the waters are calm enough to carry us to the other side, as long as the boat doesn't take on water.”
“But I imagine we should get rid of the boat once we’re on the other side. I mean, coming back, the boat might cause us all to drown.” Sam was suggesting leaving Medley and her group behind somewhere on the journey.
“I absolutely concur,” Purdue answered. He looked over to Rita Medley and her cordial interactions with Nina as they chatted about historical relics over the task at the trunk. “However, we should just make sure that we bring our third oar back with us.”
“Oh, I’ll make sure of that, old man,” Sam nodded contentedly. They had to make sure Nina didn’t get too familiar with Rita, as it would ultimately impair the act of dumping Medley and her Italian crew.
Sam was still feeling sour about the thing with Paddy, and he still resented Purdue for it all.
Now he was caught between a friend who’d only caused him misery and loss, and a friend he’d known all his life, but who had recently treated him like an old pair of shoes, even though his very job entailed putting his life in danger. Either way, Sam felt reluctant to help either of them. Paddy had steered Sam's loyalty into spying for MI6, while Purdue was sought for the theft of the relic a stone's throw away from Sam. It was a rather strange situation the journalist had gotten himself into.
“This is why you wanted the Ark… this Ark… isn't it, Professor?” Nina asked outright. “The child, not the codex of Tacitus.”
Both Purdue and Sam gawked silently at her audacity, waiting with baited breath. They’d hoped to find out in a discreet and subtle way what Rita wanted with the relic, especially when they became aware of Rita's hunt for the Vault of Hercules. In truth, not one of them had known of it until Rita had come into the picture. Until then, Purdue had thought he was only in competition with Rita for the Ark — a cut-and-dried case of finder’s keepers.
Rita kept her game face on, although she’d only refrained from answering because Guido's men were listening. “Of course it was not just for the Codex Aesinas, Dr. Gould,” Rita chuckled dryly. “My husband's affiliates and family wanted the Tacitus work back in Rome, where it belonged. But as for me, I wanted to discover the Vault of Hercules. As an archaeologist it would be of tremendous significance to my career, of course!”
“But you knew that it would be in this artifact,” Purdue threw in his question while the gates were open for it. “How did you know that there was more in Aksum than the reputed resting place of the Ark of the Covenant?”
“Because I do my bloody homework, David! Unlike you, I do research further than my wallet,” she snapped at the white haired billionaire she had always been at loggerheads with. Rita directed her answer at Nina, out of spite to Purdue. “You see, I came upon the writings of an old Allied soldier from 1942, who’d been stationed in Ethiopia during the North African Campaign. He noted that while a secret party of SS representatives consisting of archaeologists and occultists were in Egypt to follow the trail to the Ark of the Covenant, he was instead contracted to accompany another cavalcade.”
“Of Allieds?” Nina asked.
“No, an occult society of the SS. A branch from the Thule Society, but more covert,” Rita replied.
Nina, Sam, and Purdue knowingly looked at one another. They knew very well who this particular branch was, because it had become the scourge of their existence. The Order of the Black Sun.
“So, an Allied soldier was asked to go with a Nazi group? Why?” Sam asked.
“According to his papers, he knew Tunisia, Egypt, and Ethiopia very well from his childhood there. His father was a historical adviser to the ministry of culture or something, so he knew the place well. So, when the word came out during World War II that this excursion was in need of a guide, the Allieds sent him in as a spy,” she explained as she gently laid the child's corpse onto the prepared fabric she’d had Nina lay down while she was busy.
“So he spied for the enemy while he was engaged in the expedition to find this artifact?” Purdue asked. Sam swallowed slowly, trying not to let the guilt of the curious similarity engulf him.
“Correct. But I never got all the details from this man's notes, not even who he was. But he did speak of this specific piece that almost identically resembled the Ark of the Covenant, apart from its obvious smaller size and a few symbols etched in. I always had my suspicions that the rest of his diary may have been left inside the relic after he was discovered,” Rita revealed.
“How do you know they discovered him?” Nina asked.
“Because he never reported back to his superiors and they never heard from him again,” Rita answered. “I'm sure the blood spatter all over these papers could well be his. Imagine that,” she sighed.
Charles appeared in the doorway, provoking a draw of guns from the two men.
“Oh please! It's just the butler!” she growled impatiently, and they lowered their weapons.
“Madam, your husband inquires as to the duration of your examination here,” Charles asked Rita. “I believe he wants to have dinner soon.”
She rolled her eyes. “Good God, that man is going to drive me to murder one of these days! Please tell him to go ahead and do what he has to. We’ll still need a bit of time to catalogue what we have here.”
“Very well, madam,” Charles said, looking deeply distraught. Purdue figured that being under arrest by the Mafia would be taxing on his staff, but he did not know the true reason of Charles' worry. Nina however, had a good idea, and she knew that she had to get Purdue out of his house urgently.
“Aye, if they stop interrupting us we could get going on this bloody expedition instead of standing here twiddling our thumbs,” she pressed.
“Exactly!” Rita agreed. “We have less than a week to find the Vault of Hercules before it is completely flooded. We’ve already wasted too much time chasing after you, Purdue! You’ve cost me over four days' delay on this and once it is gone, there’s no way of finding it again.”

Chapter 22

“David, do you have a facility for radiocarbon dating?” Medley asked.
Purdue scoffed.
“Alright then,” she reformatted her question. “Could we possibly use your laboratory for dating this specimen?”
“Of course,” Purdue replied sarcastically. “You have taken over my entire mansion, why not infest my labs as well? Get your husband's manservants to carry your test subject. I am a scientist, not a porter.”
Ten minutes later they were occupying the forensic lab under the lobby floor of the manor. Watching Professor Medley investigate the mummified remains fascinated Nina. At the same time she employed Purdue's spectrometer for faster results. Purdue said nothing. He just watched over his belongings and made sure that his old enemy did not accidentally destroy his valuable machines.
To an inventor and technological genius such as him, it felt like an obscene violation for someone to work with his instruments, but he had no choice for the moment and had to allow Medley her examinations. At least with Nina there he was more relaxed. She had used his laboratories previously to date artifacts and examine their origins, so she knew what to look for.
Finally Rita and Nina examined the results. The historian explained to Purdue that the child's body was not an ancient specimen at all. “By the results we have here, this child died in the late mid-twentieth century only.”
“So it’s not a mummy?” Sam asked, chugging back a beer he’d found in Purdue's lab bar fridge.
“No, Sam. It is not a mummy,” Rita smiled. “We figure this child died roughly during that expedition in which our Allied soldier disappeared. By the looks of the interior hinges of the chest and some of the atmospheric corrosion, that was the last time this relic was open.”
“Let's pack this up and get going then,” Nina suggested.
“Do we even know what we’re looking for?” Sam asked. He kept his demeanor glib in order to fool the Italian group into thinking him ignorant, but it served Sam to gather intelligence on what was going on and where it was going.
“The Vault of Hercules is said to lie under a lake in Greece, Sam. The rest of the clues to get to it were reputed to be inside this relic. Which is why I was after it, you see? Now, if what Dr. Gould suspects is true, we should have more information on how to locate the lake once we’ve perused the scrolls left under this child's body,” Rita said.
Nina was already busy removing the stack of rolled paper, gently dusting them off to clarify the writing upon them. She winced. “These pages are horribly stained by what looks like fluids leaking from the body during hypostasis and putrefaction.”
“And there goes my appetite,” Sam remarked.
Purdue nodded in agreement, pulling a face. “Shall we leave the lassies to do their snooping while we go and join Mr. Bruno upstairs?” Purdue proposed. “We are of no use here anyway.”
“That’s a grand idea, David,” Rita replied. “That way you can procrastinate whatever my husband is itching to get up to. Trust me, when he gets bored enough, things go bad for the people around him and we don't need that to ensue until we’re certain of our information.”
“Cheerio then! See you later!” Purdue cried, pulling Sam along. The two bulldogs put there to watch them didn’t know whether to remain with the women or follow the men.
“Oh for Christ's sake, just go with them!” Rita sneered at her husband’s guards. “It's not like I’m in danger of being overwhelmed by a petite, little stunner like Dr. Gould, is it? Get on, then!”
They obliged. When they were gone Nina and Rita's eyes met. For a moment they considered the scenario, and then burst out laughing. “You know I can take you, right?” Nina warned with a chuckle.
“You can try, my darling. It would be a good effort, I'm sure,” Rita jested back. “But seriously, between you and me, I just want the contents of this relic, Nina. True, I loathe David Purdue, but I have no desire to kill him. It took all of my influence to get my husband to keep Purdue's Egyptian associate hostage instead of killing him. My desire to find the Vault of Hercules is strictly business. I’m not willing to kill people for its riches.”
“Good to know,” Nina sighed, learning about an Egyptian associate of Purdue's she’d had no knowledge of. “I had not chalked you up as a killer, Rita. But you do seem to be playing with high stakes just for an archaeological find.”
“I never meant to marry into the Cosa Nostra, you know?” Rita explained matter-of-factly, thinking Nina already knew her business through Purdue. “I merely thought I was marrying a rich Sicilian businessman so that he would fund my digs and my research,” Rita whispered. “Too late did I realize what kind of family I’d gotten involved with. But if I find the Vault, I could give Guido his treasures and he would leave me and my son alone.”
“Your son?” Nina asked in surprise.
“Ladies, we’re about to have dinner and we’re discussing the quest details,” Guido announced, peeking around the corner. His statement sounded exactly like an order and did not leave much in the way of a suggestion.
“Bit early for dinner. You're in Scotland now,” Nina snapped.
“We'll be up in ten minutes, Guido,” Rita said with a tone of finality he had to accept. He left reluctantly and only after glaring at the feisty, dark-eyed historian.
“How do you put up with th… oh, yeah, I forgot,” she told Rita, who just shook her head.
“Come, let's see what's on the gross papyrus. You first,” Rita nudged Nina to check the writings on the yellowed pages stained with aged rot and brown liquid.
“Gee. Thanks,” Nina winced as she snapped on a fresh pair of gloves.
Carefully she handled the frail material to best expand it and flatten the surface without rupturing it. Once she had placed a special press on top of the two pages to even out most of the folds, she gently pinched the corners between her thumbs and index fingers and took it to another station in the lab. Upon the white desk there Nina secured the antique documents under four clasps and pulled closer the aluminum arm to which the large magnifier lamp was fixed.
She switched on the bright lamp inside the tubing of the magnifying glass, hovering it over the paper to better read what was scribbled on it. Frowning, Nina leaned forward to decipher the words.
“It's in English,” she reported.
“What does it say? Does it talk about the vault?” Rita asked, almost frantic with anticipation.
“Aye,” Nina revealed.
Rita smiled, “Let me see. Let me see!”
Nina stepped aside, still memorizing what the Allied soldier had noted on the first part.
“Holy shit!” Rita gasped as she reached the last piece at the bottom. “Did you see this?”
“No,” Nina moaned, “because you pushed in.”
“Nina, the Allied soldier was sent to infiltrate and thwart the SS on this expedition, but they discovered his identity, right?” Rita relayed as she read.
“Aye, we know that,” Nina affirmed.
“Here is the sore part, love,” Rita said, breathing unevenly. “When they discovered that he was a spy, they used his own child as a sacrifice to gain entry into the Vault of Hercules!”
“Geezuss!” Nina shrieked, holding her mouth in astonishment. “That is barbaric!”
“They're Nazis, love. Still, from what he says here, his daughter, aged four, was supposed to be endowed with strength — the strength of Hercules. But instead she perished,” Rita recounted.
“Wait, they put the snake with her, thinking…?” Nina asked, but Rita knew what she was on to.
“Thinking she would crush the snake like Hercules reputedly did when Hera sent the snake into his crib to kill him,” she confirmed Nina's speculation.
“Christ,” Nina murmured to herself. She looked up. “Rita, does he say where the vault is?”
“They never got inside,” Rita read slowly, seeking her way through the words of a grieving father.
“They were perturbed by something and all proof of this experiment went into this relic to be retrieved later. The soldier, I suppose, was killed and left behind while they sent someone to hide the evidence in Ethiopia until they could try again. Naturally, by adorning the chest like the Ark of the Covenant, they knew that the locals in Aksum and the surrounding counties would never let anyone remove what they thought was holy.”
“Evil and devious, in true fashion,” Nina sighed. Her phone rang suddenly, starting both women. Nina didn’t recognize the number, but she took the call anyway, if only to calm her nerves. She knew Rita was listening, so she dared not make any plans to escape or tell anyone what was going on in Wrichtishousis.
“Hello,” she said confidently. Nina figured, whoever it was, that she should at least drop a few hints as to where they will be, just in case matters went sour. “Oh, hi Derek! Listen, I can’t make my training session tonight. There is a wedding I have to attend and we’re on the road. But I'll see you again in a few days for coffee at the Kalavryta?”
The voice on the other side sounded like a radio transmission, and there was only one man Nina knew of who had a voice like that — the exceedingly strong bald man at the gym. “Noted. I'll see what I can do to meet you there. ETA?”
Nina looked in Rita's direction, where the archaeologist stood with folded arms, listening. The historian shook her head as if the person on the other side was babbling too much.
“No, the wedding is the day after tomorrow, so I really cannot make it, honey. Sorry, but I'll catch up when I get back,” she smiled.
The radio-voice man replied, “I'll be there.”
Nina hung up the phone and sighed, “Personal trainers always think they own you. If I want a gay boyfriend I'll hang out in the Theology Department, you know?”
She promptly deleted the number and switched off her phone. Too many times before she’d learned the hard way that numbers could be retrieved by the wrong people, and now that she had learned what manner of people they were dealing with, she could not afford to take any chances. Even though she had no idea who the man at the gym really was — apart from what her lackey had found out — she had a feeling that bringing him in would help her odds.
In a situation where opponents worked together the volatility would always be at hair-trigger sensitivity. As much as they all desired to locate the vault and benefit from the discovery, Nina knew there was no chance of it ending in them all shaking hands and exchanging e-mails. The only questions were how long it would take to go wrong and who would be the first to die.
“Come on, let's go and tell the men what to do,” Rita winked at Nina.
“My favorite part,” Nina replied, dissembling her cell phone in her pocket where her right hand was resting. Rita closed the laboratory door and made sure it clicked shut, the small bubble of green light jumping to the red on the opposite side. “There, now nobody can tamper with our antiques.”
Nina ignored Rita's patronizing tone and pretended not to care. She normally would not entertain such childish mannerisms, but now that she knew that these people were part of the Sicilian Mafia there was reason to keep her cool. She doubted that her friends were aware of the stakes and the danger involved here, but she hoped to get the message across as soon as she could find a way to let Purdue and Sam know. It would be exceedingly difficult with Rita orbiting her like a satellite.

Chapter 23

Under a bright ceiling light in his apartment in Newington, the bald man from Nina's gym was packing his sports bag. This time, however, it was not filled with protein powder, towels, and fresh socks. Right at the bottom, under a folded golf shirt, an unlicensed firearm slumbered. Nina's nameless powerhouse walked over to his bookshelf lined with novels by Tom Clancy and John Grisham, biographies like that of Winston Churchill and Oliver Cromwell, the odd Sean Hudson horror, and a stack of Encyclopedia Britannica. Behind the larger books a thick metal box held up a statue of the god Atlas, bearing the world upon his shoulders.
An old cigar tin balanced on top of some smaller notebooks he had shoved in behind the large hardbacks. Inside the tin he kept the key to the metal box, which served as a low-key money box or makeshift safe. The sparsely furnished apartment was evident of the man's long incarceration up until a few months ago. In fact, apart from the obligatory trip to the grocery store and his personal time at the gym in Quartermile, he was a recluse. Nobody knew how he made a living since his release and nobody dared ask. He was the kind of man who did not have to do or say a single thing to attain an intimidating presence, even as skinny as he was.
Perhaps it was his black eyes full of wisdom and confidence that only came standard with hell and attitude. Even his car was an insignificant model, over twenty years old. Ex-SAS captain John Arthur Armstrong was by no means a flashy person and his business was his own. All he wanted was to be left alone. After the life he’d had, the biggest treasure in life was peace and solitude.
Unlike his perceived personality in public, Mr. Armstrong enjoyed talking as long as the audience was his own. Living alone before incarceration, being locked mostly in solitary confinement during his stretch at Wakefield, and preferring his own company in every aspect of his life had him talking to himself a lot.
From the metal box he took all his cash, a hefty sum that couldn’t possibly have been the remnants of responsible saving. Piles of bound notes occupied the metal box, but this was only his home stash. He had more and he would never tell where it was. There was only one thing he desired more than to be left alone, and that was to destroy the pigs who’d turned on him and left him behind for the cops after he’d done a job for them. Just before being released from the Supermax unit at the HM Prison at Wakefield, he’d obtained priceless information.
The same bastard who’d betrayed him was orchestrating the kidnapping of an MI6 agent's child, and it would occur in Quarter mile. Although the kidnapping at the gym had been foiled by the petite brunette he’d seen training there, it was meant to be the decoy while another abduction, the real target, was to be at Falkirk. Unfortunately, even John's sharp mind had been fooled. It was only after he’d heard about Sam Cleave's hunt for Valdi from Bad Norris that he picked up the trail that led him to Nina Gould. Initially he was unable to locate Sam, so with a bit of wording on the underground front he got her number and took a chance.
“It’s a small world, is it not, Dr. Gould?” he said as he packed the money in strategic places in his clothing and on his person. Surprised as he was about her response to his call, he could tell by her tone of voice that she was in trouble, desperate to drop bread crumbs to anyone with the wherewithal to catch on. He checked the location of Kalavryta on the map and proceeded to purchase his flight ticket to Greece.
John smiled as he reminisced about the phone call. “Still can’t fathom the coincidence you brought across my road, Dr. Gould. It’s done nothing short of invite me to the man I have vowed to kill.” He shook his head, “It's Kismet.”
He had met Valdi in prison a few years ago, just before the monster had been transferred to Broadmoor, a cage in London for criminally insane animals where he fit in perfectly. It was during this brief time that Valdi had told him about the international racketeer Igor Heller slicing a deal with Guido Bruno, acting head of the Cosa Nostra in Ireland. When Bad Norris leaked that Guido Bruno was responsible for Valdi's premature and illegal release from Broadmoor, John was infuriated for a plethora of reasons, most of which bore on the fact that Bruno had the audacity to sink even lower. Instead of keeping to gunrunning, drug smuggling, counterfeiting and arson, the Sicilian swine had now graduated to human trafficking — of children!
“I don't know what this MI6 agent did to fuck you over, sonny-Jim, but I’d be elated to assist in annihilating your cannibalistic ball-biter while I peel the goddamn skin off ya.” John grinned vindictively as he unpinned a newspaper article from his wall. It featured an article on Igor Heller's arrest in Romania a few years ago and mentioned his affiliation with a so-called Nazi myth and his ties to Bruno's previous cartel in Rome.
It was a fine testament to the evil that had occurred when Heller's Black Sun organization worked with Bruno's Sicilian Mafia, and he would be damned if Valdi or Bruno would get away with this heinousness. In his right fist the article crumpled under the strain of his rage as he imagined the paper being Bruno's scrotum.
John Arthur Armstrong had never claimed to be a saint. In fact, his stint in the SAS was initiated only to attain a higher level of training in the art of war. He’d always loved violence and never held any respect for authority, but he hoped that enlisting in military ranks would remedy his uncontrollable penchant for destruction. The SAS supplied him with all the necessary training in hand-to-hand combat and armament, as well as a wealth of opportunity to employ his knowledge.
All went smoothly until the day he’d maimed his commanding officer in what was still an unconfirmed directive for a midnight drill in the Lossie Forest. From that incident onward his criminal career had escalated rapidly. Due to the lack of conclusive evidence he was subsequently discharged, but it was too late. John Arthur Armstrong was already highly trained in military offensives for almost all terrains and had trained his body equally as intensively as his marksmanship.
Little as the young trainers and staff at Masteron's Gym & Fitness knew about him, they certainly had a good eye for a dangerous individual. They had no idea that the villainous character they conjured up for him just to keep their jobs interesting was actually spot-on. The bald man who could bench a Chieftain armored tank and had the glare of Satan, was indeed that strong and that mean. Much as he would have relished proving this to the puny boys at the fitness club, he prized his privacy much more. After all, his privacy would be pivotal to complete the murderous mission he had planned. For now, he had to keep to being a grumpy loner with a potent protein shake in his water bottle.

Chapter 24

After Nina had packed — she was the last one to leave Wrichtishousis — she passed the butler in the hallway on her way to the lobby. As was tradition, he followed her to the front door where Purdue was waiting with Bruno. Charles and Nina had another of those exchanges that made Purdue ache with curiosity, but once again he was not in a position to ask. In turn, Purdue gave his butler a lingering stare which accurately conveyed his inquiry, yet all Charles could do in response was to drop his gaze to the floor in humility.
“My boys will be outside twenty-four-seven, capiche?” Bruno told Charles. “You just make sure they are fed and have fresh linen to sleep on and they won't shoot you, alright!”
“Jesus! If he whips out the wannabe Tony Soprano again I'm going to drown him in cement,” Nina mumbled to Purdue, who couldn’t help but smirk at her annoyance with the mafia toddler.
“Let's just get out of here first so that we can find the Vault of Hercules. Then we can send out the Secret Service to arrest these mooks before Nina lets him sleep with the fishes,” Sam whispered from behind them as he joined them at the small luxury minibus. The three of them had a rare chuckle before giving their luggage to the driver of the vehicle.
“Oh, I have a feeling that ol' Charles will be just fine in charge here,” Nina said.
“Why?” Purdue asked as they inched in one by one on the back section seats.
“I'll tell you when we get to Greece,” she sighed nervously, watching Rita intently as the archaeologist rounded the exterior of the vehicle to get into the front seat.
“Tell me now,” he insisted.
Nina motioned to him that she could not talk within earshot of their coercive colleagues. Sam was equally curious, but he had other aspects to weigh up on the coming trip that he too, could not share yet. On their way to the airstrip at North Berwick, Sam decided to lay his head back and relax. Nina was relieved that he seemed almost back to his old self. Purdue had arranged with Larsen and his crew to fly his jet to the closer airstrip at North Berwick and pick up their travel party there. There was no way he would reveal the location of his actual flight base at Milltown to the likes of Prof. Rita Medley and her mafia mutts.
It would be a five-hour flight to Athens, Greece. Soon Purdue, Sam and Nina knew that the trip would feel like a week's worth with a noisy, thankless brat. After they boarded Purdue's jet to hopefully cut the journey shorter, the fiasco began. From the food served to the turbines of the craft, Guido Bruno knew better, owned better, did not approve of and apparently outdid. Even Rita, who hated Purdue's guts, defended his classy fleets and posh dishes in flight and was looking terribly embarrassed by her husband's behavior. This particular bitch-fit was for having to take Purdue's jet instead of one from Bruno's uncle's fleet. He could not handle the fact that he had to be a mere passenger on the opponent's aircraft, which somehow implied some form of weakness to his status.
Nina managed to use the continuous raving and bitching to her advantage.
“Purdue, did you have an Egyptian assistant on your less than legal exploit in Ethiopia?” she whispered, while Rita and Guido were arguing profusely in the background.
“I did, why?” he replied.
“Where is he?” she asked.
Purdue looked uncomfortable and a bit upset. “He is dead, Nina. His name was Adjo Kira. Team Medley came at us in a hail of bullets just before my chopper showed up to pluck us up with the relic. I believe he got shot several times because he was completely unresponsive when I checked his condition. Whatever they did to his brother, I shudder to think.”
“He’s alive,” she whispered.
“What?” Purdue gasped, going pale at the news.
“Is that not good news?” Sam asked lazily.
“Well, yes, of course, but it’s remarkable. Nina, how do you know this?”
Nina checked the status of the argument between Rita and Guido before continuing. “Your old pal Rita apparently saved him from certain death while he was strapped to a kitchen chair in… in… some fucking dried up desert town somewhere.”
“Strapped to a kitchen chair?” he frowned, trying to make sense of her revelation.
“Her hubby-wubby tortured him to find out where you were and he almost bit it when the whiny bitch with the Italian shoes got fed-up…until Rita interfered. Now, because of her sweet disposition, your Egyptian assistant is probably hanging upside down in a basement somewhere, but he is very much alive,” she explained, to Purdue's elation.
“Excellent,” he smiled. “Not that the poor man’s being held, but that he’s not dead after all. You know, my escape from the locals in Aksum and my attainment of the relic are all thanks to Adjo and his brother. I have to find out where he’s being kept.”
“You don't have time to go out and save your assistant,” Nina reprimanded him. “You have to get off the grid and stay there until…”
Purdue did not understand. Neither did Sam, who peeked over his laptop screen and waited for an explanation for her urgency regarding Purdue. Of course, Sam did not want Purdue to go off the grid until the journalist had enough on him to tighten the net for Paddy's people.
“Nina,” Purdue asked softly, “what do you know that I don't, my dear? And please, be specific.”
Nina sighed anxiously. Looking at Sam always melted her defenses, so she tried not to look at him. But she felt obliged to tell Purdue now that they were safely passing over the German border to Austria and a good distance from Edinburgh. “Charles…”
“I knew it!” Purdue said a bit too loudly, momentarily drawing the attention of the fighting spouses. The three Scots merely smiled and pretended to be engaging in trivialities to misdirect them. “I knew it,” Purdue said again. “The way he was looking at you was just too… wait, how does he fit into this?”
Sam was fascinated with what Nina was sharing. “Charles didn’t want to jump the gun and get into his boss' business, that’s all, Purdue. Geez! He approached me so that he could protect you without confronting you personally.”
“About?” Sam chipped in.
“His brother-in-law works for a government agency responsible for the smashing of antique syndicates. He wouldn't say, but I think it may be loosely the same intelligence people Paddy works for,” she said under her breath. “There is a dragnet active, Purdue, for your arrest. Interpol is assisting on a superficial basis to locate you, but the Ethiopian Government and several international Historical Preservation organizations are calling for your indictment on contraband charges.”
“Fuckin' hell,” Sam said. “Sounds like you really stepped in it this time, old boy.”
“Most sites are protected by 1906 Antiquities Act and the 1979 Archaeological Resource Protection Act,” Nina added, “so any theft of artifacts on federal land is a turd in their punch bowl.”
“So he didn’t want to tell me personally,” Purdue wondered out loud. He admired his butler for his professionalism in this regard, but it was shocking to only learn about his wanted status now that he was en route to do it yet again.
Sam said nothing. He couldn’t deny that it stung him a bit to see his friend vulnerable, but it was time for Purdue to be struck down to size by the authorities he’d always eluded so easily, almost arrogantly, because of his wealth and contacts. Instead, the journalist did some background research on Guido Bruno, the man who had them all at his mercy, the man who had the gall to practically take over their respective lives to get what he wanted.
Later, the excitement between the spouses had died down mostly from exhaustion. Purdue was taking a nap and Nina was watching a movie on her laptop. Sam used this time to snoop on the man-child who threw a tantrum every time he was not in charge. There was not much on Guido Bruno, although the Familia he belonged to did not disappoint Sam's assumptions.
Inside the jet it was quiet of conversation, giving Sam time to hear himself think. There was a lot at stake, all of it depending on him. Having to make a choice between Purdue and Paddy was weighing heavily on him, but he was certainly more fed-up with one than the other. Flashes of horrible pictures from scenes perpetrated by the Cosa Nostra was nothing new to him, but what he was after were those easy-to-ignore, small report pieces in insignificant newspapers. Fortunately Sam knew exactly how to obtain information from those, and he knew just where to find them.
Then his heart jumped. He found what he was looking for, but it was more than what he’d bargained for. Sam's eyes stretched as his heart rate accelerated. His dark eyes instantly dashed up over the screen to find the reprehensible scum that suddenly sank to the bottom of his shit pool. Sam clenched his fists, wishing he could just shove a butter knife into the Sicilian snake's eye, but that would compromise his entire mission to keep tabs on Purdue so that Paddy's associates could arrest him.
On Sam's screen there was an old picture from 2009, the subject of which he didn’t even bother or care to read. All he needed to know was what the photograph confirmed — that Guido Bruno and Igor Heller were celebrating together after the infamous Agrigento Massacre, during which Bruno's business partner was killed, coincidentally after taking Bruno to court over a real estate dispute.
“What are you looking at, Mr. Cleave?” Guido dared ask in his condescending manner.
Sam's skin flushed with rage. “Nothing,” he replied with equal contempt. “Absolutely nothing.”

Chapter 25

Two hours later the party touched down in Athens. Purdue was smart enough to carry his alternative identification documents with him even before he knew that he was being trailed. It paid to be paranoid, thanks to the recent precautions he’d had to take to keep clear of the Order of the Black Sun and their spies. Nina walked with Sam, while Purdue strayed on his own, carefully watched by Rita and her husband. Being an awkward hour, the group elected to get something to eat at an all-night restaurant. Again, irony prevailed as the opposing groups sat down together with French wine and Greek cuisine.
Purdue seemed unperturbed by the recent revelation that he was a wanted man, and chatted heartily with Nina about mundane things. Even Guido and Rita had a normal conversation while Sam appeared to be distancing himself from the group altogether. Nina noticed, but didn’t elect to address it until the moment was right. He kept looking at his phone, pretending to play a game while waiting for the main course. In truth, Sam was corresponding with a contact from the Archaeological Crimes Unit, patching through their global positioning coordinates. While he was pretending to play on his phone, an unexpected e-mail came through.
The tone sounded so loud that the entire table looked to Sam with quizzical expressions. Guido, for one, looked awfully suspicious, but Sam simply shrugged and said, “Angry Birds. I'm addicted.”
It did the trick for the time being, but Sam knew he couldn’t afford to be in contact with any of his associates further than this dinner. From here on in, he’d have to get rid of his phone and take things upon himself, rather than be discovered and put Nina in danger for it.
The e-mail that had come through was in fact from Purdue, who’d decided to CC both Nina and Sam just in case something happened to him. The linguist he’d approached for advice on the markings had responded to his inquiry, revealing that the symbols translated to mention of a 'substance' within the 'chamber room' that could somehow 'make in children, godlike powers.'
Sam looked up in amazement at Nina and Purdue, neither looking disturbed in the slightest from their chatting and drinking. Nina had disabled her phone and had no way of receiving Purdue's mail, but Sam would share it with her somewhere along the line. Although she and Rita had examined the club, they hadn’t known what the symbols meant exactly. Now only Purdue and Sam held this knowledge.
This is why the SS was trying to take children to the Vault of Hercules, Sam thought. They experimented on the child in the ark relic and something went wrong.
Now it made sense why Guido Bruno would do Igor Heller's bidding. While Heller was in prison for his crimes for the Black Sun, he needed Bruno to experiment on children for the same end Himmler and his goons had sacrificed the poor dead girl from the 1940s. At the same time, Bruno would benefit from the find as long as he could get his wife to locate the chamber. And who better to garner the sacrificial lambs from countries all over Europe than Bruno's sick associate, Valdi?
Sam could feel his stomach drop as it all fell into place. No longer was Purdue Sam's biggest concern. Now that he knew who the true threat was and how perilous it was for all involved, Sam had to keep his head more than ever. Hoping that he was the only one privy to the information, he had to increase his vigilance a hundred fold. The question was, how much did Prof. Medley know about the Vault of Hercules? Another point he needed to clarify was if she knew what her husband's true motivations were behind funding her expedition.
He desperately needed to speak to Nina, but Guido's three watch dogs followed them everywhere, making it impossible to be alone with her. Even the sleeping arrangements were proof of Guido Bruno's distrust, not to mention his megalomania. He stationed one of his men at Purdue and Sam's room and another at Nina's. The other was for his own protection, as he called it. And after what Sam had figured out about him it was a wise investment into his safety. Fortunately for Guido, Sam Cleave had promises to keep, otherwise the journalist would have sealed the man’s fate without thinking twice.
They checked into the Heradorm Hotel near the Acropolis, paid for by Guido Bruno. Purdue deliberately played the Omega male to Guido's imagined Alpha male status. Not only did it allow Purdue to remain undetected by authorities, but his subordination allowed him to appear non-confrontational, thus leaving Bruno's attention on Sam. As long as Sam retained his blunt, slaphappy demeanor, it would irritate Bruno. Inadvertently, both Sam and Purdue were adapting favorable behaviorism for a coup should the chance arise.
Playing along with Guido allowed them to see things objectively.
* * *
The next morning was mild and calm over Athens. It was a tourist’s paradise, with temperate days and not too many people due to the fact that it was off-season. Just before 9 a.m. the party gathered in the lavish dining hall for breakfast.
“Everyone sleep well?” Rita asked amicably as they all sat down around a circular table. Everyone seemed well rested as they approved of the rooms they’d occupied. They ordered a solid breakfast, as this would be their first day into the excursion to locate the Vault of Hercules. During the night, Sam had written Nina a note that he could slip her, just like he used to do in school before every single person on the planet had a technological device strapped to their asses. All he had to do was find the opportune time to pass it to her, but she was strategically seated between Guido and Rita. Purdue was seated on Guido's other side, flanked by his bodyguard.
“How do you stay up for so long?” Sam asked the watchdog. “It’s truly admirable, but I’m sure after eighteen hours of guarding you’re not as sharp as you should be, hey?”
The man did not answer. He wasn’t allowed to speak unless he was responding to his boss. Rita watched her husband purse his lips, waiting for an eruption, but he refrained from an outburst. It was evident that the annoying journalist was indifferent to Guido's authority, which she found quite entertaining. On the other hand, she didn’t know Purdue to be a man easily overshadowed, and that scratched at her just a little.
“So, tell me, why are we in such a hurry to uncover the Vault of Hercules?” Nina asked innocently as she spread a thick dollop of margarine on her toast. “It has been there for thousands of years, so why the rush?”
Rita was afraid that her husband would jump in with some condescending answer and embarrass her again, so she answered Nina quickly. “According to previous discoveries of the chamber, the water level is steadily rising inside it. If we don't get inside it soon we might miss the chance — forever.”
“Shit,” Nina replied. “How much time do we have, according to your calculations?”
“Less than a week,” Rita revealed, seething at Purdue as she spoke. “Had we been able to retrieve the faux-Ark when we were supposed to, we would’ve had more time. But we didn’t count on it being stolen and abducted to another country, the pursuit for which would cost us almost an extra week.”
“Oh, shut it, Rita,” Purdue snapped. “If you were so bloody adamant on stealing it first, why the hell did you wait until now to get to Ethiopia?”
“Because you took so goddamn long to figure out were it was buried, idiot,” she roared as softly as she could. “Hadn't it occurred to you that you were the one leading us to the Ark relic? If you hadn't taken your sweet time to research its origins, we would have gotten to Aksum much earlier, before the rising water had actually become a threat to the chamber.”
“Wait, you have been waiting for Purdue to choose to find this artifact all this time?” Nina asked.
“Of course,” Guido chimed in. “Why would we break our heads to get the information if we could just entice someone like David to find it for us? Just like he’s going to find the actual Vault of Hercules for us now.”
“Genius,” Purdue remarked. “Carrion raptors who can’t hunt their own prey. You must be so proud.”
“Listen here, pal,” Guido shrieked, waving his finger at Purdue and making a scene, “the best hunters know when to kill their own prey and when to set up others to do it for them.”
“Relax, Guido,” Rita advised.
“So true,” Purdue retorted calmly. “Hunters like you go after the weak and leave the difficult kills to those of us who are able.”
“What the f…?” Guido bellowed, but his wife pulled him back into his chair and lifted her hand in a wavelike motion. Sam just watched the whole affair, desperately wishing he could weigh in about Purdue's remark so accurately hitting on Guido's operation taking on children.
“Remember, love, this will be over soon. Remember?” was all Rita repeated, a rather troubling notion to anyone who paid attention. Nina was not sure if Rita was insinuating that the three of them — Purdue, Sam and Nina — were expendable during this expedition. That’s how she construed it, but she decided to defuse the situation by asking about the task ahead.
“Um, Rita, do we have a location in Kalavryta or are we just going on the works of Tacitus and the Allied soldier to leave us clues?” Nina asked, neglecting her breakfast. “Where do we start?”
Rita unfolded an old, ragged map and spread it out on the table between them, pushing aside saucers and utensils so that they could all see. “The soldier gave us the why, not the where,” Rita shrugged. “But Kalavryta is reputed to be the entrance, according to some other sources.”
“Other sources? Are these other sources reliable?” Purdue asked, sipping his black coffee.
“Yes, David. They’re sources who have actually been there,” Rita told him sternly.
“And yet they didn’t come back or report on this spectacular find,” Purdue kept pushing, knowing full well that those explorers were of the Nazi variety and deemed the mission a failure.
“Purdue, from what Rita and I have gathered between all the items in the relic, the chamber is under a lake near where Hercules completed a labor that was not counted as successful because he had help,” Nina explained.
“In other words, where he killed the Hydra,” Rita added. “During the Twelve Labors of Hercules, there were two that did not count because he had help completing them.”
“Right, and Kalavryta boasts the famous Spilaio ton Limnon, or 'Cave of the Lakes,' which places the Vault of Hercules at this location. The Hydra legend was located at Lake Lerna, which has since dried up, but there are endless water bodies beneath the area,” Nina said. “But where, Rita?”
“The entry point, according to those archaeologists who reported on the water level problem, would be situated here, in Kastria,” Rita informed, tapping the point of her index finger upon the village name on the map. “But according to the writings Dr. Gould and I perused, it’s not the same entry point as the well-known cave network.”
“Aye, from those notations it states that the entrance to the Vault of Hercules should be between Mount Kyllini and the village of Kastria in Kalavryta.,” Nina added. “All we have to look for are two pillars or two columns.”
“Yes, that’s the part we havn’tquite identified,” Rita said, looking at Purdue and Sam.
“But if I supply all this stuff on this list, you can find it, eh?” Guido asked his wife, looking threatening as he wiggled the inventory list she’d printed out for him.
“Absolutely,” Rita assured him, taking a deep breath that came across as concern rather than contentedness.

Chapter 26

It was just short of midday when the party arrived in Kalavryta. The only contribution Purdue had made to this expedition was done through Nina's credit card, with extra funds funneled to her account via a financial affiliate of Purdue's. This way he could not be traced, he figured, while allowing for some back-up equipment, should they need any.
Nina had followed protocol, for once under Purdue's guidance, and procured a permit for three days in the mountains of Kalavryta, just to cover their asses to some extent without the inclusion of their opposition. Of course, it was issued to Dr. Gould for a historical research quest with a few colleagues. No big deal.
“Geez, this is a stunning little patch of land, don't you think?” Sam nudged Nina.
“Aye, I see what all the fuss is about, even for those of us who are not obsessed with history,” she replied, shading her eyes with her hand as she surveyed the panoramic beauty from the rendezvous point up on Mount Aroania's eastern face. “Look at the endless skyline.”
Pure sapphire skies bowed over a never-ending landscape of mountains and forests in dark green splendor, whispering secrets of long past eras and the ancient heroes of mythology. Nina's skin grew taut from the thought of gods and Titans walking this land before time or civilization, no matter how metaphorical. As a matter of fact, she liked to entertain the notion that there were giants of varying creeds, fighting leviathan monsters on a land that would become tame and insignificant in comparison. So many tales had emerged from this collection of islands, retold with such reverence and power behind them, that Nina could not help but believe just a little that the gods were still present.
Unlike the observatory on Mount Chelmos (Aroania) and the few roads on Mount Kyllini, their current position was completely uncharted by official maps. From the town they’d traveled with a rental vehicle, but now it was time to gear up for the mountainous terrain. They’d each packed for light travel and possible diving. While looking for the pair of pillars mentioned to locate the right underground network, there would be no place for large vehicles and heavy equipment, so they elected to use 350cc quad bikes, one for each explorer, to accommodate their weight and gear, and for lugging their basic necessities along toward the entrance to the elusive cavern.
“You look like a Greek goddess in those tights, Nina,” Sam jested with a wink. He looked at Rita. “Which goddess would she be, Professor?”
Rita smiled, “I'd say…”
“Don't make me lame,” Nina warned playfully.
“Artemis?” Rita replied.
Nina looked flabbergasted. “A virgin? The goddess of chastity?” she shrieked.
Sam laughed and clapped his hands together. “Nope. No, way off there!”
“But she’s a hunter who loves nature,” Rita tried to console Nina.
“Who never gets laid!” Nina persisted to the delight of the others. Even Guido and his soldiers were smiling at Nina's protest against being branded chaste.
“Don't worry, Nina. We know better,” Purdue grinned from his quad bike, where he was pulling his gloves on. Nina gasped at his insinuation, but honestly, she couldn’t argue with him.
“I call dibs on Athena!” Rita played along before Nina could switch.
“More like Hera,” Guido muttered, getting a thoroughly hateful leer from his wife.
“Apparently I’m Prometheus,” Sam said plainly.
Nina gave it some thought, and when Sam's continual self-sacrifice for Paddy's friendship and Purdue's protection came up, she understood. She doubted, though, if Sam fathomed the extent of his martyrdom most of the time.
“I'm Zeus,” Purdue claimed with the correct amount of confidence, “… naturally.” The billionaire was just waiting for the Sicilian idiot to try and best him, but he doubted that Guido even knew any Greek Mythology. Purdue was a sharp judge of character and he was not wrong about Guido Bruno.
“I don't have to engage in childish god games to justify myself,” he growled, biting his lip in defeat. “My power is in the real world, over real people. I make people run for their lives and beg for mercy.”
“Like a laxative,” Sam said, evoking a roar of laughter from the others.
Guido Bruno passed Sam Cleave a look of unbridled hatred, but to his surprise he found that Sam's own darkened sneer was fraught with derision. Again, Sam had managed to keep Guido's attention on him, purely because he truly wanted to rip his head off. It was the first time that Nina, Purdue, and Rita had noticed the animosity between the two men in its most raw form. Nina mouthed 'what the fuck?' at Purdue, but he only shrugged.
They didn’t know one another prior to meeting for this expedition, yet the tension between them was utterly personal. It was evident that Guido was uncertain why the journalist despised him so, but he was too conceited to pretend to care or to ask. He was too much of a coward to confront his detractor, but then again, he wasn’t planning to drag Purdue and his associates along for much longer.
“Shall we get going?” Rita said, interrupting the staring stalemate for the sake of the journey.
“Aye, it’s getting late and we still have to find the two pillars to lead us there,” Nina agreed, pulling her helmet and goggles down and securing the strap.
Sam tied his hair back in a rough ponytail and did the same. On his back he carried a satchel with camera equipment, including night vision features. What the others didn’t know was that his video camera had a chip card in for Wi-Fi and ISP functions to facilitate uploads from his camera to any number or IP in the world. It was, ironically. a gift from Purdue during a previous trip. For this trip it was linked up to satellite surveillance belonging to the Interpol Division Archaeological Crimes Unit in London.
Rita had the Donar's Club with her map in the small side pocket of her carry-bag. She also had a small oxygen cylinder and mask with her. Trying as she might, she couldn’t figure out what Purdue had in his rucksack apart from some climbing rope, carabiners, stoppers, and an array of magnets, the purpose of the latter leaving her confounded. But it being Purdue, Prof. Rita Medley had learned long ago not to question his unorthodox anticipation of events. Strange as his proclivities were, they always made sense at some point. Reluctantly she asked her husband in a low voice, “This time I do hope that you’re wearing proper hiking shoes, darling.”
He looked miserable, but he lifted a pair of hiking boots out of the luggage and put them on with no small amount of malcontent. She had at least coaxed him to wear a pair of jeans that morning, something that was a feat in itself. The three bodyguards were dressed casually, but by no means were they prepared for the terrain they were about to traverse. On their quad bikes, packed with food and camping gear, the group departed into the more hostile environment down the slope of the mountain towards the east.
Firs and black pines populated most of the rocky surface area, still growing in sporadic spurts of greenery where the party descended along the slope. It was a treacherous journey downward, with loose gravel and unexpected curves of stone and loose rock that could easily give way under the horsepower of the wheels. Rita and Nina led the way, with Purdue, Sam, and Guido not far behind them. Purdue was an expert at handling these vehicles and Sam was not too bad either, although his forte was dirt biking. Guido held his pace admirably among his soldiers at the back, but he had reason to. He wished to watch the back line of their formation to make sure that none of them could turn around or escape and sabotage his important exploration.
Gradually the forest grew thicker and denser, with the tree branches and foliage choking out the sun. Soon they would reach the valley floor where the bases of several hills converged into a moist, hot basin. They were heading toward the back of the mountain range, opposite the side where the better-known cave systems were the playground of tourists and adventurers.
Undetected apart from their engine noise, they finally started up the southern face of a third mountain of the chain. The sun would be wielding its light for some time yet, but they needed to get as much done as possible. There was always a chance that the chamber could sink under the mountain water table before it was predicted. Suddenly Nina held up her fist, motioning for the others to halt. They gathered their machines around hers to hear what she had to report.
“Look! I could be wrong, but that looks completely out of place here, doesn't it?” she asked, out of breath. Nina pointed into a clump of tall beech trees that resembled a natural lane. Under their dark, cathedral-like meeting at the top, a peculiar sheen presented itself in white.
“What is it?” Purdue asked.
“I have no idea, but it looks like a proper building from here,” she insisted. “Look, deep inside there! It appears to be some sort of facade within an entrance surrounded by more white material. It almost…” she was reluctant to finish the sentence, “… like the Temple of Hercules?”
“No shit!” Rita gasped at the sight. “It does! It looks like the Temple of Hercules in the Forum Boarium on the Tiber River!”
“Do you think it’s the two column entrance we're looking for?” Purdue asked, while Sam whipped out his long lens to capture the surreal majesty of the strange structure.
“I believe so,” Rita told Purdue. “Shall we get a closer look while we have light?”
They rode at a slower speed to scrutinize the odd structure. Nina's heart raced and she could only imagine Rita's excitement. What was concerning was the tomb-like atmosphere of the place. Ahead of them, behind the structure towered the western slope of yet another gigantic rock mountain. The structure under the trees seemed to run into the mountain.
Rita dismounted her quad bike first, eager to investigate the white material within the twisted roots and trunks of the massive trees. True as she thought, the two main columns were slightly more significant. Rita ran her finger over the left column and caught her breath. “My God, this is pure Corinthian Marble!”
“Bingo,” Guido said from the back, leaning back on his seat with his helmet in his lap. From a peak near Mesorrougi, only a few miles from there to the northwest, someone was watching him through specialized binoculars. The eyes watching him logged his position and counted his colleagues.

Chapter 27

Sam snapped on in high definition. The place was not entirely natural, yet its architecture seemed to be wrought from pure rock formations with no human help. Next to the main pillars, a collection of similar columns formed a circle to the rear, each formed in the fashion of the architectural temple, but void of anything ornate.
“There’s no trace of volutes or carved stalks at the top,” Rita noted as Sam joined her to take pictures of the giant shafts. “But the columns are uniform in size and design.”
“Look, I'm not expert on archaeology or masonry,” he remarked, “but these other columns are not any building material I’ve ever seen. They look… this is ridiculous… natural!”
Purdue came to have a closer look. “I believe you’re correct, Sam.” He touched the pillar, gave it a smell, and then raised his eyebrow at Rita. “Medley, I could be wrong, but I could almost swear that these other columns are natural formations.”
“Bullshit,” Guido scoffed. “They all have precise lines, running from top to bottom.”
Rita shook her head. She let out a shriek of disbelief, armored with awe. “Calcium carbonate. But that’s impossible. It’s an anomaly of nature. Cave formations formed in this exact design at the exact same time?”
“Can calcium deposits form on the exterior of a mountain environment?” Nina asked.
“No,” Purdue answered categorically. “They would have no source to form from. Scientifically, it defies logic. Calcite deposits cannot come from the bloody trees overhead.”
“For once in my life I have to concur with David,” Rita admitted. “There’s no way this is possible, yet I can attest that all these seemingly handcrafted pillars consist of calcite, not stone or marble. Jesus Christ, this is unbelievable!”
Sam was filming now. It was too fantastic to capture in stills and it would benefit the footage if it contained Rita, Purdue, and Nina's explanations and speculation. He soon reminded himself to do some other filming as well and not to get too involved in the surrealistic beauty of the trip. He wondered if Paddy had his daughter back yet, and against his will, he wondered if Amber Smith's little heart was still beating. This hideous thought made him turn his lens to Guido and his men. Zooming in on each of their faces, he memorized them for when they would become fair game.
“Look, the only logical explanation would be that it used to be a cave, and the roof crumbled,” Nina guessed, stretching her cognition as far as it could possibly reach. “So it left the stalagmites standing erect like this.”
“Good call, Nina,” Purdue murmured as he paced slowly from one to the next. “There are ten, excluding the two marble ones.”
“Did you get that, Sam?” Rita asked. Sam whirled around to face her before she could notice that he was filming her husband.
“Aye!” he affirmed. “Aye, got all that.”
Nina chuckled and shook her head. Purdue suggested that they enter the tall, dark portal between the columns to see if it led to an interior structure. Guido left two of his men posted outside as the others collected their backpacks and flashlights to start their journey into the bowels of the unnamed mountain.
Much like the temple built for Hercules by human hands, this natural structure held within the circular columns a stone mound through which the party could enter via the low portal they encountered. There was no indication whether the stone mound was solid or hollow, infested with snakes or brimming with pristine water.
“Ladies first,” Purdue jested as he waited by the entrance.
“Pretend we are feminists, David. Go on, be my guest,” Rita insisted.
Between the two of them nothing would progress, so Nina stepped ahead. “Oh, bollocks! Let me see what grisly death awaits us, oh mighty Athena and Zeus,” she mocked, shoving Purdue aside as her small frame was swallowed by the corroded mouth of the rock mound. They quickly followed suit.
Inside there was no sound and no light. No trickling of water and no hiss of air coursing through the crevices and craters of the subterranean world. It was eerie, but they were determined to finish what others could not. Sam looked behind him, keeping an eye on Guido's movements. Especially here in the dark he would be easy prey for a coward like Guido Bruno.
A light clicked on next to Sam, betraying his eyes to Guido. The Sicilian could not understand the journalist's suicidal infatuation with him, but he vowed to whack Sam Cleave first out of all of them. The light came from Purdue's headlamp, an investment he’d made on his last spelunking holiday that served him well here.
“Shit, Purdue! That’s like a portable supernova,” Nina hissed, sheltering her eyes with her palm.
“Sorry,” he apologized, dampening the strength of the beam by two settings.
They all switched on their flashlights, bleeding their light all around them to ascertain the level of danger they were dealing with. The roof of the stone mound, as expected, was wet and corroded with dripping protrusions weeping down to the solid, but moist floor. Nina was grateful that she’d brought cleats for a firmer grip on the slippery, uneven floor.
There were some traces of previous visits, but only to the keen eye. As he passed, Sam observed a rusted Iron Cross at the base of a rock wall, practically consumed by the calcium deposits and water it was submerged in. He used his night vision to record the remnant, but did not announce it or pick it up. For now, all he had to do was gather enough intelligence on Purdue's involvement in this expedition, even though he couldn’t stop contemplating the fate of the kidnapped girls.
For over twenty minutes the expedition proceeded forward, having no alternative route but the regular shaft they were continuing down.
“Look, boss,” one of Guido's men whispered, getting Sam's attention too. The journalist dropped his camera to his side without turning around, and filmed behind him. Sam would see later upon running the footage that the dreaded sigil of the Order of the Black Sun was fashioned against the cavern wall, sporting the Herculean clubs as its radiating lightning bolts. Guido nodded quickly and gestured for the man to keep quiet. Sam knew precisely what that was all about and wished more than ever that he could just lash out, finish the Mafia lowlife, and be done with it.
Purdue walked just behind Rita, with Nina trailing him. All their illumination yielded was more confined space between walls that met the slanting ceiling a bit lower every few meters. For a tall man like Purdue, it was becoming exceedingly uncomfortable to walk so hunched over, but he hoped that soon they would enter a larger chamber with a higher roof.
“Stop,” Rita said suddenly. They all gathered into a clump to hear what she’d seen ahead. “We should just leave these to find our way back,” she said, holding a handful of flashing beacons out to the others. “Take these, and make sure we leave one on the floor for every five meters we progress into the cave.”
“Find our way back?” her husband scoffed. “Christ, Rita! We’re moving along in a queue of one file because of the single lane vein we are in. There is only one way back. It’s kinda hard to get lost with only one fucking corridor.”
“Well, anything can happen while we’re at the deep end, Guido,” she snapped. “The roof could collapse or water could come pouring in from the side, leaving us disorientated. For fuck's sake, just listen to me! This is my turf. Here you are just a tourist.”
Nina and Purdue smiled among themselves and obeyed Rita's suggestion before they carried on.
“How far in do you think the Vault will be?” Sam asked, solely because he needed to calibrate his feed according to the coverage above the mountain region.
“Not far, I'm sure,” she replied. “But I think we should be looking for water to find the Vault. As soon as we reach water, or an underground lake, the Vault should be close.”
Purdue was excited to find the Vault, although the knowledge of previous explorers perishing and the blatant presence of Nazi ideology all over the place had him calculating disaster in the near distance. The trail had become disturbingly monotonous, forcing the individuals to wonder if they were even in the right subterranean death trap.
Nina started falling back, mostly because she wanted to be closer to Sam. Guido, in turn, advanced ahead to walk behind Purdue. “Oh, hey, Mr. Bruno,” Purdue greeted with a wince as he craned his neck forward under the low ceiling. Rita frowned and whispered, “What are you doing here, love? Did you suddenly realize how interesting this is after all?”
“No, I just don't like the vibe back there,” Guido admitted, sounding almost normal. “Something is following us. I ain't scared, I'm just saying that I'd rather have Sal back there. Just a fucking creepy feeling, you know?”
“I don't blame you,” Purdue said. “Many men go into paranoid panics when inside mine shafts or confined caverns where the escape route is so small.”
“I said!” Guido moaned defensively. “I ain't scared or panicking or whatever.”
“Alright, alright. Just keep your voice down,” his wife reminded him. “We don't want unnecessary problems down here.”
A terrible waft of putrid stench suddenly overcame them.
“Fuckin' hell!” Sam groaned nasally as he pinched his nose. “Did Guido let one go?”
“Fuck you, man!” was all he heard from Guido ahead in the faint dark. Sam could see four silhouettes sink to their knees in disgust, the beams of their torches swinging wildly against the roof and walls of the cavern. Coughing and uttering their revulsion, the members of the Hercules expedition slowly composed themselves.
“Come on, everyone,” Purdue said clearly, as he lit the area in front of him. “There’s a larger hall here, thank God.”
“You mean a sewerage farm with a higher ceiling,” Sam corrected him, scampering to his feet to catch up to the others. He did not trust Sal, Guido's big oaf, behind him, although even the thug was having a hard time holding his breakfast in the warm, fermented fetor of the next cavern. From afar they could hear the sound of water rushing and a faint dripping closer to them. When they stepped into the large cave, all looked normal — stalactites, stalagmites, cascading protrusions — apart from the floor.
“Holy shit!” Nina exclaimed. “Guano galore! Be careful, the amount of nitrogen and spores in this shit will kill you. Cover your mouths and noses, people!”
Sam just had to. “That one statement alone, Nina, contains several priceless puns.”
“I know, Sam, let it go,” was all she replied, wrapping her bandanna around her face. The entire floor, reaching a distance of at least one hundred meters, was covered in heaps of guano so concentrated that it contained more fungal spores than average infestation dictated, deadly to humans.
Purdue checked the roof and examined the formations against the wet walls, looking perplexed. “There are no bats here.”
“There has to be. It's a cave!” Guido said.
“No, there are no visible colonies of bats, although I’m not prepared to fling a rock into the cave to find out for sure. I just find it peculiar, since there’s so much excrement in such a centralized area.”
“We have to cross it to get to the next tunnel, David. Otherwise we’ll never get to the lake flooding the Vault,” Medley reminded her old foe. She stepped onto the guano, but soon discovered that it was as hazardous as it smelled. Medley's shoe sank into the loose deposits as if it were wet mud. With a scream she retracted her leg, revealing the fabric being eaten away by the potency of whatever bred in the excrement.

Chapter 28

Rita Medley fell back onto the spill of the tunnel from where she came. She felt a bunch of hands grab at her and pull her away from the dangerous floor. Nina held her tightly as she wept in agony from the burning on her foot and leg where the substance had penetrated her clothing. Shards of dissolved material dangled from the raw flesh of her calf and ankle, although her shoe was far thicker and protected her foot from most of the damage.
“Hang on, Medley,” Purdue said, crouching down and flinging his rucksack around his arm. “I have some medical supplies here. We'll have you up and running in no time.”
“It doesn't feel like it,” she sniffed. “Jesus, it burns like acid.”
“Luckily it isn't actual acid,” he said as he got a closer look, opening a jar of ointment. “It looks like a very strong mix of minerals reacting to the proteins in your skin.”
“God, I hate science,” she mumbled.
“It seems to hate you back,” Purdue remarked as he applied the protective ointment and bandaged her leg.
“Is she okay?” Guido asked. “Because our time is running out and we can't afford to be held up by injuries. That vault is not going to be there forever, you know. Sal! Carry my wife, will ya?”
“Are you out of your mind?” Nina scowled at the insensitive asshole standing over her and Rita. “We have to wait until she has at least recovered from the shock, for fuck's sake!”
“Don't you yell at me, you little bitch!” he shouted, but before his words were cold Nina punched him square in the balls. Guido fell to his knees, wailing in rage and clutching his crotch.
“Call me a bitch again and I'll rip 'em off, tosser,” she snarled at him.
Sam and Purdue stood by to protect her just in case the coward took a swing, but above all they knew that the feisty historian did not need much security from a hand-to-hand altercation with Guido Bruno. It was his trigger-happy finger and vindictive personality she had to watch out for. Sal stepped forward, not really knowing what to do in this situation.
“Aye, come on, ogre! You too!” she hissed, but he stayed put. Nina was perspiring heavily and her hands were shaking from the adrenaline rush, but still she tried to figure out a way across. “Can we measure how far down this stuff goes?”
“You mean, how deep in shit we are?” Sam asked dryly.
“Yes, Sam,” Purdue smiled. “Let's get something like a stick… oh, Rita, what is that sticking out from your satchel? Can we use it to measure the depth?”
“Um, hell no!” she answered, her voice quivering from the debilitating pain. “That’s the Donar's Club, idiot, not some stick.”
Purdue was getting really tired of being called an idiot by his old adversary, but he afforded her leeway for the condition she was in. He nevertheless pulled the relic free from her bag, waving off her furious protest. Nina assured her that Purdue would never defile artifacts, which almost calmed her down. Mere moments after that the pain got to Rita and she passed out. Sal picked her up and gently laid her down on one of the blankets Sam had rolled out for her. Purdue was scrutinizing the symbols, remembering what the linguist had translated, but aside from that, it gave him an idea.
“Nina, how familiar are you with the Labors of Hercules?” he asked discreetly.
“Quite well,” she replied. “Why?”
“On this bat there are twelve symbols I could not decipher at first, but now I’m thinking that maybe they’re not words, but representations — like hieroglyphics.” He ran the tip of his finger over each to show her. Nina took the club from him and examined each symbol to see if there were meanings in the pictographs. Sam filmed from above in the light of his camera, electing to use normal vision to assist Nina's examination.
“Thanks Sam,” Purdue said.
That simple statement hit Sam for some reason. It was such a trivial thing to say, yet the sentiment was truly appreciative and cordial. Sam didn’t know why it had such an impact on him, especially now. To avoid overthinking it he quickly passed a glance to Sal and Guido. They were whispering between them what looked like a plan of sorts that Sam did not like one bit. Nina slapped Purdue on the arm, “Purdue, you nailed it! I see it! You could be onto something.”
Her impressed smile instantly removed all the discomfort of her clout, and Purdue chuckled.
“Will you be able to use the wisdom of Hercules to get us out of shit creek?” Sam asked, still keeping a vigil on the enemy in company. Nina could not help but snicker like a teenager. “Are you ever going to stop, you daft dunce?”
Sam shrugged, “It's just too good to ignore.”
“Now, are there any labors pertaining to dung?” Purdue asked.
“Aye,” she nodded.
“You're kidding,” Sam said. “Seriously?”
“Aye, seriously,” she insisted. “The Augean Stables. I don't think it was any of the first labors, which tells me that whatever lies ahead cannot be predicted. Hercules was burdened with the task of cleaning the stables of King Augeas, which contained… pardon the pun… a shit load of dung.”
Sam smiled, but his eyes wandered to the Sicilians.
“How did he clean the stables, then?” Purdue asked.
Nina rose to her feet, surveying the interior of the cavern and its surrounding rooms. “Do we have a river down here?”
“I hear water, but it seems to be coming from above us,” Purdue remarked. There were several small postbox holes leading to narrow tunnels into the other cave systems, but they were unexplored. Purdue followed the sound of the dripping water to locate its point of origin. It was seeping through a higher crevice accessible only through a slender hole in the wall of the mountain's innards. He barely looked down at Nina to ask, when he found her already shaking her head. “No way, Purdue. No fucking way I’m going in there.”
“You’re the only one small enough and strong enough,” Sam encouraged, but she would have none of it.
“You know how I feel about cramped spaces, Sam!” she moaned.
“Aye, I do very well. But think about it. Without you we can’t get over this obstacle, and we have to reach the Vault before it disappears for good. Come on, Nina. I'll be right here at the hole to pull you out if you get stuck. Just pretend you are crawling in under your bed to retrieve a sock.”
Nina raised an eyebrow. “Oh, good analogy.”
From behind them in the tunnel they’d come through, a low rumble ensued that could be felt through the cavern walls.
“Earthquake?” Guido asked in alarm.
“Could be. I'm not sure, though,” Purdue replied. “It sounds too localized.”
“Nina, if ever there was a need to hurry,” Sam persisted.
“I know!” she whined. “Help me up. Give me your climbing gear, Purdue. Just the rope and the ice axe, please. There won't be much space for anything else.”
“What are you going to do?” Guido wanted to know. He was more concerned about Dr. Gould finding a way out and leaving prematurely to implicate them.
“Don't know yet,” she grunted as she struggled up into the hole, using Purdue's shoulders as a foothold. “Will see when I get there.”
It was a little shard of hell for the historian who suffered from claustrophobia to more than a mild degree. Taking slow, deep breaths, she tried not to think about the fact that she was trapped a few hundred feet under the ground in a hole hardly larger than her body. As Sam had advised her many times, she kept her mind on the task at hand, keeping her eye on the route ahead towards the trickling water she was slithering through.
“You had to open your big mouth about looking for a river,” she bitched in between pauses. “You could have just worked out some other plan, for Christ's sake. You're not Hercules, remember?”
Befuddled expressions flooded Sam and Purdue's faces as they listened to Nina babble on to herself as she vanished into the chute. It was no use asking. She would not hear them above the worrisome thunder that persisted down the shaft they’d entered through, anyway.
Ignoring to the best of her ability the hard grazing of her knees and elbows as she crawled toward the sound of the rushing water, Nina kept reminding herself why she was there. She took care to brainwash herself out of the confined tunnel by assuring herself that she was seeking water sources. Eventually, another hole appeared ahead of her in the darting light of her headlamp.
She couldn’t see beyond the mouth of the tunnel. All she could do was inch forward until she reached the edge of the tunnel exit, where she propped her body up on her palms and lifted herself out of the wet tube. But Nina had no idea where she was. The dark was stifling and when her beam of light didn’t fall on anything at all, she knew she had to be in an enormous cavern.
Leaning forward trying to see, her right hand slipped, toppling her over the brim of the exit and plummeting her small body into a free-fall. Screaming in panic, Nina could do nothing but brace herself for the impact. Moments later she hit a strong current of water, sinking deep beneath the surface. She could feel the current taking her, but she remained calm until she reached the surface for breath. As a reflex, she stretched out her arms and fortunately felt several rocks under the water. Her desperate hands found a particularly large protruding formation and she latched onto it to escape the force of the water.
Purdue and Sam had heard her screaming, but they could do nothing but wait. They were too big to fit through the hole and they refrained from shouting in case of rock falls or collapses. In the meantime, Nina had climbed up on the rock and had a vantage point from which to survey her surroundings.
The chamber was not as big as had guessed, but the roof was very high. It appeared to be a culminating place for several ducts of water from other levels of the mountain. To her right, Nina found a window in the rock wall, leading to the chamber of dung below, but the water level of the river she was in was not high enough to breach the hole and spill into the cavern where Sam and Purdue watched over Rita.
“What do I do? What? What? What can I do?” she rapped quickly, her eyes shut and her palms rubbing to help her think. Nina knew she was not Hercules — she lacked his strength — she had to use her head to solve the problem in a similar fashion. Her dark brown eyes frantically combed the resources she had.
“Got it!” she said suddenly. “Not the best idea, but it will have to do.”
Nina wedged the ice axe between two formations and sat back on the rock, using her legs to kick the steel handle of the climbing tool incessantly. After several attempts, during which her rhythmic yelps of exertion could be heard throughout the chambers, she managed to get the formations to break off where the ice axe was lodged. The sharp columns of calcite tumbled away from the wall, a most perilous endeavor by Dr. Gould, and landed in the water, becoming stuck between the loose rocks and fallen stalactites of the river. The pressure form the current did not tolerate the obstruction of the cave debris and soon Nina noticed the rocks stirring under the force of the water.
She watched nervously as the rocks became dislodged and gave way, ripping the small window to the guano cavern open and spilling a waterfall out onto the filthy floor. Below, Sam, Purdue, Guido, and Sal stood confounded as the tumultuous river tumbled over into the cave and wash away the threat. They looked up and saw her smiling at the top of the waterfall she’d made, secured by the rope.

Chapter 29

After Nina had lowered herself down, they all crossed the cavern to the next series of tunnels.
“Okay, now it's not easy anymore,” Purdue sighed. “We have to rouse Rita.”
They all tried to wake her, but only her steady pulse assured them that she was still alive. Sal was carrying the archaeologist through the shallow water that Nina's tumbling river had now become. It was no effort for him, a huge ex-wrestler, to carry a woman hardly bigger than Nina.
Guido kept looking back as they traversed the cavern that still smelled like a dead horse's ass. Just in front of him was Sal and Rita, with Purdue and Sam leading the way with Nina. He didn’t like being at the back of the line, but it served him well. He was also leaving breadcrumbs, but of a different variety and for a different reason than they would have imagined. To their relief, the thunder had ceased, but Sam did not like not knowing what had caused it.
“Which do we pick?” Nina wondered as they came to three tunnels that were similar in size. Purdue gently grasped her arm and protectively pulled her in behind him. He checked both corridors, but they were identical in size and height.
“I suggest we split up,” he proposed.
“Of course! So that you can find the Vault of Hercules and run off with the treasure? I don't think so, Purdue!” Guido Bruno objected fervently.
“What treasure?” Purdue frowned. “I can assure you that there are no gold doubloons or precious stones in there, Bruno.”
“Not all treasure is shiny, you mook!” Guido shouted. “I know what’s in there and it’s greater than any money or gold. Whatever is in there makes demigods of average people!”
“Did Rita tell you that?” Nina asked.
“No, a Mafioso brother told me a long time ago. He had friends in a secret Nazi organization who told him about it, and that he still wanted to find the Vault of Hercules to transform those in his family into becoming half-god, half-man,” Guido barked conceitedly. “The SS expedition couldn’t do it, and neither could the friend who told me about it, but I will. By God, I will use the Vault for all its worth!”
“We know why the Nazi's failed, but why was your friend unsuccessful in finding this Vault he knew so much about?” Nina asked.
He sneered at the woman he was dying to repay for the painful blow to his nuts. “Because I had him whacked, that's why!”
“How are you so sure you can pull it off, then?” Purdue asked, calling Guido's bluff.
“Because when the Nazis tried it back in World War II, they used one little girl; a four-year-old British child named Dorothy Mansfield, but she could not take all that juice and her body gave in,” he grated, contemptible in every syllable he spat. “I will not be making that mistake.”
“You sound awfully sure of yourself.” Purdue was baited him, aware that Sam was recording it all.
“Oh, but I am,” Guido smiled. “You think I’m here for some gold and gems, just feeding my wife's useless career like a slot machine in Atlantic City? Fuck that! All this time I’ve been using her to find these secret places for me so that I can take superior Roman history back to Italy, where it belongs! And with every relic I bring back to the Familia in Roma, I go up in the books!”
“So you get made, and then?” Sam asked. “You keep on using Rita to get more historical wealth until you own the Mafia? You are deluded.”
“Use Rita? The Vault of Hercules is my crown achievement, so I won't be needing her any more,” Guido chuckled. “Forget about it!”
The echo of thunder started once more, a chilling sound that created the image of a giant grinding his teeth. It came from far down the tunnel to the entrance and in intervals of a few seconds, as if it were controlled.
“What is that?” Nina whispered. “Leave Rita here and tell Sal to investigate.”
Sal glared at Nina with more worry than anger. For a moment he actually believed it was a possibility, but gave a sigh of relief when Nina waved and shook her head, changing her mind.
“Now, are we getting to the Vault or shall I just waste you all right here and go on by myself?” Guido bellowed as he pulled out his gun and waved it about. Sam's blood was boiling. What he would not have given for one minute alone with this limp dick. “I take Dr. Gould into the right tunnel. Sal, you take Purdue and Cleave into the left one.”
“What about your wife?” Sam asked.
“What about her? If Sal wants to carry her, it's up to him,” Guido shrugged, grabbing Nina roughly and shoving her hard into the right tunnel while gesturing with his gun. “Now you boys behave. Remember, I have this sweet piece of ass at the end of my barrel… and that metaphor could change anytime I feel like it, capiche?”
“Oh, Jesus!” Nina rolled her eyes, wishing a boulder would just fall on him.
The thunder from afar suddenly became more distinct. When it approached, it sounded as if something heavy was dragging down the tunnel, bit by bit. Guido seemed unfazed by it as he pushed Nina ahead of him into the dark tunnel. Reluctantly, Purdue and Sam explored the left tunnel, feeling a distinct presence in the cave system with them.
“I'm not a superstitious lad, but does anyone else feel like they're being watched?” Sam asked in the half-dark of the tunnel.
“Been feeling like that all the way, old boy,” Purdue answered.
“Whoah!” Sam shouted, slamming his heels in to pull Purdue backwards. As the first in the line, Purdue was about to step off the end of the walkway. Holding his chest in fright, he panted with widened eyes. “Thank you, Sam.”
There it is again, that sincere gratitude, Sam thought. “No worries. Goddamn! I didn’t expect this tunnel to be so short!” he remarked. Sal put Rita down, pulled Purdue to his feet, and then helped Sam up. They soon heard Nina shriek too, in the corridor next to them.
“You alright, Nina?” Purdue asked.
“Aye, still alive,” they heard her respond.
Both tunnels spilled out onto a lake inside the next cavern. “My God, it’s so beautiful,” Nina marveled. Purdue took out his flares and lit three of them to see what exactly lay before them. In front of them was a tranquil, turquoise underground lake the size of a hundred swimming pools. On the other side of the lake was a dead-end, a rock face that reached over six stories in height.
“So I guess we came up the wrong way,” Nina lamented. “It's the end of the line, guys. We’ve literally hit the wall.”
“Don't be so certain, my dear,” Purdue said, shining his super bright flashlight against the glimmer of the wet wall. He had pushed the headlamp back up to its blinding light, penetrating even the subterranean world under Greece's mountain ranges. “There are symbols on the wall, similar to those on the Donar's Club here. Do you see them?”
He threw another flare for her to see. “I see it!” she exclaimed. “Symbols in a circle, aye!”
“So let's get on with it!” Guido shrieked in his annoying childish tone. Another squeal escaped Nina as she fell into the lake water.
“Jesus Christ! I have had it with that c…”
“Sam, you can kick the snot out of him as soon as we have Nina back, alright?” Purdue restrained him.
Nina was treading water, her headlamp illuminating the cavern as she looked around. It certainly was a place of remarkable beauty. The high roof was decorated with glistening stalactites, lazily yielding their tears to the pristine water below. In the light of Purdue's colored flares, the cave looked almost magical, with green, blue, and red playing against the curious formations against the walls. Faces and animals loosely formed in front of the crevices and smaller caverns, sculpting a billion-year-old mural of fascinating forms and shapes in multicolor. Only the cool perfection of the lake trumped the art of calcium deposits and mountain stone.
“Swim out to the wall and see what it's hiding, Dr. Gould!” Guido's command echoed, spoiling the serenity of the silent underworld utterly. “Or I'll shoot you in the water!”
“You will do no such thing, you son of a bitch!” Rita said suddenly. From her pocket she produced a Desert Eagle and she pointed it straight at him. Guido only laughed.
“What are you going to do with that? You can't even find the safety, you stupid bitch,” he spat.
Rita promptly pointed the gun at his bodyguard and shot Sal three times in the chest, sending him to the floor in a three hundred and fifty pound heap. Nina, Purdue, and Sam dropped their jaws.
Swim! Now he has a reason to shoot you! Nina's inner voice cried frantically. Go! Go!
Guido was furious at his wife's betrayal. He cocked his gun and aimed at Nina, but someone caught his arm in the dark. All the others could hear was a series of claps against bone and the weepy cries of Rita's cowardly husband. “Hey, Bruno!” a man said in the dark corridor with Guido. A few more punches cracked. “Long time, eh? Turncoat motherfucker!”
Nina recognized that voice. It was the eloquent man with the broadcast voice that she’d given their destination to purely by accident. She smiled, “Good to see you again, Strongman!”
“Lovely to join your company, Dr. Gould,” the man answered, leaving Sam and Purdue really curious. Sam was holding Rita against him so that she could stand on her good leg. “Do you know that bloke?” he asked her, but Rita shrugged and shook her head.
“But anyone laying a beating on my husband has my vote,” she whispered.
“The name is John Arthur Armstrong,” he introduced himself with a small salute to Nina's colleagues. “I happened upon Dr. Gould while searching for you, Mr. Cleave.”
“Me?” Sam asked.
“Long story, but it’s of little consequence now. May I suggest you get out of that lake immediately, Dr. Gould?” John suggested.
“Why?” Nina asked. “I am about to proceed to the…”
“Yes, the Vault of Hercules,” he interrupted. “Please, please just get out of the water.”
“What’s wrong with the water?” Purdue asked.
John's voice was gentle and calm, the exact opposite of the message he conveyed. “Nothing is wrong with the water, my friend. It’s what is in the water that bothers me.”
Nina needed no more encouragement. Briskly she swam back to the ledge of the tunnel, but it was too late. A hideous and deep guttural slurp emanated from the depths of the lake, filling her with horror. Screaming in terror, Nina tried to swim toward Purdue, but she was pulled under by a powerful force. Purdue swung around to face Rita. “Medley! Medley, what is the next labor of Hercules?”
Agitated, she asked, “After what? How long have I been out cold?”
“Only the stables came before this one! We’ve not had any significant labors after that!” Sam said quickly. On the ledge of the other tunnel the bald man stood, indecisive, whether he should save Nina or risk losing Guido Bruno after years of sworn revenge.
“The stables did not count, because Hercules was compensated,” Rita thought out loud, her fingers entwined in calculation as she stared upward for an answer. “That labor did not count, Purdue! Two labors were disqualified because Hercules had help to complete them!” she stammered as Nina fought the thing that drew her back into the depths. Rita had her hand on Purdue's arm. “That was one labor. Another one was completed but did not count — the slaying of the Hydra! Oh my God, Purdue! The water snake!”

Chapter 30

From the depths of the cavern system the mysterious dragging sound came again, in increments of volume. Occasionally it would die down completely, only to restart faster and monotonously continue toward the lake where Nina was now struggling to keep her head above water. The heavy breathing of the overweight giant could not be heard above the din caused by the seven wooden boxes he was dragging in his wake as he advanced through the dark, dank world of gods and monsters.
Weary from the tedious effort, he would stop to catch his breath before going on. In his calloused hands he grasped seven reins, crude rope tethers tied to seven makeshift wooden coffins. Every now and then the wicked ogre would discharge phlegm as his chest became too labored. Precious cargo came with him in the seven boxes, merchandise he’d been ordered to procure, but he was not to use them for his own gain. For that he was promised a woman of fire, one he would have to subdue for his prize. With her, he could experiment to his heart's delight, as long as the young ones were left untainted and unharmed for a higher purpose — to be capacitors for the power of a god.
Finally reached a place where he could hear the screeching of women in a massive cavern with roaring water. He sat down on one of the boxes, savoring the high-pitched panic of a female's terror — a sound he absolutely reveled in. It was a sound Valdi never tired of, and he couldn’t wait to sink his teeth into her soft, white flesh just to make her wail.
Curious as to the fearsome situation of the females below, Valdi crept to the edge to see a beautiful, dark-haired woman fighting the nine heads of a massive dark thing under the water, threatening to drown her. It made Valdi smile. Oh, how he loved the way their skins smelled when they were afraid, the delectable release of pheromones just before they did that thing he liked when they became limp with surrender, that moment they realized that no one was coming to save them.
* * *
Nina could feel her lungs burn. Sam was trying to help her, but he, too, was being overwhelmed by the fierce force of the water. Rita looked on in horror as Purdue also jumped into the lake. She grabbed Sam's camera and zoomed in on the pictographs on the wall to ascertain if there was some way to stop the onslaught. She didn’t see a Hydra, naturally, but whatever was under the water was deadly. She looked at the bald stranger holding her unconscious husband by the collar.
“I will deliver him to you if you help my friends,” she told him. “Please, Mr. Armstrong.”
He needed no more urging. John Arthur Armstrong, armed with a hunting knife and rope, dove into the azure lake of hell to assist the other members of the expedition. It would be only fair, as he would never have located Bruno if it hadn’t been for Dr. Nina Gould's generous information. Rita leaned against the wall to force her better leg to support her. “David! What is attacking you? What is under the water?” she shouted.
Purdue was soaked, his clear blue eyes bloodshot, and his face twisted in panic. From the floor of the lake the twisting water had brought up two old corpses that had been lost to the bottom of the depths since 1942. Still dressed in Hitler's uniforms, they floated around the lake like flies in a bathtub.
Purdue barely mustered enough breath to answer Rita. “Underwater turbines, I think!” Gradually, as they struggled in the furious maelstrom, the current grew more aggressive, igniting the electrical circuits tacked along the cave wall. For the first time the expedition party realized that the cavern was lined with electrical light, as the old Second World War lamps buzzed and sparks clapped into life.
Still, with the primitive electrical system driven by the power of the water, the group was still struggling not to drown. Below them in the water, the monstrous device generated an undertow to feed nine churning water turbines coupled to a large tube-like hose. Rita pinched her eyes shut as she realized what it was representing. “Of course!” she sighed. “The Hydra. Nine-headed water snake. Thank God this one does not spit venom.”
One by one the turbines slowed down, taking with them the meager zeal the old, must-covered lights still exhibited. John Armstrong was under the water, literally ripping the turbine heads off the tubing that drove them. It was quite amazing to behold, but Sam, Purdue, and Nina would not look a gift ‘Hercules’ in the mouth at this time. When John had beheaded seven of the nine turbines the water began to even out and calm. Purdue jetted up from below to catch his breath after the sixth turbine had pulled him under.
“I hate Greek Mythology,” he spat, choking.
“Worse than that fucking Medusa Stone business!” Sam concurred. “Where is Nina?”
The historian was on her way to the vast, stretching wall where the symbols were almost disappearing under the water level. They had less time than they’d believed. Purdue joined her at the wall that stood smooth and upright out of the deep lake water. “Come on, Sam!” Purdue shouted. “Rita!”
Rita braved the pain in her leg to immerse herself in the wondrous buoyancy of the lake. “Are you coming?” she asked Sam in passing.
“Be there soon,” Sam replied.
The chamber, known as the Vault of Hercules, would be completely submerged soon. If they were to gather anything from inside it, they’d have to do it very soon. Sam and John had a brief conversation as the ex-SAS soldier joined him.
“So, you were looking for me?” Sam asked John.
“I was. I believe we have a mutual dislike in one Valdi, as much as we share a mutual friend, Bad Norris,” John informed Sam. The investigative journalist instantly felt at home with the bald man. It appeared that he was here in the gut of a sleeping rock in Greece for the same reason as what had prompted Sam to come along.
“Ah, I see!” Sam said.
“I heard you were looking for Valdi, for the abduction of those girls. That agent's daughter too…,” John pried.
“Aye,” Sam said eagerly, “do you know anything about it?”
The bald man drew nearer to Sam. “Shh, Mr. Cleave. I believe the kidnapper — and his booty — is with us by the command of that Sicilian pig, Bruno. He can't get out, though, so we can take our time once he shows himself.”
Sam smiled. “I like the way you think, sir. How do you know he can't get out.”
“Don't stress, but I collapsed the entrance,” John confessed quietly. At Sam's clear alarm, he went on soothingly, “Don't worry, there’s another way out.”
“So you’re not here for the Vault of Hercules? You just want Bruno?”
The bald man nodded. “I couldn’t give two shits about treasure or old gold. Hell, according to my aunt who raised me, I’ve already been inside the Vault. She is a crazy, old Greek woman, me mum's sister. Me dad raised me in Belfast, but me mum was from Camden.”
“You were inside the Vault of Hercules?”
“So I was told, but my auntie died of dementia in 2005. So who knows, hey?” John laughed. However, Sam's people skills told him that John was playing down something obvious and he believed that this man could very well have been in the Vault of Hercules as a child.
“How old were you?” Sam inquired matter-of-factly, trying to keep things casual while he knew full well that John possessed unnatural strength. “When you were supposedly inside the Vault.”
“Oh, I was about ten years old. I was a chubby little bastard, you know? So on holiday me aunt and her boyfriend took me and my older brother swimming… here,” John recounted. “Summer of 1969, it was. But now, I just want that traitor who turned on me and his sicko minion, you know?”
“I get it, believe me,” Sam agreed. But when he glanced toward where he’d last seen Guido, the Mafioso was gone. “Oh shit.”
John looked surprised at first, but then he realized that the entrance to the cave system was closed, preventing any escape. “Leave him. He has nowhere to go.”
“What about his men outside? Can they help him?” Sam asked, but John looked perfectly relaxed about it.
“They can't help anyone, my friend,” he told Sam. “They’re compost.”
“Sam! Are you coming to help?” Nina cried from over at the wall.
“Coming!” Sam said, before turning to John. “Listen, do you know if the kidnapped girls are still alive?”
“No, Mr. Cleave, I have no idea. All I know is that I’m going to extinguish those two pigs for leaving me to rot in prison,” John admitted. “I hope those young ladies are alright, though. Knowing Bruno's obsession with becoming made in the Cosa Nostra, and his need to get into the Vault, he would not want those girls to be touched until he lines them in the Vault. So for all we know, Valdi has not even laid a hand on them.”
“That makes me feel a whole lot better, Mr. Armstrong,” Sam sighed in relief. “You have no idea.”

Chapter 31

Rita was doing her best to manage with her painful leg in the water. A large, submerged rock served as a temporary seat for her as she helped Nina figure out what the symbols were for. The pictographs were aligned in a circle around another, smaller circle.
“I've got it,” Rita said to Nina. “The labors of Hercules are on the inside circle, right?”
“Aye, true that,” Nina affirmed.
Rita pointed at each symbol on the outside circle, explaining, “We have to turn the inner circle to match the outer circle — the labors and their solutions.”
“Okay, that makes sense,” Nina said, “but they’re not all in the right place at the right time.”
“Easy,” Purdue chimed in. “You see that these inner circle symbols are marked upon loose stones inserted into the wall? Well, I think this is like a safe cracking method. You turn it until the top symbol of the outside circle coincides with the mutable symbol of the inside circle.”
Rita was shrieking with excitement, slapping Purdue's shoulder lightly in praise. “That makes perfect sense!”
“Right,” Nina announced. “Here goes.”
The top middle of the inside circle was a lion.
“The Nemean Lion,” Rita and Nina said simultaneously.
Rita turned the dial while Purdue watched in admiration. Impressed by the engineering skills of the ancient Greeks who’d constructed this antique combination safe, Purdue could not help but wish his Egyptian guide, Adjo, was here to behold the system. Adjo Kira, after all, was an accomplished engineer and this device would have fascinated him. It posed the question of whether the brilliant man from Cairo was even still alive.
“Nemean Lion,” Rita said while pondering. “He clubbed it and strangled it in its cave.”
“Right, then we need this one,” Nina said, moving the dial to place the stone with the club on it right above the pictograph of the lion.” After doing so, the two women looked anxiously at one another before Nina pressed on the loose stone of the outer dial to confirm the first labor.
Everyone held their breath, waiting to see what would happen. A clear click startled them, but nothing catastrophic happened, so they proceeded. The stone Nina had pressed down remained so, implying that the choice was acceptable. “Now remember,” Rita said, “the Hydra is the second labor, so don’t be fooled with the next symbol.”
“Next one,” Nina said, “is the Ceryneian Hind, I think. Look, Rita. A dog, right?”
“That looks correct,” the archaeologist affirmed. “Now look for a symbol of a king outside his fortress. Hercules promised the Hind to the king only if he came outside to collect it. And then he accidentally freed it during the exchange, remember?”
Nina turned the dial with a crown next to a castle wall and pressed it down.
Click!
“Hell yes!” Nina grinned. Purdue was as nervous as the ladies in his company, while Sam had fetched his waterproof camera to record the interesting safe-cracking developments.
“Dial this one,” Rita suggested. “The next labor is the Cretan Bull.”
Nina frowned. “No, not this one. The next one should be the Boar, shouldn't it?”
“No, the bull. Look at the picture. It’s the bull,” Rita insisted.
“I concur that it looks like a bull, but those aren't horns. They’re ears. It’s the Boar first, I think,” Nina argued.
Rita was losing her patience with the historian. Besides, as an archaeologist she would obviously know better than a historian would. Without any more argument Rita Medley placed the symbol of a man strangling a beast over what Nina knew to be the Boar, not the bull. When Medley pushed the stone down, a host of snakes fell from one of the chamber crevices, landing on all those gathered in front of the wall. Scattering in all directions, they fled from the large snakes in a clamor of fright.
It took over ten minutes to wait for the reptiles to disperse without harming anyone. Rita said nothing, but she knew that Nina had been correct about the Erymanthian Boar being the next labor. She allowed Nina to shift the dial to the symbol of a snowflake.
“Why a snowflake?” Purdue asked.
“Hercules had to corral the boar into the thick snow to catch it,” Nina explained.
Click!
As the women continued unlocking the Vault of Hercules, a battered Guido Bruno was biding his time from a sanctuary in the dark. With every click that sounded through the cave he grew more excited about what was happening. Sure, he took a beating and would probably have to kill his wife before the next dawn, but it was all worth it.
He crept toward where Valdi was supposed to be waiting for the Vault to open, one level up inside a cavern that led nowhere, the perfect place for a temporary vantage. Guido Bruno made sure that he wasn’t being watched or followed as he slipped between two protruding formations, an optical illusion much like the wall inside the mountain in Ethiopia that Purdue had escaped from. There, via the very slender tear in the rock, he made his way up the slightly angular ramp to where the wooden coffins were resting.
“Valdi,” he whispered. “Valdi, where are you?”
“Here,” the low slur answered from Guido's left. Slumped over, the large killer sat waiting, watching the whole unlocking ceremony from the hole over the chamber.
“The Vault of Hercules is about to be opened,” Guido smiled, patting his lapdog on the back. “Are the capacitors in good condition?”
“As you ordered,” Valdi muttered. “What a waste. If they survive, do I get the spoils?”
“They will not die, Valdi. They are older than the infant the Black Sun's men used seventy odd years ago, and there are seven of them to share the charge. Once we have them lined up, it should take no more than an hour to charge them,” Guido mused.
“What about the others? I don't like the men,” the big criminal complained.
“The moment that Vault opens, we whack 'em, of course. See? They're down to the last pairing. Thank fuck my wife's obsession finally pays off, hey?” Guido chuckled. “Now we just wait. After the last key is secured, we wait to see what it looks like before I call in the dogs. Once the party is extinguished…”
“Apart from the black-eyed beauty you promised me,” Valdi interrupted.
“Yes, apart from her,” Guido sighed. “Then we can take our time reining in the power of the Vault.” He leered at Nina down in the water, her full lips and dark eyes prominent now that her black hair was wet and unkempt. She was beautiful, but he hated her with a passion, especially for humiliating him earlier. Guido wished he could kill her for it.
Click!
Curious, he turned to Valdi, “Are you sure you’re not in necrophilia?”

Chapter 32

As the last key clicked into place, Sam was confronted with a bout of reality. Having been tracked by the Archaeological Crimes Unit all this time meant that they were probably already in the area, waiting to arrest Purdue. Too many factors had influenced his decision, and too many of those were based on an erratic emotional upset, he realized. But the time for decisions and pondering upon the moral implications had now run out.
“Sam!” Purdue called, grinning widely as he floated in the clear water. “Are you getting this?”
“Aye,” Sam smiled crookedly as he lifted the lens of his waterproof camera. A deep rumble ensued from the wall where the keys had just been latched in sequence, and the rest of the party swam backwards to put some distance between them and whatever was going to present itself. They were all excited about discovering the arcane legend, but the peril was very real in not knowing what was behind the wall. And since the previous expedition had not survived, it was wise to keep at a safe distance for now.
Nina too, had it in the back of her head that Purdue would soon be on the run. He couldn’t return to Wrichtishousis because it was the first place the authorities would search for him. She’d spent much time at night and during the travel time contemplating his fate. She knew he was resourceful and wealthy enough to elude his pursuers successfully for quite some time. And even though she done her part with warning him about what Charles had told her, she still felt concerned about what would happen to him.
Her attention was called away from Purdue's situation by the opening of the Vault. The high wall began to sink, slowly swallowed by the lake without more than a slight disturbance in the surface of the water. The entire surface shivered in tiny ripples as the massive sheet of marble and rock descended, to the speechless awe of all who watched. Nina, Purdue, Rita, and Sam smiled victoriously at one another, but John Arthur Armstrong was not inclined to delight in what was happening.
Tears filled his eyes for the first time in decades as the suppressed memories flashed back in his head about the holiday he’d spent with his aunt. At once the darting reminiscence of his childhood overwhelmed him, that he really had been inside the Vault of Hercules as a twelve-year-old boy. Here he had to finally face how she’d really died, or else his new acquaintances would have to suffer the same fate. Twitching and wincing, John yelped as he recalled looking in his aunt's eyes as he strangled her. He had to deal with the realization that his murderous streak did not come from prison or unsavory friends, nor from the SAS training he had honed.
To his dismay he had to admit to himself that it was the effect of the elixir his aunt had given him to drink from the Vault. Yes, it had given him godlike strength, but in turn it had also bestowed on him the other side of Hercules — the demigod who murdered his family under the thrall of Hera's evil.
Nina's laughter echoed through the cave and Rita took her hand, lifting it in triumph as they watched the wall disappear under the water. Behind the fallen wall, the Vault of Hercules dazzled. A vast cavern of strange cave formations that had an uncanny resemblance to human and animal forms beckoned. The wet walls of the half submerged, tilted chamber exuded an ethereal, teal-colored glow.
“Sam, are you getting this?” Nina asked.
“God, yes,” he said, mesmerized by the splendor of the vault.
The round chamber exhibited only three things that seemed to be put there by humans: two pillars in the center of the vault, probably to hold it up; an ancient duct that jutted out of the back wall by a few inches; and ten large, sacrificial slabs placed in a circle. Like a sun with rays shining outward, the heads of the sacrificial animals — or humans — would be in the middle and their feet on the end of the slabs. However, the slabs were hidden under the already rising water level.
“What is that?” Purdue asked Rita. He pointed at the duct. From it a wine-like liquid was pouring weakly, dripping into the flooding level that threatened to soon drown the Vault.
“Ambrosia,” she ruminated dreamily.
“No, seriously. What is it?” he reiterated.
She looked at him, slightly annoyed. “It is Ambrosia, David. The nectar of the gods. The elixir of immortality, and all that. That stuff is what I’m here for.”
“Got a flask?” Nina jested as she followed Rita and Purdue toward the vault. Sam, wishing to film the entire vault, remained back to do a steady pan shot. The other three could swim straight into the Vault because of the flooding, and they parted, each to investigate something different. As Rita lifted the reinforced canteen to collect some nectar a bullet ripped through her, spattering the wall with her blood. Nina uttered a shocked scream as Purdue stood on a larger rock, staring at the unbelievable scenario in bewilderment.
Sam ducked under the ledge of the tunnel mouth so as not to be detected by the shooter, but he filmed upward from where the shots had originated. There Guido Bruno stood, his gun firing off a whole clip in all directions, the barrel ablaze like a spewing dragon. Nina and Purdue had gone under the water and surfaced near Sam while the twisted Mafioso's malicious cackle screeched through the thunder of the gun.
Purdue motioned for his friends to be quiet. Nina tried to grab him, but he was too fast, having already slid through the water. He moved in the water against the cave wall under Valdi and Guido's vantage point so that they could not see him.
“Did you get them?” the slow words of Valdi reverberated above Purdue.
“Looks like it,” Guido huffed in exhilaration, finally dropping his empty gun. “Bring the daughters down to the water.”
Guido Bruno removed his clothes and dove into the sapphire water, hastening so that the nectar would not go to waste. The water level had risen to only a few inches under the duct, soon to dilute the Ambrosia, rendering it useless. He passed Rita's floating body, simply nudging her aside as he headed for the conduit. While he collected the nectar, Valdi came down to the lake. He was tall enough to walk through the water instead of swimming, and he was dragging the wooden boxes, afloat, behind him.
Sam gasped at the sight of the coffins, knowing what had to be inside. He looked at Nina and she nodded affirmatively. He couldn’t imagine just hovering there, filming while the children were about to be killed, but it was what he’d come for. On the side of the camera a small, yellow light flashed continually as Sam broadcast every moment to MI6 and the ACU via live streaming. He imagined what Paddy had to have been feeling at that moment, to know that his daughter was in one of those boxes, hopefully still drawing breath.
“God, I hope they are nearby or we'll never survive this,” he whispered to Nina, who looked anxious about what Purdue was up to.
“Who is nearby?” she frowned.
With a jolt of shock Sam realized that he’d just betrayed his purpose there, but he hoped to lie his way out. “Help. I hope there is help out there.”
“Don't fucking lie to me, Sam,” she hissed. “I know you and I know when you are lying.”
“Put the boxes on the stones, Valdi,” Guido ordered. In horror Nina and Sam watched helplessly. With Purdue absent, Sam elected to retrieve Sal's gun while Guido and Valdi busied themselves with the girls.
“Hold the camera, please,” he whispered to Nina. “I'll explain everything later. Just keep shooting.”
She reluctantly took the camera from him and watched the sickening scene unfold through the viewfinder. Purdue appeared from the water at the entrance to the Vault, brandishing the ice axe he’d previously lent Nina. With a violent swing he lodged the sharp steel tooth of the axe into Valdi's neck.
“Bad idea, Purdue,” Nina said to herself. “Very bad idea.”
Valdi swirled around and grabbed Purdue by the throat, hurling him against the wall behind one of the two pillar columns. His head hit the rock and Nina saw his white hair stained scarlet. “Oh Jesus, no!” she wailed. Guido heard her and turned around.
“You little bitch!” he seethed. Having no gun, he could do nothing to hurt the historian who was filming him. “Valdi! Get that little whore and drown her. I'll get you another one!”
Valdi came for Nina. From behind him Purdue rose again, swaying wildly to find his footing from the impact of his head injury. “You stay away from her!” he screeched at Valdi, but the huge oaf ignored him.
Suddenly two bullets clapped and Purdue's chest exploded in a mess of blood that tore his diver's suit. Nina could not process what she was seeing, and turned the camera to find where the shots had come from. To her horror she saw Sam Cleave there, smoking gun in hand, now aiming at Valdi.
“You can’t escape, no matter how many bullets you have, you son of a bitch!” Guido shouted at Sam from behind the shelter of one of the children's limp bodies. “You think I would come here with a handful of goons and not have insurance? My people are already outside, ya mook! The Vault of Hercules belongs to Cosa Nostra, to our Roman blood and heritage. No way out for you!” he laughed.
Nina, furious at Sam, threw his camera at him and ducked under the water.
“Nina!” Sam bellowed. “I'll explain! Come back!”
Valdi smiled at the prospect of playing with the sexy historian once he was done with Sam. The clip was empty and Sam had nothing to defend himself with other than a pocketknife, which he pulled and held by his side.
“Come on, bitch,” he growled at Valdi. “I have nothing left to lose, pal! Nothing!”

Chapter 33

Nina watched from a distance through bloodshot eyes as she wept for Purdue. Sam looked absolutely feral, with his long black hair falling over his face and neck while the hair on his arms bristled like a wolf's. The glint of the short silver blade blinded her momentarily as Valdi propelled forward to seize Sam.
Movement grabbed her attention near the Vault. John's giant frame rose from the water in the Vault like a vengeful Titan. Nina looked at the discarded camera she’d thrown at Sam, lying on the floor of the tunnel with the light still flashing, but she could not fetch it now. With one effortless move he slapped Guido upside the head, his strength so impressive that the Sicilian caved instantly from the blow. Then she saw John proceeding to gather up the children, Amber Smith included, and returning them to the safety of the original tunnel mouth.
In the background Sam was in the fight of his life. His face was battered under the heavy fists of the cannibal, but he kept swinging. A fissure from Valdi's lower abdomen to his upper chest opened raw and deep as Sam's blade slashed through his skin. Before giving the monster a moment to recover Sam stabbed him in the eye, then sank the silver fang deep into his groin. Nina hated Sam for gunning down Purdue and betraying him with the tracking device, but she couldn’t help but root for him as Valdi fell to his knees.
Sam's face was void of anything remotely humane as he hailed down his fists on Valdi's temples and nose. A deep growl roared from the journalist as he clenched his teeth in rage. Because of Valdi abducting Paddy's daughter, Sam had lost his friend. Because of Valdi, Igor Heller had managed to avenge his arrest on Sam's best friend. Because of Valdi, the Cosa Nostra was effectively robbing parents of their children and getting away with it. Now Nina hated him too? These were the thoughts that fueled Sam's murderous rage.
“Sam! You can’t kill him! You’ll spend the rest of your life in prison!” Nina shouted.
“Fuck it!” Sam snorted through blood and saliva. “The camera is not rolling anymore. They'd have to prove it!”
Valdi looked at Nina with a glare she could not stomach, and then he smiled. Sam had knocked out his teeth and his split lip stretched in a bloody mess when he grinned at her, a most revolting vision she would not soon forget. “You are mine, pretty.”
“Fuck you, Shrek!” Nina barked. “Sam, kill him.”
The Vault of Hercules was rapidly being engulfed by the lake, and soon the Ambrosia would be gone. The substance had no notable origin, but John knew full well that it was a miracle compensated for by a malediction. Whatever it contained did turn children into demigods of immense strength, but it would also drive them mad and turn them into homicidal individuals with no off switch. John took a moment to smile at Nina.
“Thank you for bringing me to my destiny, Dr. Gould,” he said. “Back to my childhood, where I first encountered this evil liquid and paid for it ever since. Because of you, I can now put all this to an end.”
“Without you we would all be dead by now, dear Mr. Armstrong,” Nina comforted him with a smile.
John Arthur Armstrong stepped into the Vault of Hercules, just as Sam dealt Valdi his deathblow with a rock to the forehead. Purdue's body was gone, and so was Rita's, but Nina had the young girls to worry about now. She swam towards the tunnel, rousing the girls from their induced stupor. She looked back to the Vault where Guido had woken.
“Hello Johnny boy,” Guido tried to appease the man he betrayed so long ago. “Long time, hey?”
“Are you seriously attempting to make conversation?” John asked, his raspy radio voice sounding like a brooding volcano. “Holy Mother of God, Bruno, I thought you’d have some bloody dignity and take your death a bit more honorably. Then again…” he cocked his head at the ridiculous expectation he’d had for a coward like Guido Bruno.
“If you kill me, you’ll only get wasted outside,” Guido snapped like a schoolyard bully. “My boys are outside, you fucking dunce! My generals, my soldiers, all waiting for my signal to cap anyone who strolls out of here.”
John rolled his eyes. “It’s almost a pity to waste my time dying to rid the earth of a prick like you, you know that?”
“You don't want to do this, pal,” Guido warned, but his voice quivered as he retreated.
“Ran out of little girls to hide behind, you pussy?” John asked as he thundered toward the coward.
Nina and Sam had gathered all the girls and managed to revive most of them. The youngest, a seven-year-old, could not wake. Sam swooped her up in his arms. Nina grabbed Sam's camera and her own gear, looking back once more to pay her respects to Purdue, lamenting the fact that his body would forever lie under the magnificent mountains of Greece. “Come, we have to go,” Sam said.
“The Cosa Nostra is outside, Sam. I don’t think he was bluffing,” she urged.
Before they could discuss the matter they heard Guido let out an unearthly scream. On turning, Sam and Nina saw that John Armstrong had lifted one of the sacrificial slabs and dropped it on Guido's legs to nail him down. The water was rising rapidly, and the duct with Ambrosia had been immersed in the lake. The glory of the relic was finally impotent and worthless. Nina sobbed for the fate of her acquaintance as she watched John Arthur Armstrong stake his place by the pillars, like a Biblical Samson. He looked up at her and winked, “Give my best to the lads at Masterton's, alright?”
“I shall,” she choked.
With that, John started pushing at the ancient columns that held up the Vault of Hercules. Guido went mad with terror as the roof began to crack and stalactites plunged into the water as they broke off from above. Guido Bruno tried to reason for his life, but he was imploring deaf ears and a solid will. As he screamed the ascending tide marred his pleas, until he had exhausted his lungs, unable to fend off the hungry waters. He watched his former henchman lean into the pillars with red-faced effort, his lean muscles shivering at the exertion as one of the supportive columns exploded into flying shards of rock, marble, and calcite.
“We have to go, Nina!” Sam shouted while he shoved the children gently in the opposite direction.
The cavern started to crack in a din of ungodly thunder so loud it would have been the pride of Zeus himself. When the second pillar snapped in half, the roof of the cave collapsed, bringing the entire layer of rock above it down on Guido's dire screams. Strong as the demigod Hercules himself, the venerable John Arthur Armstrong could not withstand the weight of a thousand boulders, and with eyes closed and a smile on his face he received his redemption. His labors were concluded as the mountain crushed his body in the divine chamber of a god.
* * *
As the entire cave system collapsed under the unnamed mountain, Nina and Sam were trying to console the terrified children they were trying to evacuate from the crumbling tunnel. It was pitch dark. They’d lost their flashlights inside the cavern when the roof caved.
“Sam! Look!” Nina exclaimed.
Ahead of them the faint flashing of multi-colored lights danced in the darkness, marking their way to salvation. Roaring all around them, the tremors of the geographical collapse deafened them, but the lights soon led them to the entrance of the natural structure that resembled the Temple of Hercules.
“Sam, the mob is going to drop us like flies,” Nina warned as she clutched two little ones under her left arm, holding Amber Smith's hand to her right. Sam seemed very sure of himself as he stopped to let all the girls pass him. When Nina got to him, just short of the entrance, he kissed her quickly and peered into her eyes with his own. “Remember, Purdue is dead. Left at the bottom of the lake. Right?”
“Aye,” she frowned, “and you put him there…”
“Nina,” he insisted. “Just… just go with it.”
The tunnel crumbled behind them and the journalist and the historian lunged forward to avert being crushed by the rocks. Outside, Nina's sensitive eyes could barely distinguish the figures all about them, but soon she heard Patrick Smith's voice, crying his daughter's name as they were reunited. Holding her hand over her narrowed eyes, she asked Paddy, “Is everyone alright?”
“Aye, Nina,” Paddy said. “Well done. I owe you a great debt of gratitude; you and Sam.”
“The true hero is buried in that mountain,” Nina said. “Hercules put to flesh, he was.”
“We just apprehended thirteen Mafia members in wait out here, so there’s a bonus. All these bastards who’ve been trafficking people are going to rot in the cages they belong in,” Paddy reported. “Oh, Sam, where is Dave Purdue? That was part of our deal.”
Sam looked at Nina. Her eyes were still red mourning Purdue and the way she looked at him was one of disappointment and scorn. “I shot him. He is dead. You will see that on the footage. Cleaned the slate.”
“You killed him?” Paddy asked. “Christ, Sam. You could have just delivered him to us.”
“I know. But things got heated in there and… things happened. I will be available for questioning, if you want to arrest me for his murder,” Sam offered.
Nina could not believe it. “You really are Prometheus. Giving up your freedom to atone.”
“It’s a pity you decided to go that far, Sam,” Paddy said, shaking his head. “But the live stream’s been sent to my office and recorded on our servers. I’ll make sure that justice is done. Go get some rest.”

Chapter 34

Three days later a still devastated Nina arrived at her house in Oban. She’d received the details of Prof. Medley's funeral the day before. It was drizzling lightly over Oban, draping the small town in a gray blanket of cold, wet fog. She wondered what would become of Sam. And she still could not believe that Purdue was dead. It was so surreal to imagine her life without his flamboyant personality and his passion.
Even more shocking was that Sam had become so unhinged. She still loved him, somewhere deep inside, but could not bear to see him like that anymore.
With a weekend's worth of sherry and popcorn, Nina decided to just do nothing for a while. Her hoodie was swept back by the strong wind, exposing her hair to the frigid air of Scotland. “God, I love the cold,” she muttered, as she closed the car's passenger door, lugging her groceries up the walkway. Fumbling for her house keys she caught sight of something eerie that briefly appeared in her peripheral vision, an orange blur that shot in under her porch.
Nina put her stuff down and knelt to duck her head under the porch. “Bruich?”
The cat sat there, grooming himself in his usual, indifferent way. Nina smiled. She came back up and turned to unlock her door.
“Oh my God!” she shouted in elation. “Purdue!”
She ran into his embrace. “Easy, my tits are killing me,” he joked. Next to him stood Sam, having a good chuckle as his cat leapt into his arms. Nina held Purdue tightly, looking at Sam over his shoulder. The dark handsomeness of the journalist was a far cry from the brute she’d seen fighting Valdi, but he proved that he could go the distance.
“What?” he shrugged. “You didn’t really think I would shoot the old cock, did you?”
“After this week, there is very little I wouldn’t believe,” she sighed happily, still thinking about John Arthur Armstrong and his nameless grave.
Nina was relieved to hear that Paddy had only presented the parts of the footage that implicated Guido Bruno, Giuseppe Valdi, and Igor Heller as the architects of the recent human trafficking crimes. Nothing else came to light, not even the fact that Sam had arranged with Purdue to stage his death so that he could escape apprehension.
Purdue's butler, Charles, had contacted friends of his brother's from different covert government departments and arranged for Adjo and Donkor Kira to be liberated from Guido Bruno's holding cells in Fagal, Djibouti. Still, he too, had to be kept in the dark about Purdue's status.
Special Agent Patrick Smith did not know that Purdue was alive and that was good enough for now, because above all, Nina and Purdue had irrefutable proof that Sam was a loyal friend who did the right thing, even in the throes of hell, even under deadly threat in the Vault of Hercules.
END
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