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   SUMMARY: Investigating the connection between two glowing petroglyph spiral symbols, Brynne Thatcher and David Hyden uncover a bizarre theory: There are four locks and four keys lost throughout antiquity. Anyone who finds a matching lock and key will gain one of the powers of the Four Horsemen of Apocalypse (Conqueror, War, Plague, and Death).
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   PROLOGUE
 
   SUNDAY 3:59 p.m.
 
    
 
   A dying sun cast jagged shadows off timber fences that protruded from the earth like crooked teeth. The fences stretched along the greensward in a checkered pattern, forming rectangles of disordered alignment that extended across the plains bordering the Loch of Stenness. There, amidst the gentle rolling pastures, stood Maeshowe, a sudden, massive mound. The megalithic ruin was composed of 100,000 stones and overgrown with five millennia of grass. The passage grave had sat silently for ages, waiting for the sign.
 
   The setting sun aligned with Maeshowe's arched entrance, three oblong slabs of flagstone. A golden ray stretched down the narrow passage into the inner chamber. It inched across the floor to the tomb's rear wall. The light moved up stone, crossing over faded runic inscriptions. It tightened into a single pinpoint of light and stopped on a blank stretch of rock.
 
   A groan reverberated throughout the chamber. The sound bounced from stone to stone. Dust swirled off the pebble floor.
 
   With a spark, the dagger of sunlight caught fire to the wall. Like the fingertip of God, it carved an inward spiral into the stone, twisting inward and then gouging a three-inch hole at the center.
 
   Seconds later, the sun passed below the horizon. 
 
   The inner chamber returned to black.
 
   As if stirred from sleep, the spiral’s afterglow burned ghostly white, the only light in a dome of darkness. The noise returned, escalating inside the chamber until it erupted down the passageway. The cacophony burst out of the passage grave, across the countryside, and stopped short of the sleepy village of Stenness.
 
   Maeshowe was awake.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
   MONDAY 2:12 a.m.
 
   Wiltshire, England
 
    
 
   “Hold on, Darwin.” David Hyden steadied his lab and made a hard left onto A344. His tires hydroplaned over the wet pavement until rubber gripped road and the Jeep sped forward. He floored the gas pedal. His other foot hovered over the brake. Thick, vertical sheets of rain pelted the windshield. The Jeep’s high beams cut through the downpour, but barely lit the road. Water bounced off the cement, forming a thousand tiny rivers that rushed along the pavement and filled the ditches parallel to the highway.
 
   He’d traveled this route hundreds of times. Hell, he could do it in his sleep. Half the mileage accrued by his 4x4 was from zipping up and down the Salisbury Plains. The hardtop Jeep was a beast capable of conquering Mother Nature. Even this storm—a violent baptism like in the times of Noah—couldn’t stop such a vehicle. The biblical tempest was fitting. Too fitting.
 
   Darwin pressed her nose against the passenger window.
 
   “You ever seen it rain like this before?” David asked as if she could answer him.
 
   They reached the hilltop and caught a glimpse of the next rise. Emergency vehicles, police cars, and ambulances were parked along the road. David gritted his teeth. Half of London’s Patrol had made the 25 miles trek. Lang always managed to blow things out of proportion. Everything was the end of the world.
 
   He pulled off the highway behind an ambulance and parked beside the field fence separating pastureland from the road. A small army of officers in reflective rain slickers buzzed around with emergency flares and flashlights as they made their way up and down the muddy slope.
 
   “Stay here, girl,” David said to his dog as he opened the door. His boots sunk into mud. Within seconds, his leather jacket and cargo pants were soaked. 
 
   What a night. Pulling his Red Sox ball cap low over his eyes, he glanced over at the man sitting in the ambulance cab.
 
   The EMT rolled down his window. “Oi!” he yelled to David and then looked out at the storm as if savoring his last few minutes of dryness. “Are you the bloke who’s come to identify the body?”
 
   David flipped his jacket collar up over his neck. “That’s me.”
 
   The EMT smiled and wiped his nose with his coat sleeve. “American, eh? Take your time, mate. Maybe the storm’ll let up.” He nodded toward the top of the crest. “Up there. In the rocks.”
 
   David slipped through an opening in the field fence and followed a narrow, one-lane road up the hill. Thin ropes lined the edges of the walkway, an attempt to keep tourists off the grass. It was a pointless effort. The grass was sodden, trampled muck carved with tire grooves and boot prints. He stepped off the crowded path and forged through the mud to the hilltop. Squeezing through the throng of rain slickers, he passed beneath a towering rock arch. The boulders stood over sixteen feet high. Speckled with black and green lichen, they loomed over the earth like macabre tombstones for the gods.
 
   Floodlights pierced the mist. 
 
   David stopped short. His breath momentarily froze in his throat. 
 
   At the center of Stonehenge, a bloody body was strewn across the mud.
 
   “Sorry to make you come all the way out here David.” Chief Detective Inspector Lang stepped through the crowd. 
 
   Lang’s face was an open book: a glowering brow, frustrated angular eyes, the corners of his mouth turned down—he never bothered to hide his disappointment in David. Rain toppled over the brim of his police hat and caught the tip of his prominent nose—a nose that had prodded its way into the Hyden family’s private life for decades. He squatted below a tarp that shielded the corpse from the storm. “I figured since you were still in London—”
 
   “Let’s get this over with,” David said.
 
   With the upturn of his brow, Lang’s expression changed from dismay to concern.
 
   Good grief. David wiped the rain from his face. He focused on the figure beneath the tarp. What did Lang want to see? Tears? Anguish? David sure as hell wasn’t going to give it to him. 
 
   “Caucasian male. Mid-60s,” Lang said, looking up at David expectantly.
 
   David kept his eyes on the body. The victim’s face was barely recognizable, a bloody, pulpy tangle of flesh and bone. The left side of his skull was imploded, the mouth locked in a silent scream. Mud oozed out the side of his cheek. His eyeballs were bulging and peppered with crimson sand. It looked as if the earth had chewed him up and spit him out. His shirt hung in tatters around a bullet wound at the center of his chest. Stained fabric vaguely resembling pants hung by a belt clasped loosely around his waist. The pants were shredded top to bottom along what remained of his legs.
 
   “The groundskeeper spotted him three hours ago,” Lang said.
 
   “He’s still bleeding.” David pointed to blood seeping from ligature marks around both of the corpse’s wrists. The wounds were so deep they exposed bone.
 
   “That’s just rain water,” Lang explained. “It creates the illusion of fresh blood. I’d estimate by the look of his clothing and the degree of rigor, he’s been dead two or three days.” Lang took in a deep breath. “Do we have a positive match, then? I don’t want Ian to have to see this.”
 
   David nodded. “That’s Brenton.” 
 
   Despite the mess, he could never mistake his father.
 
   “Well, whoever did this went through a hell of a lot of trouble to place the body here.” Lang clicked on his flashlight and directed light along the bottom edges of the boulders looming over the scene. Gilded centuries past, Stonehenge possessed an ancient mystique that was only amplified by the corpse at its center. “This park is patrolled 24-7,” Lang continued. “And there were no tracks in the mud other than our own. No footprints. No tire marks. Nothing.” He turned the corpse’s right palm toward David. “Look at this.”
 
   The flesh was covered with blisters. The collection of sores formed an inward spiral that started at the center of the man’s palm and circled outwards near the base of his fingers.
 
   “Cut the power!” Lang switched off his flashlight as his order echoed across the ruins.
 
   The floodlights went dark. 
 
   Before David’s eyes could adjust, the spiral mark on the corpse’s hand began to glow brilliant white. “What the hell is that?” David asked.
 
   “I was hoping you might know,” Lang said.
 
   David shook his head. “I don’t know…I mean, it’s a Neolithic symbol, a sign that’s repeated in ruins throughout the world. But I’ve never seen anything like that.”
 
   “Chief Inspector!” An officer waved to Lang from the highway. A black Mercedes limo sat idle on the roadside, its exhaust pouring into the mist. The limo’s rear window rolled down and the man inside leaned into the light.
 
   David’s blood boiled five degrees hotter. “What the hell is Javan doing here?”
 
   “Dammit.” Lang cursed. He brushed water from his mustache.
 
   Javan gave them a pleasant wave. The collar of his pinstriped suit was turned up over his neck in a failed attempt to hide an ugly, purple scar running from the base of his neck up alongside his head, the left ear entirely missing. Someone sat in the backseat beside him, a man in shadow.
 
   David scowled. Even at a distance Javan reeked of corruption. “Am I done here?”
 
   “Yes—of course,” Lang said, distracted. He held up a hand to stall the officer beside the limo. “David, I’m sorry—”
 
   David was already past the ruin’s edge heading back to his Jeep. He hurried down the hill, climbed into his car and slammed the door. Soaked to the bone, he shivered as he started the ignition. Rain cascaded down the windshield and blurred his view of the limo. Just ahead, the EMT that had given him directions pulled a gurney from the back of the ambulance.
 
   David lowered his head against the steering wheel.
 
   Thunder rippled across the sky. Darwin watched him from the passenger’s seat. He could hear her nervous panting. She knew something was wrong. He reached over and scratched behind her ears. It was a lousy, half-hearted attempt to comfort her and possibly console himself.
 
   There was a solid knock against the driver’s side window.
 
   David shot upright to see the EMT peering at him through the glass. 
 
   “You all right, mate?” the man asked.
 
   David waved him away. 
 
   The man started up the path with the gurney. A body bag was folded on top of the stretcher. David had no idea where they were taking Brenton’s body. He didn’t care. Maybe he should give a damn, but he didn’t. It was as simple as that.
 
   He twisted on his headlights. The beams lit the back of Javan’s limo further up the hill along the shoulder of the road. Javan had been the lifelong financier of Brenton’s excavations, a necessary evil whose money had made Brenton the most controversial biblical archeologist in the world.
 
   The shadow of the other passenger in Javan’s limo caught his attention. The man appeared shorter than Javan, and he sat slumped to the side, the silhouette of his head barely cresting the back seat. It looked as if he was crouched against the door. Sick or something.
 
   David flipped on his high beams. Light reflected off the limo’s back window, making it impossible to see inside.
 
   Revving the engine, David pulled onto the highway. As he passed the limo, he took one last look at the man beside Javan. Luminescent eyes stared back at him through the window, following his stare with eerie precision. The man seemed to know David was looking at him. His glowing eyes bored into David’s mind. Parasitic, they penetrated David’s soul, searching for someplace dark and easily finding it. David could envision the man’s contorted smile. It formed across the stranger’s lips, ugly and haunted, strangely familiar. The man wasn’t a stranger. David had seen him before. But where?
 
   A chill rippled down David’s spine.
 
   With a blink, he severed their connection.
 
   He reached for the temperature controls and twisted the dial. Heat poured through the vents, but failed to assuage the chill. He floored the gas pedal and disappeared into the mist, glad to leave his father’s corpse behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   FRIDAY 3:35 p.m.
 
   St. John the Baptist Cathedral
 
   Bathwick, England
 
    
 
   Ian opened his eyes to darkness. His room, like his soul, was black. It was time to convey his father to the grave site. David hadn’t bothered to attend the funeral, so Ian had to deliver the body alone.
 
   Something slid through the crack underneath his door. It came to a stop near his feet. Ian picked it up. It was a photograph. He clicked on the desk lamp and was surprised to see his father’s handwriting. On the back of the picture, the words of a ghost were scribbled in faded ink: Arise my beloved, my beautiful one, and come.
 
   It was the same scripture Lang quoted during his eulogy a few hours earlier.  
 
   Ian squinted, trying to make sense of the message. 
 
   He turned the card to study the picture. It was a grainy snapshot, a busy city street—European by the look of the automobiles and storefronts. At the center of the shot was a restaurant called Al-Fairoz Kebabish, Kebab and Curry House. The eatery was squished between two tall buildings. The establishment to the left was vacant and dilapidated, its windows covered with plywood, and on the right was a pub with quaint German architecture. Under glinting midday sun, the kebabish’s window reflected Brenton as he took the picture from across the street. A digital timecode was burned into the frame: 11:51 Oct 21. 
 
   Was this the sign he had been asking for? 
 
   Ian slid the photograph into the breast pocket of his shirt and reached for his cassock. It didn’t matter if this was a miracle or coincidence. His father was trying to communicate from beyond.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   FRIDAY 3:40 p.m.
 
   Near Lybster in Highlands, Scotland
 
    
 
   “Welcome to Camster Round, the best preserved cairn in mainland Scotland,” David said. He stood at the center of the main burial chamber. Seventeen college students huddled around him, their backs to the curving stone walls. The only exit from the chamber was a 20-foot-long claustrophobic shaft that opened onto the rolling bog of northern Scotland. Although the passage grave stretched nearly sixty feet in diameter and stood twelve feet tall, its inner chamber was uncomfortably cramped.
 
   “What have you learned about these ruins?” David asked. A few yawns accentuated his students’ disinterest. “Come on, nobody remembers anything?”
 
   “They’re wicked boring,” a tattooed student with a nose ring whispered, not expecting his words to amplify off the walls.
 
   Near the back of the group one hand shot up over all the heads and waved back and forth. “Professor Hyden!”
 
   David sighed. “Go ahead, Scott.”
 
   An acne-challenged teenager stepped forward adopting an authoritarian air. “Camster Round was built over 6,000 years ago, but it is astronomically oriented so sunlight only enters this inner chamber during the winter and summer solstices and solar eclipses, which suggest its origin could be extraterrestrial.”
 
   David cleared his throat. “Apart from the ode to an alien master race, you pretty much nailed it.” 
 
   Scott beamed.
 
   “Okay.” David pointed down the passageway toward the entrance. “Passage graves consist of a main chamber that can only be reached by a narrow, lengthy shaft.” He pointed behind the group, first to the left and then to the right, at two low arch openings where small, square rooms branched off the circular chamber. “Small burial tombs, called ante chambers, stem off of the passageway and off of the main chamber, separated by vertical slabs of rock. When Camster Round was excavated, archeologists found the remains of several bodies in the ante chambers, but nothing could definitively explain why the ruin was built or what people did here.”
 
   Scott’s squeaky voice echoed throughout the chamber. “There’s an archeologist at Cambridge who said shamans used the graves to travel to alternate dimensions. That’s why they are called portal tombs or passage graves.”
 
    “There’s no mystical power,” David corrected him. “However, science gives us the tools to make an educated guess about what might have taken place here. These tools are our senses. They allow us to reason empirically.”
 
   The nose-ringed student interrupted with a loud yawn.
 
   “Professor?” Scott tried again, raising his hand.
 
   David reached into the backpack at his feet and pulled out a sound level meter and frequency counter. Plugging each device into a mobile battery pack, he switched them on and tapped the sound level monitor with his finger. The decibel needle came alive, bouncing back and forth until he stopped tapping and the stylus dropped, registering the grave’s subtle ambient noise. “I need a volunteer.”
 
   Scott waved his already raised his hand.
 
   David looked to the other students in desperation before conceding with a sigh. “Fine. Scott.”
 
   Handing his notebook to the girl beside him, Scott stepped away from the crowd with an overinflated smile.
 
   “Scott, describe what you see around you.” David said.
 
   Scott stood beside David and contemplated the question, overanalyzing its simplicity.
 
   “Just anything, Scott,” David said.
 
   “Petroglyph symbols carved on the walls.”
 
   “How large is the chamber?”
 
   “Approximately sixteen square feet.”
 
   “Is there any light?”
 
   “No—I mean, only the open capstone on the ceiling they put in a few years ago and the torches we brought in with us.” Scott pointed to the students’ flashlights.
 
   “What do you hear?”
 
   “I don’t hear anything.”
 
   The student with the nose ring made a fart noise with his mouth. A few of the girls squeaked in disgust. 
 
   David waited until they were quiet and then turned back to Scott. “Close your eyes.”
 
   Scott obeyed.
 
   “Keep them closed.” David pulled a small drum from his backpack and tapped it lightly. “What do you hear?”
 
   Scott smiled. “A drum.”
 
   Carefully studying the walls, David moved near Scott’s left shoulder. “How about now?”
 
   After a moment, Scott opened his eyes, blinking in disbelief that David was still drumming. “I can’t hear it!” he exclaimed.
 
   David moved again, this time to the right, maintaining the rhythm as he eyed the walls and stopped at a precise area within the chamber. “What about now?”
 
   Scott grabbed his ears. “It hurts.”
 
   “That’s low frequency sound propagating off the walls,” David spoke over the distortion. He nodded for the class to look at the acoustic monitors. The stylus arrow fluctuated around 120 dB and the frequency counter’s digital display read 10 Hz. A few students held their stomachs, sensing the vibrations.
 
   “The human ear can detect sounds between 20 and 16,000 Hz. What you’re feeling is subsonic noise, the interaction of sound waves from the drum and the drum’s noise reflecting off the walls. In some places, equal proportions of sound collide and create standing waves or nodes—that means you won’t hear the drum at all. In other places, resonances detach from their source and move around the chamber. The drum noise can seem like it is coming from really far away or like it’s originating inside your head. That’s amplified resonance. These are antinodes or sweet spots. Believe it or not, this drum can also be heard inside Camster Long, another passage grave 650 feet away from us, even though it can’t be heard in the open air between the two cairns.” 
 
   David smiled. For once, his students were listening. He stopped drumming. “This is science! Acoustic architecture!”
 
   Scott lowered to his knees, still holding his stomach.
 
   “There is nothing supernatural about these ruins,” David said. “No mysticism. No space travel. Definitely no aliens.” He laughed. “Think about it. You’re at some ceremony centuries ago, inside a dark chamber with a rhythmic, pulsing beat. Put all these things together.”
 
   Sixteen blank stares. At least they were interested blank stares.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “You just witnessed how powerful sound can be. Add fifty more people and purple mushrooms.”
 
   “Brilliant!” the student with a nose ring shouted.
 
   David nodded at him. “Science just shed light on the dirty habits of a few prehistoric potheads.”
 
   The class erupted with applause. A few of students would leave the University of Aberdeen with an appreciation for science, even if it was based on prehistoric rock’n’roll and hallucinogens.
 
   Scott let out an agonizing moan. A trickle of blood fell from his nose.
 
   David set down the drum.
 
   One of the girls offered tissue from her purse, and David pressed it against Scott’s nose. “Sorry Scott. Give it some pressure,” he said.
 
   Scott hunched sideways and vomited on David’s shoes.
 
   Everyone backed away in disgust.
 
   David kept one hand against Scott’s nose and waved to the student with the nose ring. “Take him outside, okay? Fresh air should help.” He handed Scott the tissue and patted him on the shoulder. “Sorry, man.”
 
   The student led Scott down the tunnel. 
 
   David kicked vomit off his boots. He looked up at the class, surprised to see they were intently interested. Their boring American teacher was suddenly cool. A modern Indiana Jones.
 
   “Professor Hyden, look.” A girl pointed at the frequency counter.
 
   The digital readout fluctuated between 5 and 10 Hz but everyone was quiet.
 
   David tapped the plastic cover. The counter continued to rise and fall. 
 
   “Must be broken,” he said. He unplugged the machine from its power source. The readout faded then disappeared.
 
   Some of the students tittered nervously.
 
   “Let’s call it a day,” David said shoving equipment into his backpack. “I’ll see everyone next Thursday at the University.” He zipped up the bag, keeping out the broken frequency counter. “Hey!” he yelled after the students. “Reread the chapter, and this time, try to actually learn something.”
 
   The students groaned as they shuffled one-by-one down the passageway.
 
   David pulled the backpack over one shoulder and looked at the frequency counter. It didn’t make sense. The reading had displayed subsonic noise after he’d stopped playing the drum. Even a residual echo couldn’t account for the measurements they saw. He reexamined the counter, unzipped the bag, plugging it back into the battery and flipping on the power switch. It was silent, but the digital readout continued to bounce at subsonic levels. 
 
   “What the hell?” He turned the device over. The metal tag affixed to the bottom said manufactured in the U.S.S.R.
 
   “Thing is older than the ruins.” 
 
   He threw everything into the bag and exited the chamber, careful not to touch the walls. Ducking under the shaft opening, he continued to his Jeep. The sun was almost set. It colored the fields a dark hazy orange. The last few students waved goodbye as they pulled out of the parking lot onto the empty highway back to Aberdeen.
 
   David tossed the pack into the back of his Jeep and smiled at Darwin who sat in the passenger seat.
 
   “Professor Hyden?” Scott’s nose bulged with tissue. The bloody cotton protruded from both nostrils and fanned over his mouth, blowing up and down as he spoke. “Are you going to Maeshowe for the weekend?” His arms were full with archeology textbooks bursting with torn scraps of paper that bookmarked hundreds of pages.
 
   “You feeling better?” David asked.
 
   Scott shrugged, still looking dizzy. “I get nosebleeds. Mum says I don’t eat enough meat, but more likely it’s due to a Vitamin K deficiency because I have an aversion to green vegetables.”
 
   “Who doesn’t?” David forced an uncomfortable smile. People weren’t his thing.
 
   “Are you going out to Maeshowe again this weekend?” Scott asked again. “I saw a documentary about Maeshowe. William Shatner narrates and they interview an archeologist from Cambridge named Dr. Brenton Hyden. Do you know him?”
 
   David looked down at his watch. The sun was lowering below the horizon, and he still had to catch the last ferry to the Orkney Islands.
 
   Scott didn’t pause. “I couldn’t help notice you both share the same surname. The other Dr. Hyden is trying to prove Maeshowe is aligned toward fixed stars and—”
 
   “There’re no aliens, Scott.”
 
   Scott looked down at his feet. “I know…I just hoped you might know if—”
 
   “There’s no mystical power either. It was just a bunch of ancient nomads worshipping a fictitious star god…like William Shatner.”
 
   Scott laughed uncomfortably as David climbed into his Jeep and started the engine. 
 
   Dejected, Scott started toward his car, a pastel pink Robin Reliant that boasted more testosterone than its owner.
 
   David watched Scott in the rearview mirror. Images of his own discomfited youth came to mind. “Scott!” he called to the kid as he backed out of the parking space. “How ‘bout I take a few pictures of the more unusual petroglyphs while I’m at Maeshowe and bring you back some prints?”
 
   Scott’s jaw dropped. He pushed his glasses up the ridge of his nose.
 
   For the first time since David had known him, the kid was speechless.
 
   “Have a good weekend, Scott.” David waved as he pulled onto the highway. “You’ve got too much time. Find yourself a girlfriend!”
 
   Scott beamed. “You too, Professor!” His face turned red. “I mean about the weekend.”
 
   David smiled.
 
   The engine accelerated with a roar. Photographs were a great idea. Hell, what if he brought back more than a few snapshots? Imagine Scott’s reaction if he came back with an Orkney Island “intergalactic” pebble? He planned to find him something.
 
   This was going to be a great weekend. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   FRIDAY 10:30 p.m.
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   “Your eulogy was thoughtful,” Chancellor Javan broke the silence. “I’ll never understand why Brenton favored David.” He exhaled through his nose with a tiresome grunt, then slid his dress shirt sleeve up over his elbow to scratch a single, blatant imperfection, a scar that circled his right wrist, continued up his arm, disappeared under his clothing and then reappeared glistening along his neck until it stopped at a stub of tissue that was his missing ear.
 
   Ian stared at the limo floor. The questions he wanted to ask about his father’s death hadn’t congealed on his tongue.
 
   The car turned off the highway, and the rain thickened to a cloudy drizzle, making the tinted windows glow with an abstraction of street lights. They passed Trafalgar and turned onto Parliament Square. Construction barriers lined the torn up pavement, reducing the road to a single lane.
 
   “Where are we going?” Ian asked. After Brenton’s internment, Javan insisted on a private meeting.
 
   “There’s someone I want you to meet,” Javan answered cryptically.
 
   Ian frowned. There wasn’t anyone within Javan’s inner circle he would appreciate knowing.
 
   “You’ve nothing to worry about,” Javan laughed with a careless staccato. His porcelain veneers looked pointy in the dim light. He turned to the driver. “All the way to the steps if you can, Dettorio.”
 
   They stopped for a moment beneath the large archway of Derby Gate. Motorized blockades lowered beneath the pavement, allowing the limo to trespass down the narrow, private lane. On either side of the car, majestic Italianate buildings boasted of Britain’s monarchy. Pillars and arches carved into statues of grim-faced and domineering nobles towered overhead, each capable of making the proudest of men feel insignificant. 
 
   The limo parked along the curb. Javan exited without a word. Dettorio met him at the door with an umbrella, and the two walked to the edge of the steps overlooking St. James Park and shared a brief discussion. Dettorio came back to the car and opened the door for Ian.
 
   Ian reached for his cane. His hands were trembling, and he could barely grasp it. 
 
   Why had he agreed to this? 
 
   He felt his breast pocket for the picture sent from his father. Perhaps this was the only way to know the truth. Brenton deserved justice, and the police, even Lang, were tight-lipped about the investigation. Javan, on the other hand, was willing to talk.
 
   Leaning into his cane, Ian exited the car and followed the men down the steps. At the foot of the steps, they turned into an entrance that was tucked inconspicuously under the stairs. Piles of sandbags were stacked along the entrance to keep rainwater from flooding inside the subfloors of the Ministry’s Treasury.
 
   Ian recognized their location. “The War Rooms?” 
 
   It was a museum, a public attraction of Churchill’s headquarters during World War II and a surprising choice for a meeting place. Protected by reinforced concrete, the claustrophobic bunker could withstand topside nuclear annihilation.
 
   Javan waved a clearance card over the door sensor. There was an audible click as the bolt unlocked. Dettorio held open the door. 
 
   “After you,” Javan offered. 
 
   Ian stepped inside, and Javan followed. They waited a moment as Dettorio locked the door and returned to the car, and then Javan turned to Ian with a sly smile. “Just this way.”
 
   Ian followed him down a long corridor, passing the reception counter for museum guests. Only a few shapes were discernible in the darkness. They descended a maze of corridors. Staged rooms protected by Plexiglas were filled with WWII memorabilia. Mannequins in authentic military garb were positioned into reenactments depicting what the bunker might have looked like during war era. Some models were frozen over typewriters, others sat at conference tables looking over strategic maps of Europe.
 
   “I need you to understand something, Ian,” Javan said, without looking back. “I’m here to help you. I know you are confused about what happened to your father, but you need to trust me.”
 
   Ian struggled to keep up, his body was crippled with arthritis. They entered a storage area and stopped at the center of the room. Javan met Ian’s eyes, picking his words carefully. 
 
   “I’m certain this is what your father would want.” He ducked under the metal pipes hanging from the ceiling and crouched beside a bolted trapdoor.
 
   Ian followed him. “I don’t understand. Where are we going?”
 
   With a boyish grin, Javan pulled a skeleton key from his pocket and twisted open the lock. “It’s a bit old fashioned, but I’ve never been one for the modern world.” He lifted the trapdoor, revealing a steep staircase that ran almost perpendicular to the floor. It was a narrow chute made even more claustrophobic by the large brick walls on every side. The bottom of the stairs was lost in darkness.
 
   “No way,” Ian said flatly.
 
   Each cement step measured at most one foot across and five inches wide. Gaping holes separated each step. Making it down such a steep incline with a cane was impossible.
 
   The wrinkles along Javan’s pitted face softened. “I’m here to help you.”
 
   Ian gripped his cane. He would do it alone. He descended into darkness, his crippled legs and rickety frame a shivering wasteland of gnarled bone. Javan followed close behind, steadying Ian by the shoulders. It was an eternity of stairs. When they finally reached bottom—at least 40 feet down—there was nothing but a metal door.
 
   “What’s this?” Ian said, trying to regain his breath.
 
   Javan squeezed past him and unlocked the door. The door swung open, revealing yet another dark corridor. Pendant lights hung from wires every few strides along the concrete ceiling. Steel doors lined both sides of the hall. About a hundred feet away, four men dressed in fatigues, ballistic vests, and combat helmets stood beside a vault door with reinforced, high-security steel girders.
 
   Ian’s mouth turned to sandpaper.
 
   “Your father died trying to protect something.” Javan held firmly to Ian’s shoulders and directed him toward the vault. They faced the door. “If you want to know his killer,” he said, “you need to understand why he was murdered.”
 
   It took all four of the guards to release the lock and force open the hatch. Once open, three of the men stood back, clutching handguns.
 
   Ian cowered behind Javan. “What’s inside?”
 
   “This was the last man to see your father alive.” Javan nudged Ian forward. “He won’t hurt you. It’s me he wants.”
 
   Ian stepped hesitantly over the metal door frame. The room was pitch black. The hall light only illuminated a few feet in front of his eyes. He stretched out his arms and felt his way to the back of the cell. When he reached the end of the room, he turned around in confusion. “There’s no one—”
 
   Snake-like eyes peered up at him from the floor. At the opposite corner, the eyes rose up off the floor, floating slits of iridescent green. An unbearable smell hit his nose.
 
   “Shoot him,” Javan said from the entrance.
 
   An explosion of gunfire sent Ian sprawling into the wall. Bullets sliced through the air, ricocheting off mortar in a deafening roar. The ammunition met its target with a dozen split-second thuds. The eyes stopped glowing, and the dark shape slumped to the floor. 
 
    
 
   Gun smoke clogged Ian’s lungs.
 
   A pale light flickered on overhead.
 
   Javan stepped into the room. He stopped for a moment beside the dark shape, which was nothing more than the thin, naked corpse of an old man. Annoyed by the stench, he rubbed at his nose and ran his other hand stolidly across the back wall, fingering the slugs embedded in the granite.
 
   Ian gasped for air, disoriented and lying face down on the cement. He stared over at the corpse. Thousands of miniscule sores riddled the man’s gray, necrotic skin, glistening under fluorescent light. He had obviously been tortured. Lines of puffy and then puckered skin alternated across his body, winding around his entire frame beginning at the bottom of his neck, extending down to the wrists and stopping at his hands, and then running horizontally along the length of his torso, hips, and legs, to stop again at the ankles. Something prickly had imprinted itself upon his ashen flesh, leaving a million swollen pinholes. At every dimpled puncture, bile percolated from each wound, creating a coat of slimy excrement that dripped onto the floor. Bullet holes exposed the man’s ribs, but something was missing…
 
   Ian’s eyes widened with shock. “There’s no blood!”
 
   “Immortals do not bleed,” Javan said.
 
   The odor of rotting flesh overwhelmed the smell of gun smoke. It was so pungent, Ian couldn’t process what Javan said. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “This man chooses to bear these wounds. Pain empowers him. His sores are self-inflicted. They have allowed him to be a ruler within Abaddon for thousands of years.”
 
   Ian sat up too quickly. Dizzy, he propped his weak frame against the wall. This was impossible. Javan was messing with him.
 
   “What is damnation but to live forever with one’s sins,” Javan insisted.
 
   “The man is dead,” Ian said.
 
   As if on cue, the captive blinked. Silver capillaries pulsed beneath his translucent flesh, began awakening across his body. Ian could see the fluid moving, activating organs and limbs. The man’s fingers began to twitch. Life spread over him like some perverse resurrection without healing or renewal. This was simply the regeneration of the grotesque. The white sclera surrounding his black irises began to exude an otherworldly glow again.
 
   Unable to look away, Ian felt his brain disconnect from his body. He tried to blink, but he suddenly had no control. His muscles were non-responsive. There was something even more unusual about the decrepit old man, somehow he could break into Ian’s mind and control Ian’s thoughts. A flash of light burst over Ian’s vision. The cell, Javan, and the guards disappeared. There was only the captive.
 
   Pain engulfed Ian’s body. It was a racking ache. Nothing like he’d ever felt before. There was a burning sensation. He grabbed his head—he knew this wasn’t real. The floor erupted with fire. The blaze spread up the walls, licking the ceiling with a monstrous crackle. Angry flames ate through his cassock, clawed at his flesh. They boiled his blood and reduced his bones to hollow glass. He felt every sensation of burning, and as his body transformed to ash, his stomach erupted with insatiable hunger. It was starvation so severe that the inferno became an afterthought.
 
   Ian twisted toward the door. He crawled away from the captive in a senseless panic. His mind and body were scorching. The outline of a dark figure appeared in the smoke, blocking his view. At first it was only a shapeless silhouette, but slowly the details of a face became visible: the nose, pointed and thin; the mouth pulled downward in a scowl, the lips taut and quivering; finally the eyes—they glowed exactly like the eyes of the undead captive. But it wasn’t the captive.
 
   “What do you see?” Javan interrupted Ian’s vision.
 
   Ian scrambled toward Javan’s voice.
 
   Somehow, he had left the cell. His back was against the wall of the corridor, his entire body trembling. The captive was locked away behind the thick steel vault. Ian was safe. He was surrounded by armed guards. He stared down at his body. His cassock was clean, his hands unharmed. There was no fire. None of it was real. 
 
   Javan forced Ian around, grabbing him by the collar. “What did he show you?”
 
   Ian’s tongue was numbed by the fire that parched his bones. He felt suddenly alone, as if severed from God. Worse, he had stepped into darkness. Willingly. Holiness had left him. 
 
   “He showed you the Chosen One,” Javan said. Sweat dripped along the sides of his cheeks.
 
   Ian clawed at the cement floor. The periphery of his vision was a delirium of cobwebs. His head was spinning. He threw his arms over his head to duck below the hallucination, an aftershock of grotesque flashes: his blackened, shriveled body, cinder skin, depleted sinew sucked into his charcoal bones. 
 
   Javan pulled Ian’s head off the ground. “Who did you see?”
 
   Ian sputtered, barely able to form the words. “I saw myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   FRIDAY 11:53 p.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   The rolling countryside was covered in late night fog. David twisted the radio knobs, trying to find a broadcast station, but the thick mist left nothing but static. As he switched off the receiver, Darwin leaned against him. Saliva dangled from her mouth.
 
   “What’s wrong, girl?” He found a napkin on the floor and wiped off her drool.
 
   She whimpered and tried to sit in his lap.
 
   “Darwin!” He pushed her back into the passenger seat. 
 
   The Jeep swerved dangerously across the single lane highway. 
 
   “You’re gonna get us killed.” 
 
   David slammed on the brakes. He grabbed Darwin’s collar as she slid toward the dash. 
 
   The wheels skidded along the damp cement. They stopped inches from runaway sheep blocking the roadway.
 
   David clutched the wheel. His legs were shaking. He looked at his dog to make sure she was okay. Darwin was panting and anxious, but not injured. “Crazy animals.” He turned back to the road and flipped on his brights.
 
   Ubiquitous gray and white spanned the countryside. Hundreds of sheep had broken through the field fences protecting the highway. They blocked the road, stumbling over each other in a disoriented panic, maneuvering as one collective organism. They seemed oblivious until the bumper pushed them forward. Then, it was a frenzy of wool, the sheep jumping into each other and over each other as he tried to continue up the road.
 
   He laid on the horn and inched up the hilltop, slowing splitting the sea of animals. He reached the top of the ridge. 
 
   “Holy hell.”
 
   His foot slipped off the clutch. The Jeep stalled.
 
   There weren’t hundreds of sheep—there were thousands, growing in density toward Stenness.
 
   The fur on Darwin’s neck raised on end. Her whimper expanded into barking.
 
   “It’s okay.” David found the remains of his hamburger beside his seat and held the leftovers to her nose. Her ears bent back. She wanted nothing to do with it.
 
   “We’re almost there,” David promised, restarting the Jeep.
 
   The herd crowded the roadway, but lessened in number along the rocky edges of the lake. Time for four-wheel drive.
 
   Locking the hubs and shifting into high range, he turned off the road into the greensward that surrounded the edges of the Loch of Stenness. Unruly tufts of grass billowed out of the earth, coalescing into mounds, and making the ride bumpy and slow. Once he reached the lake, it was easier to drive around them. The yellow porch light of Marta McLeod’s Bed’n’Breakfast finally came into view. David gave a sigh of relief.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “You coming?” David stepped out onto the gravel road and encouraged Darwin to follow him. It had taken over an hour to reach Marta’s place. His shoulders were tense and tight, his eyes strained and tired. He was ready for bed.
 
   Darwin looked over at him from the passenger seat and lowered her head. She was unwilling to budge.
 
   “Yeah, you’re cute.” David leaned back into the cab and grabbed her collar. “But you still need to come out of the car.”
 
   Darwin jumped to the ground, tucked her tail, and leaned against him.
 
   “No sheep chasin’,” he mumbled, but Darwin didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in running off. She followed him to the back of the Jeep where he pulled out a small suitcase. He threw aside field equipment and clutter, and then frowned, finding the bouquet for Marta squished and withering. Turning the arrangement upside down, he shook out the half-dead petals, discarded the most embarrassing blossoms, and formed the remainder into a wilted work of art. He was late, Marta was probably asleep, but at least he did tardy with style.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” a jovial voice boomed from upstairs as David opened the front door. The lilt of Marta McLeod’s Scottish accent played tricks on his ears. “Who’s coming to my house expecting a room at this ungodly hour?” 
 
   A round woman bounded down the stairs. Gray curls framed her grandmotherly face. Marta made wrinkles and smile lines attractive.
 
   David hid the flowers behind his back. “Sorry I didn’t call.”
 
   “Aye, when do you ever call?” Marta smiled. “I always have a room for you, Dr. Hyden. I was hoping you’d be coming to visit that old ruin of yours. Give us a kiss.” She shoved a chubby cheek in his face.
 
   Shyly, David complied.
 
   She spotted the flowers behind his back with a squeal. “Shame on you.”
 
   He handed her the bouquet. “Sorry, they’re not much.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have, love.” She fetched a vase from the kitchen and filled it with water. “But I’m glad that you did.”
 
   David helped himself to one of the homemade orange rolls in a straw basket on the table. They were still warm. She’d been up baking and waiting for him.
 
   “Those are for breakfast.” Marta slapped his hand and then nodded for him to take a bite. “Well, how’s it taste?”
 
   “Delicious,” he said. Orange cream gushed out the sides of his mouth. He wiped the custard with the back of his hand.
 
   Marta bent over Darwin. “How’s he treating you these days, sweetheart?”
 
   Darwin lashed out at her hand.
 
   “Darwin!” David pulled the dog back by her collar. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s gotten into her tonight.”
 
   Marta masked her alarm by rearranging the flowers. “She’s jealous is all. It’s not every day she sees you giving flowers to another woman.” She set the vase on the table and snatched up David’s bag before he could object. “Are you staying the whole weekend?”
 
   “Is that okay?” He licked sticky sweet goo from his fingers and took his luggage away from her.
 
   “‘Course it is, love.”
 
   David followed her up the stairwell. Darwin kept at his heels, her ears set back with agitation.
 
   “Was your drive alright?” she asked. “The fog is thicker than pea soup tonight.”
 
   He laughed. According to Marta, weather could always be compared to some form of soup. 
 
   “What’s with all the sheep?” he asked.
 
   Marta shook her head. “They think they own this country of ours.”
 
   “I’ve never seen so many in my life. We had to off-road it just to get here.”
 
   She stopped at the top of the stairs beside his bedroom door. “They’ll stop up the roads now and again.”
 
   “Yeah, but thousands of them?”
 
   “Thousands?” Marta’s eyebrows skewed with surprise. “You’re exaggerating.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Aye.” She pouted and opened the door. The floor creaked as she moved to his bed, folded back the covers, and fluffed the pillows. “A few days ago, Mr. Boyle found ten sheep, all of ‘em dead and atop your ruin.”
 
   “Maeshowe?”
 
   “Ugly lot, too, the way he tells it. Frozen stiff, and all wild in the eyes.”
 
   “Mad sheep disease?” David winked.
 
   Marta giggled. “Make yourself at home and let me know if you’ll be needing anything.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   David pulled the covers up to his chin and patted the bed. “Come on, girl.”
 
   She paced the floor. 
 
   “Come on up, Darwin.”
 
   Slobber dripped from her tongue, and her ears were still set unnaturally back. Maybe there was going to be an earthquake or something? She was acting so strange.
 
   David threw off the covers. “I can’t even get my own dog to sleep with me.” He sat at the edge of the bed. “Do you need to go outside?”
 
   There was a dog door downstairs, and she had never had a problem going by herself.
 
   He went to the door, offering to join her, but she cowered in the corner, walking back and forth and whining. 
 
   “I don’t know what you want,” he said, stroking her head. 
 
   She settled at the foot of the bed, uninterested in leaving the room.
 
   David bent over her. “Please come up.”
 
   She licked his hand and whimpered.
 
   Leaving the door ajar and letting her choose, he got back into bed, pulled up the covers, and invited her into the warm sanctuary. “It’s now or never, girl.”
 
   Darwin’s ears folded back. She stared at the open door.
 
   “Fine.” David turned out the light and was soon fast asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   SATURDAY 1:56 a.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   British NATO officer Brynne Thatcher stifled a yawn as she reached her research tent among the fields. Nearby generators hummed with electricity, feeding the massive overhead floodlight system that covered half a mile of the rolling grasslands.
 
   “Marek, it’s 2 a.m., the coffee better be good,” she called out.
 
   “It’s good.” Marek, the team’s mathematician, stepped out of the tent. “This shit is pure battery acid.” He smiled and handed her the much-needed cup of coffee. A black man from the Bronx, Marek had a gorgeous smile.
 
   “Thank God.”
 
   “Café cubano with hazelnut and soymilk,” he said.
 
   “Brilliant.” She smelled the nutty aroma.
 
   Marek lifted the tent’s door flap and followed her inside.
 
   Without looking back at him, Thatcher could tell he was perusing the goods. Despite the nature of her work and her determination to dress like one of the boys, she exuded femininity. Her raven hair was tucked back in a messy bun, and her thin frame was buried under a down jacket. The look didn’t seem to discourage anyone’s imagination. Beauty was a disadvantage. In the sciences, being attractive meant not being taken seriously. Her aptitude for pathology was a “turn-on” rather than an irreplaceable asset to the men she worked alongside.
 
   “I thought today’s test wasn’t scheduled until 0600?” she said, annoyed. A half-hour earlier she had been sound asleep in her Kirkwall motel room.
 
   “It was Lee’s decision.”
 
   Of course. That was all Marek had to say. She couldn’t help but respond with an eye roll. Her promotion had been a controversial decision—one she hated to admit was determined by nepotism. Opportunities came more easily when your uncle was a top strategic commander. Her advancement brassed off a lot of people—mostly scientists far more qualified for the job—senior scientists like Lee.
 
   She set her drink on a table and ignited another gas lantern near her corner of the tent. The burning propane cast light over four tables and a computer console. Eying her work with distaste, she frowned at the pigeon carcasses strewn over the tabletops. Their bodies were contorted and awaiting further mutilation. Scalpels, rulers, and forceps were piled high in a tray of dissecting tools beside her computer. Three microscopes sat on top of boxes of acoustic equipment. She had to make do with very little space.
 
   Marek noticed her disapproval of the birds. “It’s so damn cold, we figured you didn’t need us to bag’em and put them in the box.” He gestured at the beer cooler at the foot of the table and then took a seat beside it in a beach chair.
 
   With a heavy sigh, Thatcher snapped on latex gloves. Dissecting pigeons and sparrows hardly fulfilled her ambition.
 
   “You hungry?” Marek opened the cooler and pushed aside bagged remains until he found a package of Twinkies at the bottom. He tore open the cellophane.
 
   Thatcher shook her head as he took a monster-sized bite out of the Twinkie. “That’s revolting.”
 
   “Nothing wrong with it,” he said. “Everything is sterile. Besides, this baby is chock full of preservatives.”
 
   “Your cake could outlive us all.”
 
   Marek gave her a wide smile. “Come on, boss.” He lifted the cake towards her. “These suckers are hard to find these days. You gotta know people who know people.”
 
   Thatcher’s lip curled in disgust. She placed one of the birds onto the dissecting pan, pinned its wings into the blue pad, then cut down the length of its torso. The bird’s intestines spilled onto the aluminum tray in a thick gelatinous mess. Marek stared at the carnage and chewed more slowly on his cake. The syrupy foam innards looked too much like cream filling. 
 
   “I’ll finish this later.” He placed the remainder of the cake back into its packaging, and returned the stash to its hiding place in the cooler.
 
   “You boys were busy tonight,” Thatcher said as she searched for intact organs. “There’s not much left here. What level were you testing at?”
 
   “170 dB,” he said.
 
   “Why so high?”
 
   “Lee.”
 
   “Bastard.” Thatcher shook her head. Their weapon was intended for humane crowd control, not instantaneous death. It made no sense to test Sonja at lethal frequencies. It was probably Lee’s conspiracy to keep her tied up in the lab. Twenty birds awaited dissection, each with internal damage so severe that finding meaningful differences in the tissue would take a keen eye and laborious work.
 
   Marek cleared his throat. “We’re charging up Sonja for another test run this morning, if you’d like to watch.”
 
   Deep in concentration, Thatcher didn’t respond. She removed the bird’s vertebrae. Her thoughts began to unravel like the battered sinew at her fingertips as she made her way toward the pigeon’s brain. For the most part, NATO was indifferent to her work. Their weapon was trivial compared to the growing threat of nuclear proliferation and biochemical arms. Sure, deadly noise could rupture organs, inflict burns, even cause death—thus, all the lovely bird cadavers—but they were supposed to be developing humane weaponry. Non-lethal armaments no one really cared about, a modified Helmholtz resonator.
 
   A blast of wind burst through the tent door.
 
   “What the—?” Thatcher started.
 
   Pages of research notes flew off the table.
 
   Another jolt, far more intense, resonated like a clap of thunder, blasting over the tent and sending her heart into arrhythmia. 
 
   Thatcher collapsed, and then Marek beside her. The knife and forceps slipped from her hands and bounced away on the rubber floor mat.
 
   He met her eyes, cringing. His mouth moved, but he had no voice. Veins pulsed along his temples.
 
   Breathe, she commanded, but her lungs were taut.
 
   Everything moved in slow motion. An invisible vice gripped her throat. Suffocating weight compressed her chest. Her heart thrashed within its fibrous surroundings, threatening to burst. As if being smothered in frigid water, her arms and legs were numb. Muscles vibrated along bones, incapable of obeying neurological commands. Pressure clawed at her ears. It was impossible to forge one coherent thought. Her stomach knotted. Her vision pitched wildly right and left, circling downwards, abandoning consciousness for blinding chaos.
 
   There was a terrible pop as the lanterns burst overhead.
 
   Glass shattered all over the floor.
 
   The world went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   SATURDAY 2:00 a.m.
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   The captive’s eyes glowed in the darkness of his cell. Thin lips curled behind sharp incisors, exposing his rotted gums.
 
   Like clockwork, each moment gave way to the next with predetermined exactness.
 
   A familiar sound rang in his ears, the glorious screams of the dying. The noise called forth his human emotions, mortal sensations long forgotten. Thirst pricked his tongue. Desire stirred his chest. Shallow breaths became deeper, heavier, and purposeful. For one splendid moment he was alive because of their horror.
 
   The captive was naked, but Javan hadn’t taken everything from him. From his throat, he pulled out an arm’s length of wiry, metallic twine. It was thin, three braided strands of barbed wire, each barb a spherical thorn of tiny needles. It was the key to his escape.
 
   Voices sounded out in the corridor. 
 
   Javan had returned, lured by the sign in the north just as the captive had promised: the death of men like lambs to the slaughter. The fool Chancellor believed himself to be a prophet. As if the devil promoted his henchmen.
 
   The guards outside unlocked the chamber door. 
 
   Javan’s voice resonated off the walls. He was terrified.
 
   The captive wrapped the barbed wire around one hand, tightly circling the bones and pinning the end of the strand into his necrotic flesh. New sensations exploded in his mind. Pain was magnificent. There was a peculiar sense of peace within perfect anguish. Perhaps it was the knowledge that one could not sink deeper, fall lower, or endure more. The Lord had been surprised by this epiphany at Gethsemane. Centuries ago, hidden under prickly desert brush and olive trees, the captive watched as God atoned. In the garden, they both learned about the secrets of agony, the transcendental power of pain.
 
   He gasped with miserable delight. The wait was over. Buried beneath anguish was power, pain so severe, it could unlock the metaphysical world.
 
   The door swung open and slammed against the inside of the cell.
 
   Javan was out of breath. He saw the twine and called for his guards.
 
   It was too late.
 
   Convulsions racked the captive’s hand as he pulled at the twine. Metal sunk into hollow bones, which had long emptied of marrow. At once the captive was everywhere. His mind expanded like nuclear fission, a million particles bombarding every brain. He stopped their thoughts with his own.
 
   The guards turned on each other.
 
   Javan dropped to the floor.
 
   There was thumping recoil as the guns fired in unison. Bullets ripped through flesh, and the men fell dead.
 
   In one sweeping moment, the captive stood over Javan.
 
   The mark along Javan’s left side had begun to heal.
 
   With one disjointed finger, the captive traced the wound that ran from Javan’s missing ear, down his neck, over his heart, and along his arm. The skin split apart obediently, oozing the life force the captive coveted: blood. Blood was mortality. It promised the sweet possibility of death.
 
   Javan clutched his chest.
 
   No, this human was not a prophet, just a talisman of misfortune to mark the end of times. Like the others, Javan’s fate was planned with exactness. His purpose remained unfulfilled. So, the captive let him live.
 
   Using the last of his sickening power, the captive left the room, slamming the cell door shut with his mind. He limped down the corridor anxious to reemerge in the world, to rise up as if from death, to be born again so that all may die. Dragging his body up the stairs, he forced open the trapdoor, stumbled down the hallway and out onto the city street. 
 
   Rain drenched his naked body, washing away the sludge of his mocked atonement.
 
   His savior, the silver twine, glistened under the street lamp.
 
   He stared at the night sky and laughed.
 
   God be damned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   SATURDAY 2:06 a.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” The voice sounded distant, but familiar.
 
   Thatcher opened her eyes.
 
   Marek hovered over her, out of breath. “Brynne, are you okay?” he asked again.
 
   “What happened?” She held her hand over her chest in a futile effort to slow the beating of her heart. “Was that us?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Marek helped her up.
 
   “My head is banging.” Thatcher cupped her forehead with both hands as they moved to the tent door.
 
   Outside, a flashlight beam danced around the nearby generators. Someone was trying to turn them back on.
 
   “Lee?” Thatcher called out.
 
   The stout British-Asian turned his flashlight toward her. Thatcher and Marek shielded their eyes. Lee lowered his light.
 
   “Is anyone hurt?” Thatcher asked.
 
   Lee ignored her as he tinkered with the generator panel. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Marek said.
 
   “Bailey and Golke are getting Sonja back online,” Lee replied. “Whatever the hell that was, it shorted the whole system.” He flipped on the power grid, but the generators didn’t start. With a huff, he opened an internal access panel to the circuit board and began untwisting wires.
 
   “Was it an acoustic blast?” Thatcher asked.
 
    “Bloody well felt like it.” Lee shook his head. “Those tossers are always messing about when you’re not babysitting them.”
 
   “They’ve never done anything like this before.” Thatcher said.
 
   “Knocked me clean on my arse,” Lee snapped. “All I know is Donovon and I were outside and Golke and Bailey were alone with the cannon.”
 
   “Could it have been a resonance echo from the earlier round?” Thatcher regretted asking the question, already knowing the ridiculousness of that scenario.
 
   “A resonance echo?” Lee frowned at her. “Hummer needs to know about this. He’ll expect a full report, so you better start documenting, Doctor.”
 
   Thatcher raised her shoulders. “Golke and Bailey should—”
 
   Lee cut her off. “I already told them to collect specimens. Who knows how many birds they’ll find before sun-up.” He let slip a grin and turned his full attention back to the generator.
 
   “Marek, will you give him a hand?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She bit her tongue. God, she wanted to unleash. Blow apart and put Lee in his place. If she said something, he would find some way to reduce her to nothing more than an over-emotional female. “Why’d I take this bloody job?” she whispered.
 
   Marek took Lee’s light and held it above the generator, enabling the engineer to use both hands. Lee connected a few more wires, and the large fans groaned to life. Seconds later, the overhead lights flickered on.
 
   “Tick tock, doctor,” Lee said, looking over at Thatcher.
 
   “I’ll contact Hummer,” she responded coolly. “Marek, will you help the boys collect specimens?”
 
   Marek whistled, trying to ease the tension. “Another day, another dollar.”
 
   Thatcher turned back toward the tent. More work, more memos to Hummer, more wretched aviary autopsies. It was shaping up to be a long day.
 
   “Dr. Thatcher!” Marek yelled as she disappeared into the tent. “Those dead birds of yours—you want ‘em in paper or plastic?”
 
   Thatcher waved him off, rolling her eyes as she caught his last words. 
 
   “Yeah, she wants me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   SATURDAY 8:02 a.m.
 
   Stenness, Scotland
 
    
 
   The silence was booming.
 
   Curtains subdued the morning sunlight, only allowing it to enter at the window’s perimeter. David rubbed his ears, listening for the sounds of breakfast. No sizzle of ham. No crackle of fried eggs. No one shuffling around in slippers downstairs. There wasn’t even the hum of an occasional passing car along the street below. 
 
   He twisted to see Darwin beside the open door. Curled in a tight ball, she was asleep. It had taken most of the night for her to calm down. He recalled waking a few times to her whining, but the door was open and she knew how to get outside.
 
   “Darwin?” his whisper cut the dead air.
 
   She was perfectly still.
 
   “Darwin?”
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   “Darwin?” David jumped from the bed and dropped beside her.
 
   She was tranquil, her chest motionless. He watched her, waiting, willing her to move. His throat burned. It was a throbbing ache that threatened tears. He slid his arms underneath her. Her body was limp and cold. Something had been wrong with her. The snapping, the lashing out. Her pacing, whining. Why hadn’t he done anything for her?
 
   He lifted her gently off the floor, holding her body tight against him.
 
   “Marta?” His voice tight with emotion.
 
   The house was quiet.
 
   He carried Darwin downstairs. Trace embers remained in the fireplace. The breakfast rolls sat uncovered on the dining room table. The clock on the wall had stopped ticking, the time frozen at exactly 2:00 a.m. He looked at his watch. The hands were suspended at 2:00 a.m.
 
   Dread replaced the lump in his throat. 
 
   He set Darwin on the floor. 
 
   Something was wrong. Very wrong. 
 
   Hurrying through the kitchen, he continued down the hallway to Marta’s bedroom. He knocked on her door. “Marta?”
 
   He pushed open the door, flinching as it creaked.
 
   Marta was tucked under a thick comforter, her back to him.
 
   “Marta?” His voice cracked again.
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   He stepped inside and placed one hand on the innkeeper’s side. “Mart—”
 
   Her body tipped forward. One arm dropped from the side of the bed, and the comforter fell from her face.
 
   David stumbled backwards into the dresser.
 
   Marta’s eyes were open, bulging with unnatural convexity. The skin surrounding them was spotted with an eruption of capillaries like red claws grasping her eyeballs. Her once-blue irises were nearly devoid of color, now a cloudy matter dotted with a few crimson bubbles. Liquid within liquid. Along her cheeks were two trails of blood, starting at her nostrils and soaking her pillow.
 
   David retracted, vomited. He caught the telephone cord hanging off the dresser with his elbow. The phone toppled to the floor. He picked up the receiver.
 
   There was no dial tone.
 
    
 
    
 
   He exploded out onto the street. 
 
   The countryside was covered with death. Bodies of sheep, rigid and misshapen with rigor, were strewn in every direction. Images of hell burned in their popping eyes. From Marta’s inn to the hills beyond Stenness, the land was entirely wet, wooly death. Morning mist twisted off the earth like apparitions dancing over putrid decay.
 
   He heard a scream. A voice swallowed by the wind.
 
   Where did it come from? There was someone else alive.
 
   David ran across the road, his mind foggy, his body stumbling over the sheep carcasses. He leaped onto the porch of the neighbor’s house. His fists pounded the door.
 
   The handle was locked.
 
   Grabbing a wicker chair from the porch, he smashed open the living room window. Glass shattered with a terrible crash, falling over him, cutting him. He heard the scream again. He was definitely not alone. He climbed through the window. Up the staircase, he hurdled two, three steps at a time. Panic gave way to dizziness, and with one misstep, he fell and his left knee split apart against the top step. He dropped to the floor, grabbing his leg, trying to ease the searing pain of exploded ligaments. His kneecap dislodged, the bone was misaligned from the rest of his leg.
 
   With a groan, he forced himself to stand.
 
   He limped into the nearest bedroom. A young girl was tucked under frilly sheets. Her hair was a frizzy mess loosely pinned to one side with a pink barrette. Blood trailed from her nose and ears. Her eyes were wide like Marta’s.
 
   The scream throbbed in his ears.
 
   Where was it coming from?
 
   There was another bedroom down the hall. Inside, a man and woman were dead. Their sanguine fluid soaked the sheets.
 
   David fell against the wall, his chest heaving.
 
   Again, the scream. This time louder, piercing his mind.
 
   He tore downstairs, back through the broken glass, and out into the street. His knee refused to bend. Pain shot up his leg as he forced himself forward. Down the road. Past Marta’s, spinning this way and that. The only sound now was the biting northern wind.
 
   Finally, another shriek, louder than the last. 
 
   It caused him to stumble and fall. His hands scraped against the asphalt. He hugged his injured leg. Blood soaked into his pants.
 
   The scream circled his head, twisted around his body, and strangled his throat. It enveloped his heart and then pierced it. His logical mind sifted through the chaos, until he shuddered with startling clarity.
 
   The scream was his.
 
   And there was no one left to hear it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   SUNDAY 1:55 p.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “Almost done,” Marek said, making minor modifications on his laptop.
 
   Thatcher squinted, wishing she had remembered her sunglasses. 
 
   The uncommonly sunny day cast blinding light off of Sonja’s chrome. Their sonic pulse generator, a dome-shaped conductor that siphoned into a long cylindrical tube, was positioned on a mount the size of a truck bed and facing west. She was aimed at an array of transducers and microphones that monitored frequency, pressure, and amplitude over a 6-mile area.
 
   Thatcher stretched her neck until it cracked. She hated it when people did that, but standing over dead birds for fourteen hours meant it was well-earned. Her temples were still throbbing from the strange pressure wave that had pulsed through their testing grounds earlier that morning.
 
   Donovon turned to Thatcher and winked. His Irish cheeks were as perpetually rosy as his disposition. “All we have to do is reset a few calibrations. Fortunately, Sonja sustained no damage from the ‘resonance echo.’”
 
   Thatcher lifted an eyebrow. “It was a resonance echo, then?”
 
   “Nobody knows for sure.” Marek shrugged. He looked over at Bailey, who was kneeling in the grass crouched over a field computer trying to block the sun’s glare from his screen. “We’ll be ready in five, right Ballistics?”
 
   Bailey didn’t respond. Only in his early twenties, the asocial genius had a handful of Oxford doctorate degrees under his belt: nuclear chemical engineering, applied vibrational physics, fluid mechanics. When it came to weapons technology, he was a complete Anorak. He knew everything.
 
   “Ballistics?” Marek chucked a pebble at the back of Bailey’s monitor and signaled at Thatcher. “Show some respect, man.”
 
   Bailey looked up from his computer. “Sod off, mate. If you’re in such a hurry, then give me a hand.” He adjusted his black horn-rimmed glasses and tossed a clipboard across the grass to Marek.
 
   Before Marek could grab it, Thatcher picked it up. She studied the chicken scratch of formulas. “Okay, Marek, four times 6.8 meters squared times the full sphere at r squared…”
 
   “1.8496.” He could do the math in his head. “That’s Sonja’s sound intensity along the axis of propagation.”
 
   Golke stopped fiddling with the conductor components of the cannon. “In other words, ‘boom.’”
 
   Bailey mocked Golke’s thick Greek accent. “You so funny, Golke! You try make joke?”
 
   Golke briefly met Thatcher’s eyes and turned a turnip shade of purple. Although handsome, with a dimpled face and a mane of thick black hair, the scientist suffered from an Achilles’ heel of acne that destroyed his self-confidence. Golke was the newest addition to the team. Hiring a sound equipment technician had been Donovon’s idea. Director Hummer got onboard after learning the engineer was willing to work for free.
 
   Bailey finished calculating the computation. “1.8496.” He nodded at Marek, minimally impressed.
 
   “How you like them math skills, doc?” Marek wiggled his eyebrows at Thatcher. “And you thought all I was good for was picking up a few dead birds.”
 
   “A few?” She shook her head. “Now I am questioning your math skills.”
 
   “Smart arse,” Donovon chirped as he helped Golke adjust Sonja’s range.
 
   Thatcher’s cell phone rang. She unclipped it from her belt and stepped away from the group.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she could see Marek run a finger across his neck, signaling the worst. Hummer’s reaction would depend entirely upon his mood, and Hummer was never happy.
 
   “This is Thatcher.”
 
   “Everyone in Stenness—dead,” Hummer’s voice cut out.
 
   “Sir?” she asked, confused.
 
   “—shock wave you felt—everyone in Stenness is dead.”
 
   Thatcher looked at Marek, then at the cannon. She backed away from the acoustic weapon.
 
   “Disarm Sonja immediately,” Hummer ordered. “We leave for Stenness at 1700.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   SUNDAY 5:40 p.m.
 
   Stenness, Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “Bloody hell!” The Land Rover flattened another sheep carcass on the roadway. Hummer was driving. Armored inside and out, tightlipped and devoid of emotion, he was the perfect military mechanism for suppressing a disaster of this magnitude.
 
   The vehicle reached the hilltop overlooking Stenness valley.
 
   “Looks like a war zone,” Marek whispered, sitting beside Thatcher.
 
   Stenness was unrecognizable. Blanketed with sterilized plastic, the out-of-date community had joined the present day in a sudden violent rush. White tents bubbled over the expanse, providing makeshift laboratories, containment rooms, temporary living quarters, and storage for the swarming National Chemical Emergency Centre officials dressed in contamination suits.
 
    “It’s a full deployment.” Hummer’s chiseled frown sagged even lower. “NCEC has garrisoned the place.”
 
   Lee turned off the highway and stopped in the pasture-turned-parking lot.
 
   Thatcher took off her seatbelt. “Have they found any leads?”
 
   “No.” Hummer was stone-faced. “And they won’t.”
 
   She sat back. Her heart fluttered with panic. Tension was building in her shoulders. The whole bloody mess twisted her stomach into knots. Hummer was already certain their team was responsible. She hated to admit the scenario was even plausible. Their test site was nearby, but there were safeguards in place. Testing Sonja at levels that rivaled a disaster of this magnitude was strictly prohibited.
 
   “Suit up,” Hummer said, stepping outside.
 
   Thatcher zipped up her hazardous materials suit, pulled the bulky plastic helmet over her head, and exited the SUV.
 
   A man half the size of Hummer rushed to the group with a digital clipboard in hand. “Are you with NEMA or INTERPOL DVI?”
 
   Hummer shut the driver’s door.
 
   The man’s eyes darted back and forth behind the glass shield of his helmet. 
 
   “Wait, gentlemen!” he shouted at Marek and Bailey as they opened the back of the Land Rover and started removing equipment from the cargo hold. “I need names and authorization before anything can be unloaded.”
 
   Marek and Bailey looked to Hummer. Hummer waved at them to continue.
 
   The man tittered. “I need the names of your team as well as their credentials, sir.”
 
   Thatcher and Lee kept at Hummer’s heels as he started toward the tents. Thatcher spoke quickly, trying to satisfy the NCEC officer who trailed behind them. “I’m Dr. Brynne Thatcher, NATO Intelligence, a forensic pathologist. This is Strategic Director Hummer.”
 
   The NCEC officer searched his digital clipboard.
 
   “That’s Dr. Lee, Assistant Director of the Security Consul, and Dr. Marek and his tech team: Golke, Donovan, and…bloody hell...” She snapped her fingers, trying to remember.
 
   “Bailey.” Bailey scowled.
 
   The officer lowered his digital clipboard, confused. “You’re with what agency?”
 
   “NATO,” she answered.
 
   “NATO?”
 
   Hummer wasted no time. “Thanks for preparing the area. Discontinue all first responder activity and vacate the premises.”
 
   The man dropped his clipboard.
 
   “NATO has no authority over this incident site.” The NCEC officer grabbed Hummer by the elbow. “This is a CBRN emergency. Stenness is a Level 5, Class 6.2, 606.”
 
   Hummer raised an eyebrow. The NCEC categorized whatever killed these people as a biological infectious substance. They were either a million miles off target or they’d found contamination.
 
   Thatcher bit her lip. Let it be the latter.
 
   Hummer scanned the area with a look of satisfaction. “We’ll keep the tents, but Lee, I want our lab up and running with a one-way link to NCEC’s intel.” He turned to Thatcher. “I want you in the morgue. Lee will get you whatever you need. The others can help—”
 
   “Excuse me!” the officer interrupted.
 
   “And for Chrissake!” Hummer thumbed at the man sputtering behind him. “Find someone other than this plonker to give us a tour of the place.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Thatcher walked through the morgue behind Hummer and the NCEC’s highest-ranking onsite pathologist. Six rows of gurneys lined both sides of the chilled and pressurized tent. “What is the death toll?” she asked.
 
   “Forty-seven.” The pathologist’s voice was muffled by the heavy PVC of his sealed hazmat helmet. “I’ve only had time to autopsy a few bodies. We sent tissue samples to the lab, but the onsite facility is limited. I’d wager they’ll find nothing substantial.”
 
   Thatcher bent over one of the cadavers. The body showed no signs of infection. A few burst blood vessels crested the man’s pale skin. She met Hummer’s eyes. He had to be thinking the same thing: subsonic trauma. Sound was a remarkable weapon. It destroyed indiscriminately, leaving almost no signature upon its victims.
 
   “We set up a security peri[bookmark: _GoBack]meter around the village,” the pathologist continued. “We hope that whatever caused this disaster will be contained.”
 
   They exited the morgue and headed into another tent marked QUARANTINE. Inside, the walls were protected with extra layers of insulated foam and plastic. 
 
   “Decontamination stations?” Thatcher asked.
 
   The site safety plan called for five exclusion rooms, but they weren’t needed.”
 
   The room was filled with gurneys and equipment, but empty of people.
 
   “Since we haven’t identified or isolated the source,” the pathologist said, “I advise you keep protective gear on at all times.”
 
   “Any guesses as to what caused this?” Thatcher was curious about his diagnosis.
 
   “Off the record?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He shrugged. “An infectious agent. I’d say an Ebola-related filovirus or a mutated strain of hemorrhagic fever.” He paused for a moment looking thoroughly confused. “None of the bodies show any cutaneous manifestations, though. There’s blood loss at all orifices, though mostly the nose and ears, and massive internal bleeding. The severity of subarachnoid hemorrhaging is bizarre.”
 
   Hummer looked to Thatcher for a translation.
 
   “Blood surrounding the brain,” she said. “Usually from an aneurysm or traumatic injury.” Hummer didn’t care about the fine nuances of forensic medicine. All that mattered was these were signs of lethal noise.
 
   “It still doesn’t make sense.” The pathologist shook his head. “The death rate is much too high for a virus. It’s unprecedented, actually. The Sudan outbreak only had a 22% survival rate.”
 
   Thatcher feigned bewilderment. Acoustic trauma of this magnitude would result in a 100% fatality rate. No questions asked. If her team was responsible, there would be no survivors. End of story.
 
   The pathologist shook his head, perplexed. “You need to see this.”
 
   He led them to the back of the room and stopped near a large sliding door. It looked more like an elevator than an entrance into a sealed decontamination area.  
 
   “There’s a lift?” she asked.
 
   “We stumbled upon an abandoned uranium mine while taking soil samples.” He slid aside the panel door and revealed an elevated metal cage suspended from wires. “It was constructed during WWII. The mine was retired and apparently forgotten.”
 
   He gestured for them to get onboard. Thatcher was hesitant. The rickety machine looked well past its prime. 
 
   “We fixed the drive motor. It’s a counter-weighted hoisting system with mechanical brakes,” the pathologist insisted. “We reinforced the guide rails. The lift is a bit precarious—especially the cage—but it does the job. There’s a pneumatic rope break system, lighting, and a fully contained airlock system below.”
 
   “Why’d you go through all this trouble?” she asked.
 
   His face lit up beneath his mask. He was charged about something. “I’ll show you.” He stepped inside. The three of them barely fit. “Hold onto the rail,” he said. “The drop is a good thirty-three feet down.” He pressed a button on the inside of the cage. “One push down, two pushes up.”
 
   Thatcher shook her head utterly confused. Why would they need a bunker three stories below ground?
 
   The car rocked side to side as they lowered into the dark. The floor was made of a see-through metal grate. Thatcher had no problem with heights, but it was disconcerting to drop into nothingness. When they reached the floor, the lift came to a hard stop. The tunnel walls were cracked, exposing the aged brick and mortar. Six feet ahead was the first airlock door. 
 
   The pathologist opened the gate.
 
   “I’d like you to meet the lone survivor,” he said.
 
   Thatcher’s gaze shifted to Hummer. She must have heard him wrong.
 
   Hummer looked sick. “Survivor?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   SUNDAY 6:30 p.m.
 
   Stenness, Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher flinched as the airlock door slid shut behind her. She faced the man crouched in the corner and took a few steps forward. 
 
   Unshaven, staring blankly at the floor, the survivor looked like he’d been to hell and back. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled.
 
   How could one man survive?
 
   She looked closely at his face, his ears and neck. There were no signs of trauma. At least no physical trauma, nothing related to subsonic noise. His knee was bandaged. He had stitches on his cheek. From what she understood, these were all injuries sustained after the fact.
 
   “David Hyden?” Her voice sounded inhuman through the hazardous materials suit.
 
   He didn’t move. He didn’t even blink.
 
   She squatted down, trying to meet his eyes. The body gear was too bulky. 
 
   “This is crap,” she said. Sliding open the neckline lock, she pulled the helmet off her head.
 
   Behind her, the NCEC pathologist pounded on the glass door.
 
   Thatcher ignored him and brushed her hair away from her face. “Dr. Hyden?” This time she met his eyes. “A simple hello will do.”
 
   “‘Hello.’” David’s monotone complemented his reclusive glare.
 
   “I’m Dr. Brynne Thatcher, a NATO Researcher and pathologist.” She opened his file. “I read through your report of the Stenness events. I can’t say it was entirely helpful.”
 
   “I told you people everything I know,” he murmured. “I’m not sick. I’m not going to get sick.”
 
   “That’s the problem.” She studied his body again for any evidence of exposure—not a single burst capillary. “You’re the anomaly.”
 
   “I need to get back to Aberdeen,” he said. “My class meets Monday.”
 
   “That’s a bit unimportant, don’t you think? Especially after such an interesting turn of events?”
 
   “Interesting?” He didn’t appreciate her choice of words.
 
   “I find the facts rather remarkable.” She shuffled through his paperwork. “One, Stenness was a healthy, very much alive town. Two, it was visited by you. And three, every man, woman, and child is now dead—except for you. You’re a scientist, Dr. Hyden. What’s the catalyst here?”
 
   David stared down at the floor. “I didn’t kill them, if that’s what you’re implying.”
 
   “Explain to me why you’re the only survivor?”
 
   He didn’t respond.
 
   She looked back at the door. She knew Hummer was listening. “Can you describe your location last night?”
 
   “McLeod’s Bed’n’Breakfast. On the north end of town.”
 
   “Where was your room in relation to the town?”
 
   David looked up at her with mild  interest. “I was on the second floor, facing east.”
 
   “Was anyone with you?”
 
   “Marta. Her room was directly below mine. She was in bed…when I found her.”
 
   “You were alone upstairs?”
 
   “No.”
 
   During the debriefing, the pathologist insisted David had been alone. “There was someone else in your room?” she asked.
 
   “My dog,” he said. “But you’d know that if you’d actually read the report.”
 
   Thatcher opened his file and found a photograph of the deceased dog. She chewed on her bottom lip. She had hoped the location of his room might somehow explain why he was unaffected by the noise. Perhaps something had deflected the low frequency sound waves. But if the dog died in the same room…? 
 
   David surviving was unexplainable.
 
   She shut the file.
 
   Although puzzling, he was far from contagious. All the other evidence pointed directly at Sonja. Hummer had no doubt. From this point on, David’s presence would only impede their investigation.
 
   She stood up. “Well, I appreciate your cooperation. I’ll be in contact if I need to question you any further. Please don’t leave the country without authorization.”
 
   David looked up at her, blinking in disbelief.
 
   Thatcher offered him a warm smile. “I’ve given you a clean bill of health. Go back to Aberdeen, doctor.”
 
   David’s knees made a cracking noise as he got up. He cringed from the pain and hobbled behind her to the airlock door.
 
   “I’d like to have my dog,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry?” Thatcher was caught off guard by the request. 
 
   “Darwin. I’d like to take her with me. Bury her.”
 
   She couldn’t help but pity him. Imagine what he’d been through, waking up to find everyone dead. “I wish I could help you,” she said, “but everything has to stay in the area. That’s protocol.”
 
   The first airlock door slid open and they stepped inside. Fans kicked on overhead, cleansing them of microbes and bacteria.
 
   “Can I ask what you were doing in Stenness?” she asked.
 
   “Studying Maeshowe,” he spoke softly.
 
   She shook her head, unfamiliar with the term.
 
   “It’s a passage grave, an ancient megalithic ruin—like Stonehenge. But Maeshowe is a mound.”
 
   “Hyden?” She knew she recognized the name. “I read your work on the Dead Sea Scrolls. How they may prove the existence of a resurrected Christ.”
 
   “That was my father.” David frowned. “I research legitimate subjects.”
 
   She tried to loosen him with a smile. “You don’t find biblical archeology interesting?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The fans clicked off and the doors slid open. Hummer and Bailey were waiting outside, standing in the underground corridor that led to the elevator. The last NCEC convoy had left the area, so everyone had removed their hazmat gear.
 
   “Show him out, Golke,” Hummer said to Bailey.
 
   Bailey scowled. He wouldn’t dare correct the Director on his name. He steered David toward the elevator.
 
   David turned back. “Dr. Thatcher, how do you know it wasn’t me who killed these people?”
 
   “I don’t…” She wished she could give him peace of mind. Something to calm survivor’s guilt. Especially since this was probably her team’s fault. “I’m sorry.”
 
   The elevator door shut and ascended toward the surface.
 
   Before the lift disappeared, Hummer was barking orders. “Reexamine the bodies. I want to know how the hell we did this.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   SUNDAY 7:15 p.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   David drove away from Stenness as fast as he could, trying to ignore the void in Darwin’s empty seat. The Jeep’s top cover had been removed during the investigation. He didn’t bother to replace it, even if it meant being exposed to the elements. 
 
   Stinging raindrops pricked his face. The smell of wet grass and decomposing sheep was thick in the air. Rain clouds sank over the grasslands blending into gray fog too dense to rise above the atmosphere. It hovered over the village like a plume of pollution, trapping the heavy, unbearable stench that seemed imprinted inside his nose as a rancid, inescapable memory. 
 
   The Jeep powered up the incline that led out of the valley. 
 
   Even though the dead were far behind, he could smell them, feel them, and hear their silence. He stared at his rearview mirror until finally, the rain clouds submerged Stenness, and the barrage of white tents disappeared.
 
   The world was too quiet.
 
   He fumbled with the radio, finding static and then the voices of BBC news. “…Scottish village of Stenness is in a state of disaster after an unknown biological toxin took the lives of 47 civilian—”
 
   He flipped off the radio, his hands trembling.
 
   They didn’t even have the story right. There was no biological toxin. There was only him. And he was cause enough. Everyone he cared about died. Images of death bombarded his mind—Darwin, Marta, the young neighbor girl—three more lifeless faces joining the others who made his throat crack and his chest heave.
 
   He glanced at the rearview mirror again and was startled to see who stared back at him. It was a dead man, a ghost, comatose with empty, soulless eyes. Himself, the lone survivor. He envisioned the revolver back in his Aberdeen apartment, tucked under a phonebook in his kitchen junk drawer. Its black rubber grip stretched taut over the metal stock waiting for a tight embrace. The click of the hammer sounded in his mind. The barrel’s sultry eye stared back at him, promising a smoky kiss. Could that kill the lone survivor?
 
   Would the paramedics shake their heads as they hauled his body away? Like the emergency crew who found him in Stenness, would they say, “God, what horror!”
 
   A moan consumed him.
 
   Rain pounded his face.
 
   He gritted his teeth. A monster of crystallized emotion was imprisoned deep within him. Stress had weakened the bars of its cage. Self-control was simply mind over matter—the matter being nothing more than chemical responses, motor neurons firing in his brain. He could control this. He could feel nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   SUNDAY 9:48 p.m.
 
   Stenness, Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Florescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a bluish hue over Darwin. Thatcher snapped on rubber gloves and adjusted her goggles. She bit her lip and made the initial Y-incision, cutting carefully across the shoulders to the mid-chest and then down the abdominal region. The scalpel sliced easily through the chilled skin, making a clean cut. She placed the tool on the medical tray and reached for the rib cutters, noticing Hummer outside the Plexiglas partition with Lee.
 
   Brilliant, an audience.
 
   She severed the cartilage between the ribs and breastbone. Exerting too much pressure, she accidentally sliced through to the chest cavity. “Sorry,” she whispered to the dog. She was hoping to cause as little damage as possible so David could get her back for burial.
 
   Outside the room, Hummer folded his arms. His stoicism in the face of all this devastation was unnerving. He was certain this was their fault. Yet he seemed impervious to any guilt. In her gut, she knew better. After spending most of her teen years with him, she learned the only way he expressed emotion was by severe acid reflux. Judging by his subtle grimace, the Stenness situation was causing the worst heartburn known to mankind.
 
   Thatcher steadied her hand and removed the rib section to examine the chest organs. Thousands of tiny hemorrhages plagued the tissue.
 
   “There are microlesions on the lungs and heart,” she spoke into the voice recorder. Bending over Darwin’s head, she examined her ears with an otoscope. Dried blood obstructed her view of the tiny, fragile inner organs. Thatcher removed the coagulation with tweezers and looked back inside the ear. “Severe perforation of the tympanic membrane and blood drainage throughout the auditory canal.”
 
   The shattered remains of the middle-ear bones hung loosely out of place behind the ruptured tissue. “Mid-ear bones are fractured. The cochlea is a battered mess.”
 
   Organ microlesions, traumatized ear bones. That was two for three. The possibility of vindicating her team and making sense out of one man surviving looked grim. She cut an incision across the head and then opened the skull vault with a vibrating saw. She removed the cartilage, unveiling the brain.
 
   Taking a tiny cross-section of the tissue, she placed the sample on a glass slide, clipped it under the microscope, and looked through the ocular piece.
 
   It looked exactly like the birds.
 
   “The brain cross section shows cavitation bubbles, severe inflammation, nerve irritation, and necrosis within the neuralgia cells.” 
 
   She slumped in a chair and rubbed her stinging eyes. 
 
   “Let’s be sure,” she whispered to herself. 
 
   Taking in a deep breath, she looked back into the microscope eyepiece and removed all doubt.
 
   “I can’t explain why a dog would die from subsonic noise in the same location where her owner survived,” she recorded, “but one thing is certain, cause of death is subsonic sound.”
 
   Hummer faced her through the glass and raised his CB radio to his mouth. There was no need to hear her diagnosis, he had read the answer on her face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   SUNDAY 10:43 p.m.
 
   St. John’s Cathedral
 
   Bathwick, England
 
    
 
   Ian lifted the pewter candle snuff and dowsed another flame, darkening the library. The storm had caused a localized power outage, so St. John’s corridors and stairwells were lit with oil lamps instead of bulbs. The monastery was silent. All of the hallways were deserted. The rectory felt more like a dungeon prison than a place of worship. 
 
   As he dowsed the last oil lamp along the stairwell, night enveloped him, encroaching upon everything but his candle. Ian shivered and pulled his cassock tighter around his frame. It didn’t help. The cold came from within.
 
   There was no sleeping after his meeting with Javan. A switch had turned on in his mind, an obsession was triggered. He felt ashamed that he couldn’t control it. The images and sensations shown to him of fire and starvation became a constant barrage against his thoughts. The experience consumed him. It was all he could think about. Most of what was said had been reduced to a jumble of senseless words, but these phrases kept him up all night. 
 
   Come…
 
   Ian raised his light higher in the air. Something was odd and out of place. A whisper had formed near the back of his mind, but the voice did not belong to him.
 
   Deformed by the candlelight, sculptures of saints lining the walls appeared demonic. They had nebulous, blank expressions, flattened two-dimensional eyes vacant of pupils, teeth like fangs and pointy chins that dripped with shadow.
 
   Ian stopped. He stood very still.
 
   Had he heard something? It wasn’t his imagination.
 
   His heart beat loudly in his ears. He clenched his jaw.
 
   After everything he’d seen the night before… His mind was capable of conjuring anything. His subconscious couldn’t be trusted.
 
   Ian started forward.
 
   The shadows on the statues seemed to bend toward the corner of the stairwell ahead.
 
   “Who’s there?” he called out. He wasn’t alone. He could sense it.
 
   Goosebumps raised across his flesh.
 
   Something flitted across the stairwell behind him. Certainly a bird or rat, some living creature trapped inside the building.
 
   But he heard it again, the unmistakable sound of bare feet shuffling across the stone floor. He stretched his light out toward the darkness and gripped the candle snuff like a weapon.
 
   “Father Tracy?” Ian wiped sweat from his forehead.
 
   He felt a breeze from the window an arm’s length away. The stairwell windows didn’t open. He moved the flame beside the glass. The stained glass was smashed inward. The artwork that had featured Jesus Christ’s condescension was a mangled monstrosity of iron frame and shards of broken, beveled glass. Disfigured panes melted inward, the pieces at the center altogether gone. The Lord’s form was missing. The edges of His exuding light were stretched into spider web wisps of prickly glass. God had been extracted, melted into oblivion.
 
   The chill was so tangible it spread outward from Ian’s body. He ran up the stairs.
 
   A snarl reverberated off the walls. It was the congested rattle of infected lungs.
 
   Ian’s candle flickered out. He tripped on one of the steps and caught himself along the wall. All he could hear was his pounding heart. 
 
   He searched through his cassock. 
 
   Somewhere there was a match. He pulled a stick from his pocket and struck it against the wall. He lowered the flame over the wick.
 
   Inches from his candle glowed two luminescent eyes.
 
   The captive had escaped. The hideous being was crouched on the floor in front of Ian as if ready to pounce.
 
   “Sheh-ole’ paw-gash.”
 
   Ian could see the old man’s tongue curl behind rotted teeth. The captive repeated, “Sheh-ole’ paw-gash.”
 
   The match dropped to the floor.
 
   The only light was the old man’s eyes. Fluorescent jade, like two devilish orbs of swirling chaos, his eyes smothered warmth. Fire burst up from the floor, crackling around Ian. The vision replayed in Ian’s mind—his body black, shriveled and desiccated, the longing and hunger. The old man’s breath was cold on Ian’s face. The stench of rotted flesh was overwhelming.
 
   Pain exploded through Ian’s palm as the old man grabbed his hand. Agony zigzagged across his arm and then up and down his spine. Sparks burst over his eyes, covering the vision with popping blisters. Coldness whipped around his body and shouted in his ears.
 
   Come!
 
   The old man hissed.
 
   Ian fell to the floor.
 
   The man let go of Ian’s hand and the vision vanished. The flames receded into the walls. 
 
   Ian could hardly breathe. His heart slowed to its natural rhythm and his mind returned to the hallway. There was something wrong with his right hand. With numb fingertips, he dug through his pockets with his left hand for another match. He struck it against the floor.
 
   The stairwell was empty.
 
   There was a biting sting in his injured hand. 
 
   Five bloody symbols—slanted at the edges from the sloped contour of sharp fingernails—were engraved into his flesh.
 
   The demon had left a message.
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   MONDAY 2:01 a.m.
 
   Eilean Donan Asylum
 
   Near Dornie, Highlands, Scotland
 
    
 
   Arthritic fingers clutched a dull pencil and scribbled madly over the inside of a manila envelope. The old man drew tiny spirals, miniscule whorls that crashed together, some overlapping, all smudged with ashen lead that spread like exhaust as he dragged the edge of his writing hand back and forth across the paper. This continued until there were no blank spaces, just thousands of squiggling vortexes, imperfect in their curvature because his body shook with age.
 
   Folding the envelope back into its original shape, he added glue to the edges and held the ends together. He wrote an address at the upper left corner on the sender line:
 
    
 
   Dr. David Hyden
 
   Denburn Court Apartments
 
   Aberdeen  AB25 UK
 
    
 
   The addressee line was left blank.
 
   SPECIAL DELIVERY - ROYAL MAIL - SAME DAY was printed in capital letters across the bottom of the envelope.
 
   The old man rose from his seat and limped to the door. He placed one ear against the wood.
 
   The monotonous drone of a television sounded down the hall. It was a football game. Ireland versus England. A classic rerun at least one decade old. The final minute in a tied second half.
 
   He pressed his mouth against the door and yelled. His voice gurgled under the strain.
 
   “Shut it!” an attendant shouted from a distance down the hall.
 
   The old man banged his fists against the door. His yells became more outraged.
 
   “Alright, alright!” The attendant shuffled up the hall and stopped beside the door.
 
   Cheers echoed down the corridor as the winning point was scored.
 
   “Bloody hell, you made me miss it!” he said.
 
   The manila envelope slid under the door out into the hallway.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   The old man listened as the attendant stooped to pick up the letter.
 
   “You forgot the address, nutter. And there’s no stam—”
 
   With his crippled hands balled into knobby fists, the old man drew his breath inward, creating a vacuum that swallowed every thought, impulse, and involuntary action, and transformed inertia into energy that could be contained and controlled. His respiration slowed. Silenced at the most basic level, the mitochondrial orchestration of his body stopped. Every joule was isolated for one purpose.
 
   With sharp exhalation, his consciousness exploded. Direct energy bombarded the attendant’s mind, twisting through synapses in a kinetic storm of confusion. Chaos was quickly replaced with a message: Send the letter now.
 
   “Okay, okay.” The attendant stepped away from the door, sounding dizzy and discombobulated. “I’ll send your bloody letter.”
 
   The old man smiled. This was child’s play. It had been easier than he thought, violating the attendant’s mind. Simple minds were effortless to control.
 
   Recoiling into his cell, the old man hobbled to his bed. He sat on the mattress and massaged the muscles in his writing hand. After a moment, he lay down and stared at the ceiling. The escape from London’s underground, the message burned into the palm of Brenton’s eldest son, everything was coming together as planned.
 
   All he had to do was wait.
 
   Fortunately, the quiet of the vast asylum provided space large enough to entertain his welcomed hallucinations. He reached over, turned out the light, and feasted upon the darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   MONDAY 2:15 a.m.
 
   Denburn Court Apartments
 
   Aberdeen, Scotland
 
    
 
   The elevator bell chimed and the door slid open. David stepped off the lift onto the sixteenth floor and walked down the hallway. All but a few of the ceiling bulbs were burned out. It had been months since they had expired, but nobody bothered to complain to management. The walkway was mostly dark except for an occasional pocket of dim yellow light over the doorways of his more fastidious neighbors. The lackluster glow muted his already exhausted and blurred vision. Everything was harder to see under this light. Things would be better if there were no working bulbs at all. He stopped at the last door near the end of the hall, dug through his pant pockets, and removed his keys.
 
   As he reached for the door handle, the brass knob caught his attention. The metal was crushed inward. It looked like someone with a superhuman grip squeezed it out of shape. He touched the knob and quickly pulled back his hand. The metal was hot.
 
   “What the hell?” He crouched beside it to get a better view. He tapped it again. The handle broke off its base and fell to the floor.
 
   “Come on,” he muttered. This was the last thing he needed right now. He kicked the door open a few inches. Something heavy was blocking it. The door could only inch open with each blow. He threw his entire weight into the door. It budged a few inches as something broke apart inside with a loud crack. After that, the door refused to move any further.
 
   Slipping one arm through the narrow opening, he reached along the inside wall and flipped the light switch. The room stayed dark.
 
   He tried the switch again.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Hips first, he forced his body through the cranny and edged along the wall toward the coat closet. The answering machine across the room on the kitchen counter blinked red. That meant the electricity wasn’t out. He tried another switch along the wall. That light didn’t work either.
 
   Glass cracked under his shoe. He looked down to see jagged pieces of a picture frame. His shins met the corner of his overturned coffee table, and he toppled to the floor, landing on his injured knee. His kneecap exploded with pain. He grabbed his leg and pulled his knee to his chest. Warm blood seeped into his dirty pant leg.
 
   The pain was blinding. He felt along the floor to figure out what was going on. He closed his eyes—maybe if he allowed time for his eyes to adjust.
 
   It worked. 
 
   After a few moments, he could see shards of glass glittering on the carpet from the dim outside hall light. Adding to the fray were splinters of wood and metal and billows of shredded cotton and fabric.
 
   Vertigo spun him in circles. He had to stare at one spot for a few seconds to regain his equilibrium. He stood up. His knee throbbed as he limped to the coat closet. There was a flashlight on the top shelf. He clicked it on.
 
   The entire room was ripped to shreds, crushed, shattered, obliterated. Not one item was left intact. Even the plaster walls and hideous shag carpet had been cut into fraying ribbons. Someone was looking for something.
 
   There was a loud crash in his bedroom. 
 
   A dark figure ran across the living room into the kitchen. Beyond the kitchen, a small balcony overlooked the city, offering a suicidal 160-foot drop to the busy street.
 
   David scrambled over the debris to the kitchen. The explosion in his knee returned with startling vengeance. His knee buckled. Face met carpet, and he was on the floor again. He forced himself up and stumbled into the kitchen not sure of what he’d find. Across the room, the dark figure broke through the sliding glass door leading to the balcony. The window splintered in a waterfall of glass.
 
   David held himself upright by the counter. This was crazy. There was no way he could defend himself in this condition, but he had to do something. He pulled open the junk drawer and shuffled madly through papers, pens, clips, the phone book. Where the hell was the gun? 
 
   He grabbed a knife instead and hobbled along the counter to the window. All that remained of the sliding glass door was its thin aluminum frame. He peered through the opening, ready with the knife.
 
   The man was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
   MONDAY 3:40 a.m.
 
   Stenness, Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “This can’t be right,” Marek said, looking up from his computer as Thatcher entered the tent.
 
   She slumped in a chair between him and Bailey. Sitting was a luxury. Especially after an entire day of dissecting the Stenness remains. “What is it?” she asked.
 
   Marek gestured to his screen. The monitor displayed a map of Stenness. A small icon shaped like Sonja blinked at the lower right corner. Another icon labeled “Stenness” was positioned at the middle. “Ballistics and Donovon entered all of our testing data—the dates and times we fired Sonja, the precise pitch and frequency.” He skimmed over the numbers, performing logarithms in his head. “There has to be an error.”
 
   “The numbers are right.” Bailey scowled.
 
   “Well, according to our data, there’s no way in hell we did this,” Marek said.
 
   Thatcher sat up.
 
   Marek pointed at the small Sonja icon on his screen. “This is our test site.” He moved his mouse cursor over the symbol. The Sonja symbol exploded. “Bam,” he said. “We’ve got ourselves 160 dB of low-frequency infrasound.”
 
   A rippling effect of curved oblong sound waves moved outward from Sonja across the map and into the village.
 
   “That’s only enough noise to cause mild tissue heating, nausea, intestinal pain,” Thatcher agreed. “It would have to be bigger.”
 
   “We never fired anything bigger,” Marek said.
 
   Bailey nodded at the screen as he chewed on his pen. “What if our settings were off…take her up a notch.”
 
   “Crank Sonja up to 200 dB and 2.5 kH,” Marek said. “That’s a whole lotta noise…”
 
   “Enough to kill,” Thatcher said.
 
   The Sonja icon enlarged and exploded, sending waves toward Stenness.
 
   “Sound lessens in intensity the further it moves away from its source,” Marek said. “Sonja was 8 km southeast of Stenness, so…” 
 
   “We’re still not talking death,” Bailey said.
 
   “Just a lot of discomfort Pepto-Bismol can’t fix,” Marek said. “Our test site is too far away.”
 
   “What if we let her go at full power?” Bailey asked.
 
   Thatcher turned to him, surprised.
 
   Bailey leaned back in his chair. “Hypothetically.”
 
   Marek added the new configuration into the program. “If Sonja dumps payload…”
 
   The map refreshed with the Sonja icon twice as big. It burst, unleashing a much larger acoustic wave.
 
   “That’s 250 dB and 30 kH,” Marek said. “We’re mimicking a high yield, non-nuclear explosion. Pretty damn close to the power of an atomic “bunker buster” warhead.”
 
   Thatcher watched the sound waves radiate across Stenness. 
 
   “The blast would be lethal to a range of 50 km,” he said. “Instantaneous combustion, zero survivors.”
 
   Her stomach knotted. “Exactly what I saw in the bodies I examined.”
 
   God, could the whole bloody atrocity be on her head? She faced Bailey. “Tell me you and Golke did not fire that cannon.”
 
   “What are you going on about?” Bailey still had the nerve to play dumb.
 
   Thatcher put two and two together. Lee had mentioned Bailey and Golke were alone with the weapon at the time of the explosion. Were these idiots really daft enough to fire Sonja at maximum power? “Did you detonate at full capacity without my authorization?”
 
   “I said hypothetically!” Bailey insisted, his face turning red.
 
   Thatcher glared at him. Bailey was a bad liar.
 
   “Nobody said we couldn’t fire her at threshold!” Bailey leaned further back in his chair, a juvenile effort to appear defiant. His eyes betrayed him, and he suddenly looked very young.
 
   Thatcher shook her head. Like Lee, Bailey had been an outspoken dissenter of her leadership from the start. There was no question in her mind that he was capable of masterminding such a careless prank, but she couldn’t stomach Golke being involved.
 
   “Hold on a sec.” Marek pointed at his monitor. “This map isn’t topographical.” He moved the cursor between the village and their test site. “Stenness is in a valley, right?”
 
   “There’s a hill between us,” Thatcher realized.
 
   Marek compensated for the landmass blocking the two variables. “Guessing the size and location of the hill, erring on the conservative…”
 
   The screen refreshed to show the bluff separating their test site and Stenness. Sonja exploded at full threshold. Sound waves rolled toward the village but lessened in magnitude as they deflected off the hill.
 
   All four legs of Bailey’s chair met the ground.
 
   “There is no way that we did this,” Marek said. “Even at threshold.”
 
   All three of them stared at the monitor in shock.
 
   Thatcher swallowed. It was more comforting to think they were responsible.
 
   Marek turned to her. “You sure noise killed those people?”
 
   She nodded, certain.
 
   “Then who did this?” Bailey asked.
 
   Marek shook his head. “And how the hell did one man survive?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
   MONDAY 3:50 a.m.
 
   St. John’s Cathedral
 
   Bathwick, England
 
    
 
   He had to make this right. There had to be a pathway forward that did not include Javan.
 
   Closing his eyes, Ian waited for guidance. In the fog of his eyelids, the captive remained coiled in the corner of the aphotic cell, staring at Ian, waiting, irrepressible. Ian grabbed his head and tried to force the vision from his mind. Maybe he could bury the image of his desiccated body, burning eyes, and dehydrated veins—entomb it somewhere beneath hundreds of unanswered prayers.
 
   There was no sanctuary for him, not even within the protective walls of St. John’s Cathedral. By meeting with Javan, he had turned his back on God. He had unwittingly invited a poltergeist inside his mind. The demon quickly rooted itself, sinking talons into unquenchable grief and spreading like wildfire over the parched grasses of his faith.
 
   Come.
 
   “Not again,” Ian begged. He ground his palms against his ears until he felt the sting of the symbol in his hand. It was a futile attempt to block out a voice that originated inside. He sat up and tried the lamp. The power was still out. He lit the candle near his bedside. 
 
   The darkness receded to the corners of his room.
 
   Grabbing his cane, he limped back and forth across the floor. The room was narrow, airless like the captive’s cell, just as suffocating. He could take no more. He burst out the door and descended the stairway, moving quickly down the steps and ignoring the pain in his joints. His robe flared as he hurried across the corridor into the library. It hurt to move so quickly, but his mind weighed heavier on his soul than his body.
 
   He ran the candle along the dusty shelves. Hundreds of 17th and 18th century texts were stacked floor to ceiling. Nearly two decades ago, when he had first come to study at St. John’s, he had stumbled upon writings of the occult. It was purely by accident. A priest would never search out apocryphal texts, and he never expected to find the arcane in a Catholic collection. The book was written in Hebrew. Brenton had taught him Latin, Greek, Aramaic, Coptic Egyptian, and even Mayan, but he knew little about the Hebrew writing system. The occult text would’ve been indecipherable, but someone had painstakingly translated the Hebrew into blocky, swirling Greek. Once Ian had discovered the Greek translation, his nights were spent pouring over the script, defacing the pages with his own penciled English translations.
 
   Where was that book?
 
   He climbed the sliding ladder attached to the shelves. Holding the candle with his left hand, he searched the highest shelf, hoping to recognize the book. He ran his forefinger along each leather spine, dipping momentarily into the gaps between books as he moved across the top shelf and then over the shelf below. Flickering candlelight cast diagonal shadows over the crevices separating each text. None of the fraying, boney book ridges looked familiar. He lowered to the third row, dragging his finger over each spine. He poked through a small hole, his finger lodging in between two larger texts. The cavity was too wide to keep the adjacent books from falling in upon each other, and yet the texts stood upright.
 
   He forced his way into the nook and felt the top of a small leather text, a petite and stubby thing lost in shadow. He pulled it out. The book was half an inch thick, three inches by five inches in size. He blew dust off the cover, set his candle on the shelf ledge, and stared at the faded title. The Hebrew letters were stained with mold.
 
   It was vaguely familiar.
 
   He opened to the title page. The tiny Hebrew words were printed with gold foil. Their transliteration was in bold calligraphy underneath.
 
    
 
   אֲבַדּוֹן הֹוָה
 
   Keloohah’ee Sheh-ole’ Abaddon
 
    
 
   There it was, Abaddon. Javan had said something about the captive ruling Abaddon.
 
   At the bottom of the page, in nearly vanished pencil, the Greek translation was followed by his own translation:
 
    
 
   αντιχριστος καταστροφέας
 
   anti-Christ’s ruin
 
    
 
   Ian climbed down the ladder. He grabbed the candle and limped up the staircase into his room. Excitement swelled over him as he shut the door. He set the candle on his bedside table and dropped onto his mattress. Dust lined the book cover and the top of every page. He flipped anxiously through the text. Most of his pencil scribbles were too faint to read, but the Greek translations were unblemished.
 
   The pages fell open near the center of the book, where a small slip of paper was tucked into the crease of the binding. It was a note from a fortune cookie. 
 
   People who are late are often happier than those who have to wait for them. 
 
   Scribbled across the back was an address: 9 Sheep Street, Northampton, Northamptonshire, NN1 2LU.
 
   The address was unfamiliar. Northampton was far away from Bathwick. He tucked the paper into the crease, and then noticed that directly below it on the page was the Hebrew symbol for Abaddon. His finger traced the Greek translation as he decoded the English equivalent. Abaddon: ruin, perdition, destruction; the forefathers of Dark Priesthood, Protectors of… 
 
   He didn’t recognize the word but the Hebrew transliteration was pronounced beb’ne hoshekh.
 
   What did it mean—forefathers of the Dark Priesthood?
 
   Ian turned the page. 
 
   Abaddon guard the secrets of Apocalypse and protect the sacred seals until the Chosen One calls forth the end.
 
   The Chosen One?
 
   “Father Ian?” a voice sounded at his door.
 
   The book dropped from Ian’s hands. His heart leapt into his throat. He was certain Father Tracy could hear its panicked rhythm beyond the door. He cleared his throat, gaining control over his voice. “I’m sorry, Father. Did I wake you?”
 
   Father Tracy’s voice wavered with age. “There was some noise. Are you alright?”
 
   Ian tucked the book under his pillow and blew out his candle. “That was me,” he explained. “I got up for a drink of water. Sorry for waking you.”
 
   Father Tracy’s candlelight danced underneath the crack of the door.
 
   “I’m fine. Settled now,” Ian insisted.
 
   The older priest’s shadow turned away from the door. His light faded, and the black of night took its place, creeping under the door, stirring inside Ian’s room, filling the corners and invading the bed.
 
   Come…
 
   The word thundered in Ian’s brain.
 
   Guilt congealed on his tongue. He felt for the book under his pillow and slid the text to the far corner of the bed. It was not too late. He could walk away from everything and cut ties with Javan, bury his father in silence and ignore the grief.
 
   He shut his eyes and knelt beside the bed.
 
   “Holy Father, remove this evil from me.” He swallowed, trying to mean it, but anger was in him now and the two could not be separated. “I beg Thee…”
 
   He waited.
 
   A dark weight squeezed his mind. There must be some reply.
 
   An hour passed. Ian’s mind became foggy. He sank into the covers of his bed. 
 
   Sunrise capped his windowsill but didn’t penetrate the darkness of his mind.
 
   Ice ran through his veins.
 
   And during all this, God was silent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
   MONDAY 5:55 a.m.
 
   Denburn Court Apartments
 
   Aberdeen, Scotland
 
    
 
   “The police…interviewed your neighbors…sifted through the mess…”
 
   Chief Detective Inspector Lang’s voice drifted in and out. David sat on what remained of his shredded couch. His eyes glossed over. Grampian Police swarmed his flat. They photographed non-existent evidence, fingerprinted a ghost, scribbled notes about some superhuman specter that disappeared from the 16th story balcony.
 
   “It’s understandable, David,” Lang tried to explain the situation away. “People imagine things when they’re over-exhausted. You’re certain you aren’t missing anything?”
 
   In a moment of weakness, David had called Lang. The man made the trek from England to Scotland. He was practically on the train before David could redact the invitation. After everything that had happened—the morning at Stenness and then this—he just needed to hear a familiar voice.
 
   What a mistake.
 
   He groaned. His eyes landed on the answering machine and its blinking red light. In the flurry of events, he’d completely forgotten about it. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he stood and walked over to the kitchen counter while Lang was midsentence.
 
   “David?” Lang followed behind. “Are you alright?”
 
   David moved aside debris and pressed the play button.
 
   “This is Elizabeth Mead from Cambridge University.” The woman didn’t hide her annoyance. “Our department has been trying to reach your father for quite some time now, and he hasn’t responded to any of our messages.”
 
   “I should hope not,” Lang interjected, shaking his head.
 
   “There’s been a fire,” she continued. “It was contained to Brenton’s office. It looks as if a few of his things survived. The problem is, we need the space cleaned out by Monday, as it is scheduled to be occupied by someone else.”
 
   David grabbed his coat off the dining table, the only unharmed piece of furniture in his apartment.
 
   “We can take care of that later, David,” Lang insisted, following him to the door. “You need rest.”
 
   “What I need is to get out of here.”
 
   Lang followed him to the elevator. “We’re still investigating the break in. You need to be here for questioning.”
 
   “You heard the message,” David snapped. “The blessed martyr needs his rubbish removed.”
 
   The elevator doors opened. David stepped inside and pressed the parking garage button. The doors began to close.
 
   Lang stuck his foot in the door. “Let me handle Brenton’s office,” he offered, his thick gray eyebrows raised with concern. “Why don’t you stay with me? Susan’s room is empty. You and I can straighten this out and get you on your feet again.”
 
   David scoffed. It was a stupid idea, especially after the way things had ended years ago. He held his tongue, his conscience getting the better of him. “Look, I appreciate the offer, don’t get me wrong…but if I don’t go and do something…anything,” he paused, too tired to formulate complete sentences. “I’ve got to keep moving. You can understand that, right?”
 
   Lang hesitated.
 
   David forced a smile. “So unless you’re going to arrest me…”
 
   “Just be careful.” Lang backed away from the door. His words sounded too fatherly. 
 
   The awkwardness between them increased. David’s stomach twisted with resentment.
 
   The doors closed, and the elevator made its slow descent to the parking garage.
 
   David leaned against the corner. His chest felt heavy. Each inhalation burned. Maybe if he stopped inhaling…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
   MONDAY 6:38 a.m.
 
   Meath County, Ireland
 
    
 
   Perched on the hills overlooking the meandering River Boyne, the monstrous passage grave Newgrange stretched over one full acre of grassland. It was the largest ruin of its kind, a cairn of stones that had been reconstructed with chalky white quartz and studded with cobblestone. A large, oval kerbstone carved with curvilinear helixes of three interlocking spirals protected its arched entrance. The opening faced southeast, aligned with the rising sun. Nearby were two sister megaliths, the passage graves Knowth and Dowth.
 
   Sunlight moved up the kerbstone and penetrated the doorway. It stretched sixty feet down the narrow shaft and into the chamber. 
 
   Dust twisted off the floor. 
 
   Noise erupted from the ground. 
 
   A terrible cacophony swelled into a subsonic crescendo. In a tidal wave of noise, the soundwave burst over the countryside, spilling into Brú na Bóinne valley, tumbling along the river, and then stopping a half mile short of the nearby village, Drogheda.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
   SUNDAY 11:05 a.m.
 
   Stenness, Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher bent awkwardly over the carcass of a dead lamb and placed a tracking device into the ground beside it. Sound suits were far more restrictive than the plastic and rubber chemical and biological garb worn by the NCEC. She wished the whole body armor precaution was unnecessary, but until they knew what was releasing lethal noise, the suits and helmets were mandatory.
 
   White wooly death covered the landscape of Stenness. Someone had detonated a subsonic weapon in the valley. Their mission was to map the dead sheep by each square foot. Theoretically, the death toll would be greater at the epicenter of the discharge, and they’d be able to establish the location of ground zero.
 
   “Marek, can you hear me?” she spoke into her helmet microphone. All she heard in return was radio static. Sound suits were remarkably effective at blocking out noise. Nothing got in or out except by radio transmission, and even that was spotty.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” his voice came over the receiver.
 
   She bent over another dead animal and placed a marker into the ground. “Give me an update.”
 
   “671 and countin’,” he responded from basecamp.
 
    
 
    
 
   Marek’s computer screen CGI map displayed hundreds of white dots. The map updated and expanded as more markers were placed in the ground, forming a wide and crudely oval dead zone. “The boys are moving towards you,” he said into his comlink. “Golke’s about 130 feet north.”
 
   Thatcher looked up and waved at Golke. The Grecian waved back and then stabbed one of his markers into the body of a sheep.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Marek, please tell Golke the sensors are meant to be placed in the ground and not in the sheep?”
 
   Everyone but Lee laughed over the radio.
 
   “The sheep spread much further north than I expected,” Thatcher said, placing another flag into the earth.
 
   “Stenness is definitely in the lower-quadrant of the acoustic wave path,” Marek agreed. “It makes me think whoever did this might not have been targeting the village.”
 
   Thatcher stood up too quickly. Sparks burst along the periphery of her vision. A wave of nausea upturned her stomach. Frozen in grotesque positions, the sheep corpses had a way of asphyxiating the living that walked among them. She crouched over a lamb, waiting for the aura to disappear. The dizziness abated, and she examined the animal’s body more closely.
 
   What would it feel like to die from subsonic noise?
 
   She couldn’t help but shiver. That night in the tent with Marek, she had come so close.
 
   Trails of dried blood ran from the animal’s nose and ears. She touched the wool with her gloves. The gloves were so thick she was unable to feel any texture as she moved along its torso. The abdomen was hard, though, and the eyes repulsive. Clouded and paranoid in expression, the animal’s corneas had ruptured internally with putrefaction. This was her playground, the chemistry of death.
 
   Another set of eyes caught her attention, peering just above the rotting sheep. They returned her stare with schizoid fear, and then blinked.
 
   Startled, Thatcher fell backwards.
 
   Lee’s voice resounded over the radio. “Bloody hell. Where’d they come from?”
 
   She was staring at a living, breathing sheep. 
 
   Lee approached her, pointing beyond the animal in front of her to more sheep migrating into the valley. 
 
   “I couldn’t hear it with this blasted helmet on,” she explained, embarrassed that Lee had seen her fall.
 
   Donovon joined them. “They’ve come to mourn their dead, the ugly buggers.”
 
   Thatcher scanned the landscape. 
 
   As her team had reached the outskirts of the death zone, a new live herd was making its way into the fields northeast of Stenness. They were coming from every direction. It was surreal to watch them make their way through the dead.
 
   She faced the markers they had set into place. There was definitely a pattern. The fluffy corpses formed a massive oval of death. The circumference was made even more obvious by the living sheep now gathering around it.
 
   “Will you look at that?” she said, tracing the outline of the oval with her arms.
 
   “They’re ba-ack!” Bailey called over the radio.
 
   “Marek,” Thatcher said. “We’ve finished marking the perimeter.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Okay, give me a second.” Marek refreshed the computer image. All of the white markers appeared on screen. “Damn, that’s 702 sheep later, we got ourselves a diameter that’s half a mile wide by two miles long—that’s weird,” he paused, rechecking the metric scale on his map. “Exactly a half mile wide and two miles long.”
 
   “That means it was a cannon and not a bomb,” Thatcher said. A bomb would have formed a near perfect circle, but a cannon’s noise would stretch and curve, basically forming the pattern they were seeing. The most intense soundwaves would have expanded directly out in front of the barrel and minor soundwaves would amplify behind the origin. 
 
   “So, where is Stenness in relation?” she asked.
 
   “It’s 1.54 miles from the northeast and 0.39 miles from the southwest end of the zone.”
 
   Thatcher looked back at Stenness. The village was at the edge of the destruction pattern, nowhere near the center. 
 
   “So,” she thought out loud. “That makes the source…” 
 
   “Holy shit!” Marek exclaimed.
 
   Thatcher realized the same thing. 
 
   The passage grave bulged out of the pastureland like a verdant wart between them and the village. 
 
   Marek’s answer came over the radio. “The sound came from Maeshowe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
   MONDAY 4:59 p.m.
 
   Cambridge University, England
 
    
 
   “The Grampian Police said I might find you here,” Thatcher stopped in the doorway of Brenton’s office.
 
   David’s head crested over a pile of black garbage bags. He stopped sifting through piles of charred debris to frown at her. Unimpressed, he went back to work, forcing open one of the drawers in the file cabinets and coughing as a cloud of soot filled the air. “So, Dr. Thatcher, am I spreading some radical new disease?”
 
   She stepped into the room and took in the full devastation. The room was brimming with garbage bags and torched cabinets. The cabinets overflowed with file folders and thousands of papers. “What a disaster,” she said
 
   David raised an eyebrow. “It always looked like this—well, minus the water stains and charcoal. Welcome to the mind of my father.”
 
   She noticed a stack of clean papers on the scorched desk. “Is this pile for keeps?”
 
   “Hell no,” he said, adding to the stack. “Recycle.” The papers began leaning precariously to one side. 
 
   He couldn’t possibly be throwing everything away. “What is it that you are looking for?”
 
   David stuffed partially burned files into the trash bag. “Anything worth salvaging.” He rummaged through his pockets and came up with a silver coin.
 
   Thatcher nodded. A collage of Dead Sea Scroll paraphernalia caught her attention. Hanging on a burned bulletin board behind the desk, a large map of the mountains surrounding the Dead Sea was drawn on with bright red marker. There were scribbles and arrows, a spiral near Jordan. Pinned below the map was a Polaroid, its corners singed from the fire. Four people stood in front of the hull of a large white boat. Brenton, sixty-something and slightly rotund, stood front and center, dressed in khaki cargo pants and a sun washed, canvas button-up shirt rolled up at the sleeves. A dirty bandana was tied around his neck and a black Stetson was pulled low over his eyes.
 
   “Is that your father?” Thatcher asked.
 
   He gave her a disinterested nod.
 
   The youngest man in the photo was blonde and in his early-thirties. He wore dusty jeans and a Hard Rock Café Jerusalem t-shirt. To his left was an older gentleman, unmistakably Jewish with a prominent nose, wavy black hair that fell beyond his shoulders, and an unkempt beard. A frail elderly man stood on Brenton’s right. The man hunched sideways, his spine obviously deformed. A few straggling wisps of white hair blew across his sunken cheeks. His eyes were unusual. The black pupils were overly large, leaving very little iris, and the whites of his eyes were a sickly yellow.
 
   The men stood in front of the hull of a ship. The name of the vessel was painted in tall black capital letters so large that the word extended beyond the edges of the Polaroid’s frame.
 
   “ADDOI?” she read the lettering.
 
   David lifted the garbage bag to shake down its contents.
 
   A scripture had been scribbled beneath the Polaroid. 
 
   I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals, then I heard in a voice like thunder, “Come!”
 
   “Quite impassioned, wasn’t he?” she said.
 
   “The man was a lunatic.” David disposed of another pile. The trash bag was bulging. “He lost his tenure before he lost his life. Either way, his career was over.”
 
   “He lost his tenure?”
 
   “Two years ago.” He shuffled through the bottom of the cabinet. “Cambridge demoted him to this hole-in-the-wall place and forgot him. They wouldn’t have known this junk was down here if it hadn’t been for the fire. All this crap would’ve stayed buried here forever.” He held up a handful of papers. “Check this out.” Flipping through the folder, he read each of the titles. “The Excavation of Noah’s Ark, Touching the Shroud of God—or how about this? Passage Graves: The Transportation of Faith.” He tossed her the last manuscript. “You’ll enjoy that one.”
 
   Thatcher browsed through the pages. She stopped at a diagram of Maeshowe.
 
   David watched her amusedly. “Brenton had this crackpot theory that ‘believers’ could pass through these megalithic portal tombs to another place or time.”
 
   “Believers?” she asked.
 
   “Christians.” David put the word in finger quotes. “I couldn’t bring myself to read the paper in its entirety.”
 
   She stepped out of the way as he fought to open the cabinet. He didn’t look much better than the last time she saw him. The 5 o’clock shadow creeping across his square jaw had grown into a full beard. His hair was an unruly mess that fell over eyes. She leaned against one of the cabinets and struggled to find the right words. There had to be some way to say this without looking completely ridiculous. “I need to ask you about Maeshowe.”
 
   The drawer burst open and crashed to the floor. David dumped all of its contents into a trash. “What about Maeshowe?”
 
   “Are you familiar with acoustic weaponry?”
 
   “In theory.”
 
   “Well, it’s no longer theory.”
 
   He stooped over the drawer.
 
   “We were testing new technology near Stenness—” she began.
 
   “Who is ‘we’?”
 
   “I work for a branch of NATO. We develop non-lethal weapons.”
 
   David’s face darkened. “You killed them.”
 
   “I said non-lethal weapons.”
 
   “Your people regularly murder civilians?”
 
   Thatcher straightened. “That’s the problem, Dr. Hyden. The people at Stenness died from acoustic trauma, but the blast did not come from us. It originated inside Maeshowe.”
 
   David scoffed. “Maeshowe killed Stenness?”
 
   “Something in the ruins detonated with enough acoustic force to kill 47 civilians.”
 
   He turned back to the cabinet. “I hate to disappoint, but Maeshowe is a dead monument. It’s just an old burial site.”
 
   “I need you to come back with me.”
 
   “I can’t help you.”
 
   “But if Maeshowe—”
 
   “Dirt and stone killed the people of Stenness?” He erupted, clenching his jaw. When she didn’t respond, he reached for the bottom drawer. “I can’t help you.”
 
   Thatcher folded her arms.
 
   “You’ve been inside the ruin?” he asked.
 
   “There’s nothing out of the ordinary.”
 
   “My father wasted his career trying to prove the impossible. Look what it got him.” He glanced around at the incinerated room.
 
   She knew how ridiculous this sounded. Even if deadly noise had emanated from inside Maeshowe, what could he do about it? She was grasping at straws.
 
   “I’m not the person you’re looking for,” David said. “The man you want died along with his work.”
 
   “I see.” Thatcher moved to the door, clutching Brenton’s paper. She wasn’t making any headway. Trying to talk with him was going to be a waste of time. She held up the paper. “Do you mind if I keep this?”
 
   David waved her off. He moved to the bulletin board, pulled the Polaroid off the wall, and looked at his father for a moment. “Lunatic.”
 
   He tossed the picture to the trash.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
   TUESDAY 1:05 a.m.
 
   Northhampton, England
 
    
 
   Ian looked at his watch to avoid eye contact with anyone on the street.
 
   1:05 a.m.
 
   Where the hell was Javan?
 
   Neon signs flashed from parakeet yellow to flamingo pink. The pulsating glow was meant to attract the residue of the earth. Dancing ladies! Fully nude! He shook his head. London was a melting pot of perversion. Stooping drunkards numbed with alcohol staggered along the street amidst the burning colors and cigarette smoke. The city was alive with hard music, honking drivers, loud parties. Chaos clawed at his temples. He rubbed the back of his neck to ease the pressure. This was not the time, nor the place to get a migraine.
 
   He eyed the front door of the pub across the street and leaned into his cane. That was their meeting place. Javan insisted Ian taxi all the way into town. Tired of waiting outside, Ian stepped off the curb with an impatient huff and headed across the road. He stopped short in the center of the lane, suddenly recognizing the area. He’d never been there before, but he had seen it—recently. Somehow he knew this pub.
 
   Digging through his pockets, he found the picture from his father that had been slipped under his door. He held it up to the pub. How could he have missed it?
 
   The sign over the neighboring storefront, in bright white and blue was the face of Al Fairoz. The same Al Fairoz Kebabish from the photograph. He squinted at the building barely making out the address in small blocky letters over the shop entrance. 
 
   #9 Sheep Street
 
   Not only was this the same building in his father’s picture, it was the address written on the Chinese fortune. This couldn’t be a coincidence. 
 
   He stepped back to the curb, realizing how close he was to the location where his father must have taken the picture. He stared unblinking at the kebabish. The restaurant had been repainted. Decals of chicken and skewered lamb dressed with ginger and tomatoes covered most of the storefront window. Takeaway Peri Peri Burger and Fries - Only £3.99!
 
   Ian half-hoped to see Brenton’s reflection still in the window. He stepped off the curb.
 
   A blaring horn returned him to the street corner.
 
   He waved at the driver. His heart sunk low into his chest as he hobbled over to the storefront. The restaurant was empty, but the sign said it was open for business. The corners of his eyes began to sting. He reached for the door handle. Brenton had been here. Ian opened the door. The ring of a small metal bell hanging from the handle was drowned out by the thumping bass of Indian music. The noise came from the back of the establishment. The front was abandoned. Chairs were stacked upside-down on tables and the counters had streak marks that smelled like lemon cleanser.
 
   He noticed the hours of operation posted on the door. They were supposed to close at midnight, but all the lights were on and the door unlocked. The neon sign in the window blinked “OPEN”.
 
   “Hello?” he yelled over the music.
 
   He tried again, louder. “Hello?”
 
   Ian noticed muddy footprints of gray sludge ran from the front door to a door behind the counter. The shop was so clean, but that single trail very dirty. He stood in the thick of it. The sticky clay was clinging to the rubber soles of his shoes.
 
   A middle-aged Indian man came through the doorway with a mop. He looked at Ian, surprised. Behind him, in the room, yellow construction lamps perched on metal poles surrounded a pit. Broken blocks of concrete were piled all around the room. They were digging for something.
 
   The man shut the door. “Sorry, we are closed.”
 
   Ian swallowed. Was Brenton trying to tell him something?
 
   Did Javan know? Of all the pubs in Northhampton, he chose the one next to the kebabish.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “Sorry.” Ian turned out the door. He held Brenton’s picture in his hand. There had to be a reason he was here. His father intended for him to find this place. The injury on his palm began to burn. The wound was bleeding again. His bandage was soaked through. He shook out his hand, feeling a cold tingle in his fingertips. He looked back at the restaurant. After meeting with Javan, he would come back. There was something there for him. He could feel it in his bones.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Come to get mashed, Father?” the woman at the door asked.
 
   Ian spotted a booth near the back. He ignored the jeers and took a seat near the back of the pub.
 
   “What’ll it be, then?” the barkeep yelled from across the room.
 
   Ian kept his hands clenched in his pockets. The walls, the floor, the people—everything reeked of indiscretion—communicable sin.
 
   “Drink or leave, mate.” The barkeep thumbed at a NO LOITERING sign over the bar.
 
   Ian’s face began to flush. It was embarrassing enough just to be there. Everyone was staring at him. “Water.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll have water.”
 
   “Brilliant,” said a man at the bar. “Are we going to have a baptism?”
 
   The crowd laughed. Some held up their drinks.
 
   Ian twisted rosary beads through the fingers of his uninjured hand.
 
   The barkeep slammed a glass of water down on Ian’s table. “Finish and leave.” He crossed his arms and watched Ian sip at the fowl water. It was the color of rust and slightly opaque. 
 
   “Is there a problem?”
 
   The barkeep whitened as Javan took a seat across the table. He headed back to his post.
 
   Javan cringed as he lowered to the bench. The scar on his neck was bandaged. Portions of the sore peeked out here and there between the layers of gauze. The wound was raw, with jagged, swelling capillaries that branched off the reopened scar. The infected tissue split flesh like parched mud in a desert riverbed.
 
   Javan brushed debris from the tabletop and then set his arms carefully upon it. He pulled out a bottle of pills and tipped them into his mouth. His pupils were already dilated. He noticed Ian’s rosary beads.
 
   “If you’re wasting my time—” His annoyance was palpable.
 
   Ian flexed his jaw. “I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   Javan seemed satisfied. After a moment, he pulled a photograph from his suit pocket and tossed it across the table.
 
   Ian turned the photo right-side-up. It was a partial picture of his parents’ wedding. Katherine was in her early twenties. She was beautiful, dressed in a simple lace gown, standing in front of Tikal’s towering rock ruins. Brenton had been cut out of the shot. They had eloped and been married in Guatemala. It was a short, unimpressive ceremony, with no one but themselves and a local priest in attendance. Despite the grainy image, his mother still looked beautiful, radiant and hopeful. Her smile had not been broken by disappointment and loneliness, though that was only months away. Her hair was pinned with a crown of orchids, flowers with heart-shaped satin petals, pink and white. There had been good times. At the very beginning. Ian remembered that. This snapshot proved Katherine had once been happy. He looked over at Javan. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I want her ring,” he answered simply.
 
   A heavy stone ring hung on a thin silver chain around her neck. The hand-carved jade was an unconventional wedding band, so grossly oversized she couldn’t wear it on her hand. Inscribed within its crown of green quartz was the intricate figure of the Maya’s Sacred Tree of Life. Branches stretched high into the heavens near the top of the stone. Roots delved into the underworld near the bottom. At the edges, four silver claws held the quartz in place. Upon each claw was the carving of a shell, a web, a bee, and a turtle. Each symbol represented one of the four Skybearers, the Mayan gods who governed the four corners of the earth. At the center of each symbol was a tiny hole, a slender channel closed by a jewel. The first was a diamond, meant to signify the north. A cradled ruby represented the east. Black magnetite was the west, and pale yellow citrine symbolized the south.
 
   Ian hadn’t thought about his mother’s ring in decades, nor could he imagine why Javan would ever want it.
 
   Javan seemed to read his thoughts. “It was taken from me thirty years ago. I want it back.”
 
   “I don’t have it.”
 
   “You know where it is.”
 
   Ian tapped the table anxiously with his fingertips. He picked up the picture.
 
   “You’re bleeding.” Javan noticed Ian’s injured hand.
 
   The bandage was soaked with blood.
 
   Javan’s mouth tightened. His lips were almost undetectable. His eyes narrowed. “What did you expect, Ian, to walk away from this unscathed?” His mouth twisted into a snarl. “You’re more damned than the rest of us.” He nodded at the photograph. “You get it to me in one week.”
 
   “I don’t have it—”
 
   Javan slammed his fist on the table. The blow caused him great pain. He tried to conceal it.
 
   “My father deserves justice,” Ian insisted.
 
   Javan’s lips reappeared in a grin. “Get me that ring, and I will give you justice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
   TUESDAY 2:47 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher leaned her head against the helicopter window. Below, a blanket of sheep congregated over the hills surrounding Stenness. Basecamp came into view, covered with NCEC bubble tents. Chain link fences kept the massive herd at bay. She unclipped her seatbelt and pulled on her soundsuit helmet as the chopper touched down on a small landing pad outside McLeod’s Bed’n’Breakfast.
 
   “Sorry we had to fly you in,” Golke’s voice transmitted through her headset. 
 
   She jumped out of the aircraft. 
 
   Golke gave her an awkward wave from outside the fence. He pushed away some of the sheep with his legs. “The sheep are flocking here,” he explained.
 
   Thatcher smiled. The Grecian had no idea he’d made a pun.
 
   “No one can get in because of sheeps.” The poor guy struggled with English and was even more inarticulate around women.
 
   Golke’s soundsuit made his face difficult to see, but she could imagine he was blushing. 
 
   She looked out at the hundreds of sheep surrounding them. “Where did they come from?”
 
   “All over the island.”
 
   He opened the gate, and Thatcher followed him through the herd into the first tent. Moving was awkward. The soundsuit was designed for men. The outer shell was made of weighting laminar, a plate-like substance with a Stormtrooper look. The inner layers were a mix of cotton and foam rubber, designed to cushion noise. The material doubled in thickness around vital organs, making bending and walking agonizingly slow. The heavy helmet pressed down on her shoulder. It felt like she’d been lugging a heavy backpack around for hours.
 
   “Do you need help?” Golke asked, slowing his pace.
 
   He must have noticed her meandering gait. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept.
 
   “I’m fine.” She tried to focus.
 
   “We can take the gear off when we get down into basecamp.”
 
   “Down?” she wasn’t sure if she had heard him correctly. Since when was basecamp down?
 
   “We measured noise at the site,” he explained. “Lee moved us into the bunker. Whatever happened at Maeshowe isn’t over yet.”
 
   Thatcher’s heart fluttered with anxiety.
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   She noticed someone had moved all the useless NCEC equipment against the walls of the medical tent. Empty gurneys were also pushed to one side of the room.
 
   They entered the Quarantine Tent.
 
   She reoriented to her surroundings. “Okay, so you’re using the old mine?”
 
   Golke stopped at the elevator door. It had been completely reconstructed. The lift was framed with opaque plastic paneling. A fancy pulley system with shiny new gears was exposed above the shaft. The motor cranked silently as opposed to the old noisy configuration. The narrow boxcar smoothly rose toward the surface.
 
   “We fixed everything,” Golke said.
 
   “I can see that.” Thatcher imagined his face turning red as they made eye contact.
 
   The lift reached the top and the transparent door slid open. They stepped inside, and lights came on overhead, giving the translucent boxcar a strange bluish glow. The door slid shut and they lowered toward basecamp. The entire car was see-through. Thatcher noticed the shaft’s original cement girders were left in place, but reinforced with steel at each corner. Crossbeams had also been added, bolted horizontally across the tunnel every ten feet. She counted four x-shaped steel crossbeams and estimated they were at least forty feet below the surface.
 
   The elevator touched down. Golke pulled off his helmet, and Thatcher did the same. 
 
   The door retracted, revealing a long, narrow passage. It was hardly recognizable as the tunnel where she had said goodbye to David a few days earlier. The underground structure was bolstered and sealed with the same opaque plastic used to construct the elevator. Halogen lights gleamed above the walkway, tinting the bunker with the same strange blue. It felt like they’d descended into some extraterrestrial spaceship. A panel of lockers lined the wall.
 
   “You can leave that here.” Golke gestured at her soundsuit. He turned away to give her privacy.
 
   Thatcher took off her helmet and discarded the protective suit, stripping down to her clothes.
 
   Golke stared intently at the wall.
 
   It made her laugh. “Golke, it’s not like I’m naked.”
 
   At the mention of ‘naked’, the back of his neck flushed brilliant red.
 
   She rolled her eyes and stepped out of the soundsuit pants. “I’m ready.”
 
   He tossed her suit into one of the lockers and then headed down the corridor. “This is the morgue.” He thumbed to the right. “Lee had us put all the bodies here.”
 
   She recognized the morgue as the room where she had first met David. A temporary wall separated it from the corridor. It was transparent. Through it, she could see more gurneys—these were crowded with body bags.
 
   “Here is the equipment storage room.” Golke pointed to a room off to the left filled with racks and shelving. “The diagnostic instruments, computer hardware, and nutriments are here.”
 
   Thatcher wrinkled her nose at the mention of their dehydrated, compact meals. Describing the inedible food as “nutriment” was a stretch. 
 
   “When will Hummer be back?” she asked as they reached the end of the corridor.
 
   “0800…” Golke gave her a wide smile, proud of the room he had put together. “I built the helm.”
 
   The space was impressive, large enough to fit a few hundred of the sheep grazing above ground. Along the eastern wall, plasma flat screens displayed images of Maeshowe. Marek and Donovon sat at the center of the room, facing the screens as they worked on their desktops. More rows of industrial shelves overfilled with sound equipment spanned the back half of the room.
 
   “Hey boss!” Marek called out.
 
   Thatcher smiled at him.
 
   “Personal quarters are that way.” Golke pointed at an adjacent hallway that led to individual rooms. He nodded at two doorways on the opposite side of the helm. “The conference room and Hummer’s office are south.”
 
   “Where are Lee and Bailey?” she asked.
 
   Golke pointed at one of the flat screens. It showed a digital video feed of the hallway into personal quarters. Bailey and Lee were fixing the camera. “They’re wiring basecamp for security,” Golke said. “Nobody gets in or out now without Lee knowing.”
 
   Thatcher noticed her image on one of the flat screens and frowned. “Good God.”
 
   Golke shook his head with equal enthusiasm.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t like it.” Lee leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   Thatcher ignored his defiant expression. 
 
   “Golke and Bailey can assist me,” she said.
 
   The men glanced at each other across the basecamp conference table.
 
   Why did they have to question everything? It was so damn unnerving. 
 
   “We need to find something concrete before Hummer returns,” she insisted. “At this point, any lead would be appreciated.”
 
   Bailey frowned. “We’re not the bleedin’ bomb squad. Why should we go back inside that thing?”
 
   Thatcher had concocted the plan on her way back to Stenness. She looked at Donovon. “If we departed at 0630, could you have radio support up by then?”
 
   Donovon looked to Marek. 
 
   Marek had kept quiet during the entire meeting, steadily twiddling his thumbs. “No,” he said simply.
 
   Thatcher sat forward. “Alright. When can you have it ready?”
 
   Marek wouldn’t look her in the eye. “I’m not comfortable with you going inside that grave. Now that we’ve registered noise, and we don’t know what the source is, we wait for Hummer. End of story.”
 
   The other men shifted in their seats.
 
   “We’ll be in soundsuits!” Thatcher tried to control the emotion in her voice. “We’ll take every precaution.”
 
   Marek shook his head. “We don’t know who or what is in there.”
 
   “If sound is coming out of Maeshowe,” she argued, “there has to be a device or something inside. We just missed it during our sweep the first time.”
 
   “I’m with Marek on this one,” Bailey said.
 
   “It’s been four days!” Thatcher bit her lip. “We have nothing!”
 
   “I agree with them,” Donovon sided with Marek and Bailey. He looked at Thatcher and then abashedly at the table. “…since there’s subsonic noise.”
 
   Golke nodded in agreement.
 
   “Why does everything have to be a bloody debate?” Thatcher tried to speak calmly. There had to be some way to convince them. If she were a man they’d never take issue with her decisions. “Hummer is on his way. I’d be more than willing to chuck it in if we had something to tell him, but we don’t. That’s unacceptable.”
 
   “It’s not our fault you wasted your time in Cambridge,” Bailey countered.
 
   Thatcher glowered at him. “If we find a device inside Maeshowe, we’ll request a more qualified team disable it.”
 
   Marek shook his head, adamant. “You’re not going in there.”
 
   Lee seemed to be enjoying this.
 
   Thatcher huffed. “Then what would you like us to do, Dr. Marek?”
 
   “Um, not send a woman into ground zero for starters,” he said.
 
   The men craned their necks, sensing the wind up and the pitch.
 
   Thatcher’s cheeks began to burn. A ball of nausea burst open inside her stomach. She was used to opposition, but not from Marek. 
 
   “I’m going in,” she said evenly. “Marek, have communications ready in two hours. That’s it then, sorted. Everyone is dismissed.”
 
   Nobody moved.
 
   Thatcher felt her confidence waver. If Marek didn’t support her, she had nothing. He was the glue that held everything together.
 
   Lee seized the opportunity. “Golke and Bailey, it’ll just be the two of you. Maeshowe’s no place for a woman.”
 
   “What?” Bailey barked. “Sure, send in the expendables.”
 
   “Get to work,” Lee ordered.
 
   Thatcher couldn’t get a word in. Lee agreed to her idea but not without humiliating her. She stood as the men left the room. The floor moved under her feet. Dizzy, she grabbed the table for support. “Lee,” she said.
 
   He stopped short at the door. 
 
   “I want to speak with you.” It took full concentration to control the wavering in her voice.
 
   Lee met her glare. He shut the door.
 
   “What the hell was that?” she demanded.
 
   “A judgment call,” he said. Disdain dripped from every word.
 
   “I am in command of this team!”
 
   Lee looked away with a patronizing eye roll. He didn’t need to say it. They both knew she was powerless.
 
   “Listen to me,” she lowered her voice. “I don’t care what Hummer’s assigned you to do here or how you fit into his pocket, but I am here to do my job and insubordination is unacceptable.” She smoothed down her jacket, frustrated by her inability to wipe the smug look off his face. 
 
   “You may outrank me in certain situations, but this is not one of them. Until Hummer says differently, Stenness is my jurisdiction whether you like it or not. I am going into that grave.”
 
   Lee met her with a warlike glare.
 
   She pursed her lips.
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   Thatcher held her breath. Her temples were throbbing. Lee was calling her bluff. What the hell did she bring to the table? Her false bravado was a joke. She’d always known as much.
 
   She had no response.
 
   Lee turned on his heels and exited the room. As the door shut behind him, her stoicism crumbled. She slumped into a chair, took in a deep breath, and tried to stop trembling.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
   TUESDAY 3:09 a.m.
 
   9 Sheep Street, Northampton, England
 
    
 
   The city streets were empty. Setting his cane against the brick wall, Ian peered through the kebabish’s front windows and searched for a way inside. An alarm system blinked over the front door. Breaking in from the ground floor was not an option. A window on the second floor was broken and boarded up with plywood. The nails looked loose, and the board saturated with rot. He reached for a rusty drainpipe that ran down the side of the building and tried to pull his body up the wall. If he could get onto the ledge of the marquee, he could get inside. His fingers trembled under his weight. The pressure turned his bony knuckles white. There was no way he could do this.
 
   You’re pathetic.
 
   With a groan, he dropped back onto the pavement. He shook out his wiry arms and searched for another point of entry. There had to be another way inside. He followed the alley beyond the corner of the restaurant. There were no openings on that side of the building. Even if he got upstairs, could he access the first floor?
 
   He leaned against a garbage bin, defeated. 
 
   Epiphany smacked him in the face.
 
   Why not drag the dumpster down the street and get on top of it? 
 
   The outcropping of brick separating the first and second floors was at least a foot wide. Once on top, he’d have no problem getting through that plywood.
 
   Ian blew into his hands. It was worth a try. He slid the bin across the cement to the front corner of the kebabish. His legs were already cramping. Forcing his body up and onto the bin, he blew into his hands once more, reached for top of the marquee, and grabbed the shelf. He could feel the particles of dirt and sticky pigeon droppings.
 
   He closed his eyes. 
 
   He could do this.
 
   Jumping, he caught the top of the sign with both hands. He hung there a moment, trying to focus all his energy on a single upward thrust. Swinging his body helped him gain momentum. He forced one knee over the top of the sign, and then pulled himself onto the ledge. His legs dangled over the cement. He shook out his arms.
 
   Every muscle ached, but he had done it. He scooted across the narrow overhang, then stood and balanced on the ledge. Gripping the brick surface of the building, he adjusted his weight, and kicked the piece of plywood. His foot easily knocked it into the building. He stood still for a moment, making sure no one had noticed. 
 
   The street was silent.
 
   He squeezed through the frame and dropped onto the second floor. Using the street light, he could make out the shape of an open doorway across the room. He limped to the door and down a narrow hallway, his fingers probing the walls. A steep staircase led to the ground floor, where it stopped at a door. To his surprise, the door was unlocked.
 
   The hinges creaked as he opened it. 
 
   Ian stared into the void of a windowless room. A meager flame immediately came into focus nearly fifteen feet below. Within the floor, hardly visible, was a large pit, and at the floor of the pit a candle vigil burned beside the eastern wall. As he stared more intently at the flame, the darkness around him deepened, making it harder to see his surroundings. He felt along the floor with his foot and reached the edge of the drop off. Broken cement crackled under his shoes. He followed the length of the perimeter. His toe hit the top of a metal ladder. He knelt beside it and found the top rung with his hands. A utility light hung over the top crossbar. He felt the switch on the side of the lamp and clicked it on.
 
   Bright 240 volts burst across the room, filling the pit, illuminating the crudely exhumed rock walls. The mortar was dotted with blunt tool marks, punctures from an amateur’s hands. Whatever they were unearthing had been excavated privately, poorly, and in a hurry. A stone bench followed the border of the pit’s floor, wrapping along each wall and stopping at two unexposed door frames still closed off with dirt. Four columns supported each corner of the pit. The masonry of the room suggested it was medieval, 11th or 12th century. Growing up the son of a biblical archeologist had its perks. Behind the burning candle, a Torah ark cabinet of aged brass and ornately carved decaying wood stood upright against the eastern wall.
 
   It was lined with several cabinet doors—dozens if not hundreds of compartments defaced with dust. He climbed down the ladder and stood beside it. It was set along the wall closest to Jerusalem. Along the top of its grand mantle was a carving of the Ten Commandments. Its fragile doors hung slightly open on rusted, broken hinges. It was much younger than the rest of the room, only a few hundred years of age. Someone had placed this into the pit ruin for a purpose; the fixture was an anachronism that did not belong.
 
   Was this what his father wanted him to find?
 
   There were twenty columns and five rows of empty slotted, square partitions. Because the candlelight vigil flickered on the floor, it was certain there was something important inside. Starting at the top left corner, Ian searched each narrow compartment, running his fingers along each column, and then across the bottom of each row. He crouched and felt along the lowest panel. 
 
   The wood suddenly gave way, pushing inward. When he removed pressure, the thin paneling dropped open, revealing four tiny hinges and a hidden inner-compartment one-eighth inch tall and eight inches long.
 
   He had to lie on his stomach to see inside, and even then it was too dark to be sure of anything. The utility light barely illuminated the thin opening. There was something there. Something placed carefully inside, a thin piece of vellum flat on its surface. He felt along the gap and caught the tip of something sharp.
 
   “Ouch.” He pulled back his hand. A pinprick of blood appeared on his finger.
 
   He refocused, squinting in the dim light. Almost imperceptible to the naked eye, a tiny fish hook came into view. It poked out ever so slightly from the niche. He pinched the hook between his forefinger and thumb. The hook was attached to the vellum. He pulled out the paper-thin fragment. It was the weight of fabric, and course and dry above his fingertips. There was Hebrew writing—
 
   Suddenly, someone grabbed him from behind. A blade pressed against his neck. The knife opened his skin, and a line of blood stained the white of his collar. He felt the man exhale on the back of his neck.
 
   Ian grabbed at the man’s wrists, struggling to push the knife away. His arms twitched with weakness. He could feel his artery pumping beneath the blade. A sudden stabbing pain shot up from his palm, like a flash of napalm from the center of his hand.
 
   His attacker fell backwards, screaming. The knife clattered to the floor.
 
   Ian clutched at his throat, trying to stop the bleeding. The smell of smoldering flesh met his nose. He lowered his injured hand, sputtering and gagging. Smoke fizzled from his palm. Glowing embers had burned through his bandage, blackening the fibers until the gauze fell off his hand. He stared in horror at the lesion.
 
   At the center of his palm, the Hebrew message was on fire. The letters were engulfed in flames. The pain was horrifying, a racking agony that spread through Ian’s body until he was curled on the floor. Slowly, the flame died, flickering a crackling red until all that remained was a putrid boiling fluid. Under the charred skin, the letters were glowing.
 
   He held his hand in agony. The vellum had dropped to the floor.
 
   His attacker was stooped against the wall, groaning in equal agony and holding his arm where Ian’s wounded hand had gripped him. The symbols had burned into him as well, but backward and crooked, a direct stamp of the fiery words imprinted on Ian. The fingernail marks penetrated deeper and deeper into the tissue, in some places revealing the bone of his forearm. 
 
   The man scrambled into the corner, cradling his smoldering flesh.
 
   Ian grabbed for the knife. He was trembling so violently he could barely hold it up.
 
   “Belial,” the man stammered. He had spittle on his lips, dripping into his thick beard. A kippah covered his head.
 
   “Crown Prince of Hell,” the Rabbi said.
 
   The mark on Ian’s hand suddenly became cold. The chill spread through his blood.
 
   “Take it.” The Rabbi gasped, nodding at the fragment of vellum on the floor. “The Beb’ne Hoshekh is meant for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
   TUESDAY 6:52 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “This is bollocks,” Bailey swore. He held his soundsuit helmet at his side, waiting until the last possible moment to put on the constrictive headpiece. “She’s thinking up some clever way to blame this on us.”
 
   “We couldn’t have done it,” Golke said as the elevator cleared ground level. “Not even at payload. Marek proved it.”
 
   Bailey ran a hand through his hair and then unfastened the acoustic recorder clip to his belt. He sneered. “It sure has her panties in a twist, though.”
 
   Golke looked confused by the colloquialism.
 
   “What? You’ve never heard ‘panties in a twist?’” Bailey asked.
 
   “I can’t picture Thatcher in panties.”
 
   Bailey snorted. “A thousand quid says that cow wears boxer shorts!”
 
   Their laughter subsided as the elevator door opened. Dawn illuminated the landscape. The moon was pale and full in the sky. Sheep wandered in the mist around NCEC tents.
 
   “Do you think God is punishing us?” Golke asked solemnly.
 
   “What are you talkin’ about, Golke?” Bailey pulled his helmet over his head. “There’s no such thing as God.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Thatcher joined the team in the helm just as Donovon and Marek finished routing Golke’s helmet video-feed to the monitor. 
 
   “Almost got it,” Marek said, glancing up at her apologetically.
 
   She ignored him. He would get a piece of her mind soon enough.
 
   Golke’s video feed appeared on the center screen. An audible gasp sounded through the room as they realized the men were wading through a sea of sheep.
 
   “Bloody hell,” Bailey’s voice echoed over the sound system. “Can you see this, ladies?”
 
   “Your audio is clear, Ballistics,” Marek spoke into his headset. “What about you, Golke? You got sound, brother?”
 
   Bailey whistled into his transmitter. “There are thousands of them!”
 
   “Bailey, we aren’t getting anything from Golke ,” Marek said. “Can he hear us?”
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Bailey?” Marek turned to Donovon. “Great. Neither of them has a working headset.”
 
   “On it.” The Irishman worked furiously with the audio receivers.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Thatcher asked, watching Golke’s video feed. From a distance, Maeshowe looked small, almost insignificant, a lifeless dot on the wooly landscape.
 
   Marek shrugged. “Everything was working before they left.”
 
   “Try again,” Donovon said.
 
   “Yo, Bailey?” Marek pulled the microphone closer to his mouth. “Do you read?”
 
   “‘Sup, dawg?” Bailey said in his best Ebonics.
 
   Everyone sighed in relief.
 
   “What about you, Golke?” Marek asked.
 
   There was still no reply.
 
   Donovon shook his head. “His helmet radio is bloody banjaxed. There’s nothing I can do from here.”
 
   “Do you want them to come back?” Marek asked Thatcher.
 
   She watched as Golke and Bailey approached Maeshowe’s entrance, momentarily dropping down into the trench that surrounded the grave.
 
   “Dr. Thatcher?” Marek asked.
 
   Lee stood at the back of the room, arms crossed over his chest as he scrutinized Thatcher. She met his glare and shook her head. “As long as we’ve got communication with Bailey, we’re fine,” she answered.
 
   As the men came out of the depression, Golke’s camera focused on the three massive rectangular boulders of the formidable doorway. One gigantic gray slab sat atop two others, creating a square arch entrance barely three feet tall. Entering the narrow passage of Maeshowe had to feel like passing through the birth canal, especially in a cumbersome soundsuit.
 
   The screen went black as Golke followed Bailey into the narrow tunnel.
 
   “Your torches, boys,” Thatcher said.
 
   After a moment, both helmet lights flickered on, illuminating the passage that extended deep into the grave.
 
   “We should be getting ambient noise on Bailey’s acoustic recorder—their footsteps, the soundsuits, something.” Marek pointed at three empty frequency bars on his computer screen.
 
   “Don’t tell me the blasted acoustic recorder is crocked, too,” Donovon said, fixing the wires.
 
   Lee stepped forward, pointing at the screen where the recording device was clipped to Bailey’s waist. “It’s not broken. It’s just not bloody on.”
 
   “Bailey, you dumb ass!” Marek yelled into the transmitter. “Turn on the recorder.”
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Ballistics?” Marek tried again.
 
   Donovon frowned. “My computer says Bailey’s receiver is fine.”
 
   “Well, it’s not,” Thatcher said, annoyed. The mission was already a failure.
 
   They looked up at her.
 
   “You only gave us two hours,” Marek said.
 
   She stared up at the screen unforgivingly. “Fix it.”
 
   The video feed showed the men were about fifteen feet inside. Maeshowe’s passageway tapered almost to a close. Golke slipped sideways through the narrow channel, and his headlamp lit up the adjacent rock wall. The stones were covered with ancient and modern graffiti, Viking runes and messages from the early 1900s. Bailey leaned into the camera and pointed at a curvy petroglyph shaped like the figure of a woman. He moved his gloves over the image, making the universal hourglass figure. He flipped the okay sign into the camera.
 
   “Quit messing about and turn on the damn recorder!” Lee grumbled.
 
    
 
    
 
   Bailey surveyed Maeshowe’s cramped inner chamber. The roof towered overhead, nearly 26 feet above his helmet. Three small antechambers jutted off the edges of the room forming the shape of a cross. The ground was a mixture of sand and pebbles. 
 
   The place was empty. There was no sign of life. No acoustic cannon, no terrorists—just another dead end.
 
   A quiet swooshing sounded behind him, like the noise of a bird flitting passed his head. Instinctively, he ducked and turned his light toward one of the dark recesses.
 
   Nothing but dirt and rock.
 
   “Nobody’s here,” he said. “We’re wasting our time.”
 
   He heard it again. This time the noise was louder. A moth hovering beside his ear, flapping its feather wings faster and faster. He tapped his helmet and looked over at Golke. “Can you hear that, mate?”
 
   Golke pointed to his helmet and shook his head. His mouth was moving beneath his helmet shield. Their radio connection wasn’t working.
 
   Brilliant. Just perfect.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.” Bailey gestured toward the passageway. The noise was getting louder.
 
   Golke was busy scanning the walls with his helmet camera.
 
   The static din began to throb inside Bailey’s brain. Vibrating against his skull, inexorable and irritating, but subtle—the buzz of electricity when a television set is first turned on—right before the picture appears on screen. The ringing stung his eardrums. He tapped his helmet with his glove. 
 
   There must be some sodding technical glitch, some goddamn irritating hum inside the speaker.
 
   “Marek, can you hear me?” he tried to communicate with basecamp. “Something’s wrong with my helmet.”
 
   There was no answer. All communication was down.
 
   He turned to Golke. “They can’t hear us!” he yelled. 
 
   As if yelling would help. Golke couldn’t hear anything in his soundsuit.
 
   The distortion intensified, now a tornado blowing through his brain, raging harder with each passing second.
 
   Something was very wrong.
 
   A bubble of fear erupted in his stomach.
 
   Oh, God. He cringed, realizing the sound wasn’t coming from his helmet speakers. It originated inside him, an earsplitting pick axe goring at his brain. The noise quickened into a thunderous roar. He grabbed at his helmet, trying to shake the scream from his mind. “Can’t you hear that?” he yelled at Golke.
 
   Golke still had his back to him. He was searching through the dirt as if nothing was wrong.
 
   Sweat broke across Bailey’s forehead. The cacophony forced him to his knees. He pulled frantically at his helmet. “Get it off! Get it off!”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Bailey!” Golke’s voice exploded over the basecamp speakers, his radio connection finally coming through.
 
   Everyone looked up at the screen.
 
   Bailey’s feet thrashed wildly across the monitors, his body rolling in and out of the frame.
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” Thatcher’s voice cracked. It looked as if Bailey was performing some ridiculous dance, twisting on the floor of the passage grave and grabbing at his helmet. “Did anybody see what happened?”
 
   They had been so absorbed with solving the audio problem, no one was paying attention.
 
   A cloud of dust swirled up from the chamber floor, twisting in the air, and obscuring their view.
 
   Panic choked Thatcher’s throat. “Get me radio contact now!”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Bailey!” Golke tackled Bailey, forcing him onto his back.
 
   Bulging outwards from their sockets, Bailey’s eyes pulsated behind his helmet and then rolled back into his head. His body shuddered. The recording device fell from his belt to the chamber floor. His face began to swell. Under his helmet, capillaries burst in his cheeks. His mouth dropped in a silent scream. With a cataclysmic burst, his head exploded.
 
   Blood splattered across the inside of his face shield.
 
   Golke fell backwards, retching as he scrambled away from Bailey’s body.
 
   A low-pitched hum buzzed inside his ears. Getting louder, it reverberated off his face shield back into his brain, vaporizing every thought. He ripped open the neck of his soundsuit and pulled off his helmet to reduce the pressure. Chamber dust engulfed him as it stirred up in the air. The cloud filled his lungs. He collapsed, spitting and sputtering, digging his gloves into the earth. Every nerve was on fire, exploding with noise. Searing hot noise.
 
   Golke grabbed at the sand. His hands found the recording device. He flipped it on.
 
    
 
    
 
   The basecamp speakers blared Maeshowe’s low rumble.
 
   “160 dB, 100 Hz!” Marek yelled. “220, 30! 280, 2.5!”
 
   The visual feed cut in and out, the view from Golke’s helmet sideways on the chamber floor.
 
   Golke appeared on screen, his helmet off, eyes wide, ripping out fistfuls of hair. Completely mad, he spun and twisted in the dirt, unaware of anything but the noise, a clamorous supernova so powerful that cavitation bubbles formed within the cavities of his living brain. The bubbles divided, doubling, tripling, until they collapsed in an implosion of liquid-rupturing air. With one static blow, his head burst in subsonic combustion. A trillion droplets of cruor disintegrated into a cloud just above his neck. The nebulous particles mixed with Maeshowe’s rising dust. His body slumped into the dirt and landed on his helmet. Blood spilled over the lens.
 
   Thatcher turned away in horror as the camera lost its feed.
 
   The ground began to tremble.
 
    
 
    
 
   A sound wave erupted from the Maeshowe. The blast rolled over Stenness, killing everything in its path. The distortion stretched well beyond the village and then stopped, leaving the world in silence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
   TUESDAY 10:54 a.m.
 
   Denburn Court Apartments
 
   Aberdeen, Scotland
 
    
 
   The radio dial spun through static, Celtic music, static, and then landed on the BBC News.
 
   “The National Chemical Emergency Centre has issued an emergency press release after several civilians in Stenness, Scotland developed severe respiratory problems that led to their immediate deaths,” a female reporter announced. “There is a countywide warning for a possible Ebola outbreak…”
 
   David sat at his kitchen table with a newspaper in hand. He paid no attention to the broadcast. It was merely background noise, a disconsolate soundtrack for the pathetic state of his life—and apartment, for that matter. He’d never bothered to pick up the ransacked furniture, a cotton tornado, the wreckage of broken glass and wood. 
 
   Taking a sip of coffee, he turned his attention to an ever-expanding stack of bills: rent, electric, a subscription renewal for Archeological Digest. Amidst the pile, he found a worn manila envelope with a return-to-sender stamp, same-day delivery posted on the front. There was no name for the addressee, just his name and address on the sender line. He was pretty certain he hadn’t mailed anything to himself in the last 24 hours.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   The paper was ripped, stained, and worn at the edges. Miraculously, it held together. He sliced open one end with a kitchen knife and tipped the pocket upside-down to shake out its contents. Nothing came out. 
 
   He peeked into the opening. There was nothing inside.
 
   “That’s weird.” He threw the envelope into the trash and reached across the table for more bills.
 
   He stopped, noticing the lamp above the table had illuminated heavy impression marks imprinted on the outside of the strange manila envelope. Plucking the letter from the trash, he felt the raised pressure points with his fingertips. He tore down the length of the envelope, unfolded it, and turned it inside out. He sat back in awe.
 
   Someone had spent hours drawing thousands of lead scribbles. The paper was covered with swirling designs that collided and overlapped across the page in an indecipherable jumble. He turned the paper sideways. Four words appeared beneath the mosaic.
 
    
 
   COME, THOU ART CHOSEN
 
    
 
   David flinched at a knock on his front door.
 
   The door creaked open, sideways and off its hinges. Thatcher peeked inside. “Dr. Hyden?”
 
   He folded the envelope and tucked it into his pocket. “Dr. Thatcher, I thought we decided to stop seeing each other.”
 
   Thatcher stepped into the room, nodding at the state of his apartment. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?”
 
   “Is this a social visit?” He reached for his coffee.
 
   Thatcher straightened. “Two of my men are dead.”
 
   “Your acoustic weapon on another killing spree?”
 
   Thatcher’s mouth fell open. She briskly shut it. “I need your help, Dr. Hyden.”
 
   Here we go again. He turned back to the table and continued through his mail.
 
   “I’m not asking this time,” she said.
 
   He took a sip of coffee.
 
   “Whatever it is—whatever keeps happening.” She stepped forward. “It’s not over. Maeshowe is erupting every 77 hours, and every time it does, its detonation and blast area magnifies in size. When it goes off again—and it will go off again—everything within a 62 mile radius will be destroyed.”
 
   David shook his head. The woman was insane.
 
   “Nobody knows that ruin like you.” Thatcher released an exhausted sigh. “If I don’t figure out why Maeshowe is ‘exploding’ and how to stop it, Scotland’s gone within the week and Europe in twelve days.” She raised her eyebrows in anticipation of his criticism.
 
   David took another sip of coffee. She was full of it. Completely full of it. “I guess that means I should move back to the States.”
 
   Thatcher pulled a photograph out of her coat pocket and thrust it towards him. “The least you can do is tell me what this is.”
 
   David took the picture with a scowl. It was a freeze frame. The image was obscured by blood on the camera lens and dust thick in the air. In the background, a faint spiral petroglyph glowed on a rock wall. “An eternal stone?” He looked up at her confused.
 
   “What’s an eternal stone?” Thatcher pursed her lips impatiently.
 
   David rubbed at the prickly hairs of stubble on his chin, engrossed by the photograph. “It’s a petroglyph carving that symbolizes eternity. The spiral is found in ancient burial sites throughout the world…Egypt, the Americas, Great Britain…” His eyes narrowed. “But I’ve never seen it like this before. Not with a hole at its center.” Lifting the picture, he let her examine the missing portion of rock at the center of the petroglyph.
 
   She nodded for him to continue.
 
   “That’s rare,” he said. “Extremely rare. Eternal stones spiral endlessly and are believed to symbolize time continuing forever and ever without end, thus the name.”
 
   “Then why is this eternal stone missing its center?” she asked.
 
   “A hole would mean that there is a point of completion to the eternities. An end to time.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   “Hellfire. Brimstone. Armageddon.”
 
   “You don’t believe—”
 
   “Of course not.” For the first time, David noticed fear in her eyes. She would venture out on a limb at this point. Any limb. He took in a breath of disappointment. People were willing to believe anything. “Before my father died, he drudged up some Druid myth that said there is an end to man’s existence. According to this myth, true eternal stones—these rare symbols with holes at their center—act as locks, locks that protect mankind from the end of the world.”
 
   Thatcher leaned against the table. “If there is a lock, then there must be a key?”
 
   “Buried somewhere in antiquity. Find the ‘key,’ insert the ‘key’ into the ‘lock,’ and according to my father, you bring about the end of the world. You unlock the Apocalypse, so to speak, and the entire human race perishes.” He studied her face, her seemingly permanent furrowed brow, the lines around the outer corners of her lips, the dark circles under her eyes. She was serious. “You don’t really believe this crap?” he asked.
 
   Thatcher crossed her arms. She looked unsure of what to think.
 
   David studied the photograph again, suddenly recognizing the rock wall. “Wait…this is Maeshowe. Is this some kind of joke?”
 
   “There’s no joke.”
 
   “Maeshowe doesn’t have an eternal stone in its chamber. I know that place like the back of my hand.” He pointed at the glowing symbol in the photo. “And what’s this, some sort of computer enhancement?”
 
   “Nothing’s been enhanced.”
 
   “It’s illuminated.”
 
   She adopted his sarcastic attitude. “You’re observant.”
 
   He sat back, flabbergasted. “How’s that possible?”
 
   “I was hoping you could answer that.”
 
   David set the photograph on the table. “This is a hoax. Some freak is playing you. Some psychotic fan of my father’s work.”
 
   “I’ve got four days to figure out whom.” She was beyond desperate, asking him for help.
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said. “Unless…” 
 
   He glanced back at the eternal stone. Something registered in his brain.
 
   “What is it?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “I have seen this symbol before. Glowing like this. But it sure as hell wasn’t in Maeshowe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29
 
   TUESDAY 2:48 p.m.
 
   Cambridgeshire Constabulary Headquarters
 
   Huntingdon, England
 
    
 
   “He’s not in the records room either,” the detective said as he slowly approached the desk.
 
   Chief Detective Inspector Lang was away from the office for the afternoon, and the elderly detective on duty was clueless about Brenton’s case, and it seemed, even more clueless about how to use a computer. After a database search for Brenton Hyden ended without success, a paper trail of records and case files was David and Thatcher’s last hope. 
 
   “I searched the “H” cabinet twice, just in case your old man was misfiled,” the detective said. “Even got myself a paper cut.” He held up a pinky finger as if it warranted some sort of condolence.
 
   “You people can’t be that disorganized,” David said.
 
   “Oh, you’d be surprised.” The detective placed his finger in his mouth. “Especially if it’s a cold case. You sure it was a murder…in this area?”
 
   “He was found in Stonehenge,” David said. “I identified the body myself.”
 
   “And Lang moved the case up here?” The detective shook his head. “It’s not our jurisdiction. And we don’t get many murders. I’d remember something like that.”
 
   “Yeah, you’d think.” David was annoyed.
 
   “There’s nothing else you can do?” Thatcher said. “We came all the way from Highlands.”
 
   “Scotland, eh?” He looked her up and down. “And DCI Lang knows you’re looking for him?”
 
   “He rang us and told us to come in,” David lied. “He insisted we go through my father’s file.”
 
   Thatcher took David’s lead and leaned over the counter, flashing her NATO badge as if it gave her some authority. “This is very important,” she said. “A matter of international security.”
 
   The detective scratched his head. “Well, I guess it can’t hurt if you look yourselves. Maybe your old man was just misfiled.” He unlocked the counter door and swung it open. “But if this poor chap was murdered, he’d be listed in records at the capital. All homicides are reported to London. It’s protocol.”
 
   Thatcher pulled out her cell phone and nodded at David. “I’m on it,” she said. “Enjoy the records.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Here’s a good one.” David sat on the laminated floor in the police station, his head buried in a drawer. He pulled out a file and read the name. “Umbrela, Anita Umbrela.” He let out a tired, neurotic laugh and then sat back against the cabinet. “Don’t you get it?”
 
   Thatcher rolled her eyes.
 
   It seemed everyone in the small town of Huntingdon possessed some sort of rap sheet, mostly alcohol-related disorderly conduct. Out of the hundreds of case files they’d thumbed through, none belonged to Brenton Hyden.
 
   “Well, he’s not in the ‘U’s,” David said, shutting the drawer.
 
   “Keep looking.” Thatcher shuffled through the V’s. 
 
   She stopped with a gasp.
 
   “You found him?” David sat up.
 
   She put a finger in her mouth. “Paper cut.”
 
   “David!” a voice bellowed outside the door. “What in God’s name are you doing?”
 
   David looked up at Lang, and then to Thatcher. 
 
   Thatcher flushed. She was very aware that they were breaking at least a dozen privacy laws. 
 
   “My father’s file was misplaced,” David said.
 
   “It’s not misplaced.” Lang’s hands were on his hips. “Why are you looking for it?”
 
   David dropped his head sideways and forced a look of naïveté. “Curiosity.”
 
   Lang frowned. He wasn’t that stupid. “It’s on my desk.”
 
   Thatcher closed her eyes and pinched her brow. David groaned in agreement. They had wasted hours. 
 
   “The detective on duty said this was a matter of national security?” Lang asked.
 
   David shrugged. “He let us in.”
 
   Lang pursed his lips. He looked down at the open file in David’s hands. David handed it to him with a smile. 
 
   “Anita Umbrela?” Lang read the name. He turned on his heels. “Come, you two. Now!”
 
   David shut the cabinet drawer and raised his eyebrows at Thatcher. They followed Lang to his office, and waited at his desk as he searched through stacks of papers.
 
   “Brenton… Brenton…”  Lang reached the bottom of the pile and brushed down his mustache. “Bollocks. It must be on one of the detectives’ desks.”
 
   “You’ve lost the inquiry?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “It’s not lost.” Lang looked up at her, annoyed.
 
   “You’re investigating his murder, though, right?” David questioned.
 
   “Of course we are.”
 
   “Just without any documentation, photographs, paperwork?”
 
   “What are you insinuating, David?” Lang took a seat. He set one hand on the top of the pile. “I hate to disappoint you, but things can temporarily go missing within a bureaucracy. You have my word Brenton’s file is here and active.” He stood and placed one hand on David’s back, guiding David and Thatcher through the office and back out to the lobby. 
 
   “How about I try to forget about this abuse of privacy incident and ring you as soon as Brenton’s file turns up, eh?” he offered.
 
   David was tight-lipped.
 
   “Homicides don’t disappear, David. You have my word.” Lang headed back toward his office. “I will phone you!”
 
   They watched as Lang disappeared into his office.
 
   David flexed his jaw. He threw open the exit door and bolted out of the police station.
 
   Thatcher was right behind him, following him into the parking lot. “David, wait. Stop for one second, will you?” She grabbed his shoulder.
 
   His cheeks were flushed. “I told you I couldn’t help you.”
 
   “We need to go to Maeshowe,” she said. “I humored you. I can’t waste any more time.” 
 
   David stared at the ground. 
 
   “We’ve got to get a grip on the situation. You haven’t even explained how these things could be related.”
 
   “What I want to show you…what this whole wild goose chase is about...” he stumbled over his words, too frustrated to talk. “The eternal stone. The symbol you found in Maeshowe. That same mark was glowing on my father’s palm the night I identified his body.”
 
   “Glowing?” Thatcher’s eyebrows skewed.
 
   Her cell phone rang before he could respond. “This is Thatch—”
 
   “Brynne, I looked up your dead man.” Brimley, her American contact at the Embassy, spoke quickly. “Well, I tried to look him up,” she said. “He’s not in the database.”
 
   Thatcher bit her lower lip. “What does that mean?”
 
   “If this guy was murdered, like you said, there’s no record of it anywhere.” 
 
   Brimley paused. 
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t much help.”
 
   “No, you’re brilliant, Brimley. Thanks.”
 
   Thatcher ended the call and met David’s eyes. Maybe he was onto something. “That was my contact at the consul,” she explained. “She has access to all U.K. records belonging to American citizens. There’s no record in London pertaining to your father’s murder.”
 
   David crossed his arms over his chest. “Then there’s been no investigation?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “We’d better find his body, then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30
 
   TUESDAY 6:24 p.m.
 
   Grantchester Meadows
 
   Southwest Cambridge, England
 
    
 
   Thatcher studied the headstones along a lushly forested row of graves. They were within an overgrown corner of the cemetery, and losing daylight quickly. Most of the markers were cracked and broken, difficult to read in the dusk. Some were centuries old, others prematurely aged by the extreme environmental conditions. Perpetual rainfall kept the ground sopping with mud. Her boots sunk deep into the earth. She stumbled over a shallow, overgrown root and toppled to the ground.
 
   “Bloody hell.” She sat there for a moment, annoyed. Mud covered the front of her Gianfranco Ferré suit. The outfit was ruined. Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered in a world where passage graves came alive with noise and slaughtered entire populations. 
 
   “Dr. Thatcher!” David called from across the field.
 
   She forced herself to her feet, wiped the brown sludge from her pants, and headed towards him, careful to not trip again. He waved excitedly through thick underbrush at the bottom of the gully and pointed to a small obscure clearing under an immense oak. 
 
   “Over here,” he shouted.
 
   Thatcher pushed through the scrub, trying to step over the in-ground grave markers covered with moss and leaves. It was bad luck to step on them. Footsteps came down the hill behind her. The sound sent a tingle through her spine. She looked back. No one was there. She could hear someone following them, but there was only wind blowing through the low tree boughs.
 
   “What is it?” David asked.
 
   She stopped beside him. “Can you hear that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Footsteps?”
 
   He glanced up at the trees. “I think it’s the wind.”
 
   A continuous breeze blew wet leaves across the mud. It was the wind, trudging like heels. 
 
   Thatcher shivered. “Creepy.”
 
   David squatted beside a modest ground stone. The grave marker was barely the size of a dinner plate. He pointed at fresh dirt packed in a long rectangle shape that protruded slightly from the earth around the grave. “Does this look recent to you?” 
 
   The ground hadn’t yet settled around the coffin.
 
   Thatcher bent over the headstone as David brushed the leaves away. 
 
   “‘Arise my beloved; my beautiful one, and come…” she read the engraving. “There’s no name.”
 
   “It’s him.”
 
   For never having visited his father’s grave before, David seemed certain. She frowned. What now? They couldn’t just dig up a body. What if David was wrong and this was some stranger?
 
   David tried to explain. “I’m telling you, this scripture is significant. This is him.”
 
   The setting sun punched a narrow hole through the drab clouds and penetrated the overgrowth where they stood. A kaleidoscope of shadow and light spread over the grave. For the first time, Thatcher noticed a dozen marble archangel statues circled them in the thicket nearby. The effigies abided the hallowed cove, posing with stoic gestures. The crumbling fragments of broken faces, wings, and arms were strewn about the weeds. The entire southwestern corner of the cemetery suffered from neglect. It was like these were the grave markers of the ashamed and forgotten. She stepped to the side of Brenton’s marker. 
 
   “Wait, David. Look,” she said.
 
   A line of identical ground stones spread across the ground at their feet. There were at least thirty markers, side-by-side, in five columns forming a square underneath a massive oak tree. She brushed debris off a nearby stone, and then off another. “They all say the same thing.”
 
   David uncovered another line of gravestones a few feet away, unearthing a sixth column. “‘Arise my beloved, my beautiful one, and come,’” he read.
 
   “There’s more.” Thatcher found another row. The entire grove was filled with identical markers. “There are hundreds of them. Do you still think that one is your father’s?”
 
   He looked at the first headstone. It was definitely the most recent addition. He nodded. “I’d bet my life on it.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The noise of a backhoe echoed through the cemetery. Its grumble was loud enough to wake the dead. After a few hours of pleading with the groundskeeper and five hundred pound sterling, they were in luck.
 
   In spite of her anxiety, Thatcher forced herself to recline in the heated car seat. David bounced from foot to foot beside the grave. Lit by the backhoe headlights, he was strangely giddy to uncover the corpse he had identified at Stonehenge nine days earlier.
 
   Her cell phone rang. “This is Thatcher.”
 
   “You’re not going to believe this,” Marek’s voice was rapid but hushed. “I isolated the noise that Golke and Bailey recorded in Maeshowe.”
 
   She heard him click his mouse. A roar blared through the phone.
 
   “Sorry about that,” he apologized, turning down the volume.
 
   Thatcher returned the phone to her ear.
 
   “The volume and frequency of Maeshowe’s soundwaves are way beyond our capacity to analyze effectively,” he said. “Inside the grave, we’re talking thousands of decibels at subsonic levels. But, I got brilliant. I divided the recording in half. And then I did it again, and again, and again, and ag—”
 
   “Get to the point.”
 
   “You’re not going to believe this.” He breathed heavily in the phone. “I kept dividing into the thousandths, the millionths, the billionths…and then I found something.” He paused. “There’s way more than just noise here.”
 
   He clicked his mouse again.
 
   Voices intermixed in playback. Their guttural words repeated in a harsh scream. “Lachsa’arhhh pahrash htsssa!”
 
   “I don’t know what it means, but if my calculations are correct, we’ve recorded about 32.8 million voices saying lacksar—whatever.” He paused for her response.
 
   Thatcher’s mind was suspended in disbelief.
 
   “Brynne,” his voice trembled. “What the hell is going on?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31
 
   TUESDAY 11:54 p.m.
 
   Cambridge University, England
 
    
 
   “No autopsy has been done,” Thatcher said, rolling the gurney under the lights within the basement of one of Cambridge’s zoological laboratories. She turned on the overhead lamp, pulled rubber gloves over her hands, and looked down at Brenton Hyden’s body. 
 
   Although dead for nearly two weeks, the corpse was unexplainably un-decayed. “I don’t even feel any bloating, marbling, or slippage within the epidermis,” she said running her hands over the skin. “There’s slight rigor mortis in the joints, but even so, he looks like a subject whose ETD is only six to ten hours.”
 
   Thatcher hovered over the star-shaped bullet wound in Brenton’s chest. The slug had penetrated his heart and stopped somewhere in his mid-back. She twisted the body onto its side. “It’s still there!” 
 
   The projectile bulged from the skin between the right shoulder blade and the spine, a gleaming sharp metal nugget lodged sideways in the tissue. She removed it from Brenton’s back and held it up into the light for David to see. “Semi-jacket hollow point. An older design, .357 Magnum caliber—”
 
   “Desert Eagle?” he asked. He watched from the doorway, looking more and more pale. 
 
   “Could be. Why?” She sealed the bullet inside a plastic bag and tucked the bag into her pocket. “My lab can tell us exactly.”
 
   David swallowed and looked away.
 
   She found a faint white spiral scar on Brenton’s palm. “Is this what you were talking about?”
 
   David wouldn’t look at the body. “The night I identified him it was glowing.”
 
   The faded mark was almost invisible. She could barely see the outline of the circles. She bit her lip, wondering if David could have been mistaken. Identifying the body of his father must have been a rough go, even if their relationship was crap. Maybe he’d just been in shock?
 
   As if reading her mind, David continued. “Lang saw it, too. He asked me if I knew what it meant—the spiral.” He shook his head. “I told him I didn’t know.”
 
   “The wound could’ve been infected with bacteria that radiate light.” She had to reach deep into her imagination to come up with a plausible scenario for glowing skin. She tried not to sound too skeptical. “P. luminescens glows blue as it oxidizes.”
 
   “It was white.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive.” David looked faint. For an archeologist, he was sure weak-stomached around cadavers.
 
   Thatcher tapped her temples, thinking aloud. “During the Civil War, soldiers in the States were documented as having glowing wounds. But they were found under extreme conditions, hypothermic and in muddy swamp lands, basically human Petri dishes swarming with bacterial and fungal infections.”
 
   “It was 2 a.m. at Stonehenge in pouring icy rain.” David nodded. “Everyone was hypothermic.”
 
   She brushed a strand of hair from her face. It still didn’t add up. “You said the body was discovered a few days after death? P. luminescens can’t survive within a dead host.”
 
   “Lang estimated the time of death. Brenton’s clothes were almost completely disintegrated. It made sense.” He frowned. “Is it too late to isolate whatever was in his skin? Couldn’t some remnant of dead bacteria still be inside him?”
 
   Thatcher rubbed her eyes, tired. “If the organism was symbiotic and not isolated to the wound.”
 
   He leaned back into the doorway and closed his eyes. “Cut him open, then.”
 
   Thatcher studied his face with uncertainty. “Your remorse is touching.” 
 
   He kept his eyes clenched shut. How could he be so detached and disconnected? David was as tight-lipped and bereft of sympathy as Hummer. Hummer wore a mask of stoicism, however. He had built a wall layer by layer around his heart. David, on the other hand, had no mask. It almost seemed as if he had no soul. 
 
   “What are we waiting for?” he asked, staring at the floor.
 
   With a sigh, she reached for the scalpel and began the Y-incision. “In the rare instances that P. luminescens attaches itself to mammals, the bacteria harvest their larvae within the trachea, gut wall, and intestines.” She finished the incision and opened the ribcage. “Theoretically, if the same scenario happened to your father, the pathogen would’ve entered by mouth, passed through the lungs, and cultivated within the bowels.”
 
   David took a seat in a chair at the far corner of the room facing away from the autopsy. 
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked.
 
   He looked over at her. The blood had drained from his face. “I’m fine.” He swallowed hard.
 
   “You’re an archeologist. Aren’t corpses second nature to you?”
 
   “There’s a reason I only study rock formations.”
 
   She bit her lip and nodded. “I’ll stop narrating, then.”
 
   David tipped his head in appreciation.
 
   Thatcher removed a tiny portion of the intestines. Placing the tissue sample on a glass slide, she flipped on one of the university’s microscopes. The instrument’s bulb burned dull yellow. It would take the outdated equipment a minute to warm up. She moved back over the body and examined the chest cavity. The tissue was a hemorrhagic clutter of scrambled cells and burst vessels loosely stabilizing tortured organs. It was an oddly familiar pattern. The peripheral wall was covered with Microlesions—a damning indicator of subsonic noise. She cut through the length of the left lung and opened the sponge-like organ. 
 
   “He inhaled sand,” she spoke aloud. “A lot of sand.”
 
   David looked up, confused. “He was buried alive?”
 
   She fingered the tissue and held up some of the crimson particles into the light. “Red sand. There’s nothing like it in this part of the world.”
 
   They stared at each other blankly.
 
   Realizing the microscope light had warmed enough to view the intestine cross section, Thatcher left the body and twisted the focus knob. Thousands of miniscule luminescent bacteria danced around the air bubbles and hemorrhagic tissue. She looked up from the eyepiece, shaken.
 
   “P. Luminescens?” David asked, standing up.
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like it. But whatever it is, it’s still alive.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32
 
   WEDNESDAY 4:03 a.m.
 
   St. John the Baptist’s Cathedral
 
   Bathwick, England
 
    
 
   Ian sat hidden in a corner of the monastery library translating two columns of Aramaic text. Painstaking hours had been spent deciphering the fragment the Rabbi insisted was meant for him. But something was wrong. Dusty glossaries of ancient languages sat on the desk close at hand. His rudimentary understanding of the Chaldean language had helped him recognize many of the ancient terms: the Sons of Light, the Forces of Darkness, the Day of Disaster. He shook out his bleeding palm in frustration. It was the familiarity of these terms that disappointed him. So far, the Beb’ne Hoshekh was nothing more than a copy of a Dead Sea Scroll called The War Rule. Word for word, it matched the well-known published document Brenton and his associates found in a Qumran excavation decades earlier. There was nothing clandestine about these phrases. Nothing worth dying over. It was a duplicate of the same tactical treatise that existed in museums throughout the world.
 
    
 
   For the Master, [the Rule of] the War: On that day the congregation of the gods and the congregation of men shall engage one another in great carnage. The Sons of Light and the Forces of Darkness shall fight together with the roar of a great multitude and the shout of gods and men; a day of disaster. It is a time of distress fo[r all] redeemed by God. On the day of their battle, they shall g[o forth for] carnage.
 
   In three lots the Sons of Light shall stand firm so as to strike a blow at wickedness, and in three the army of Belial shall strengthen themselves so as to force the retreat of the forces of Light.
 
   [And when the] banners of the infantry cause their hearts to melt, God will strengthen the he[arts of the Sons of Light].
 
   “And in the final lot, [Belial and al]l the angels of his dominion, and all the men of his forces, [shall be destroyed forever]…
 
    
 
   The bracketed words of his translation marked areas of uncertainty. Places where the fragment was torn or the words too faded. Biblical scholars assumed the War Rule ended with Belial’s demise in the Final Battle. They knowledgably closed the passage with Belial “…shall be destroyed forever,” a conclusion that matched all other texts detailing Armageddon. However, the War Rule fragment had no ending. The original parchment was torn, just like this vellum, purposefully or not, and the completed prophecies of the Final Battle were lost.
 
   Ian tossed down his pencil. There were no clues here. Nothing to help solve his father’s murder. It had been a complete waste of time. His body was bruised, his joints ached, and his wound was still bleeding.
 
   There were only a few hours left until sunrise. The cathedral would soon be alive with activity. Monday morning brought with it Low Mass, the celebration of the Eucharist. The meeting was his responsibility, but his brain felt like the oatmeal mush he could smell cooking in the kitchen. Frustration gave way to fatigue. He lowered his head to the table. His eyes were dry, his eyelids like heavy curtains. He let them close.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33
 
   WEDNESDAY 6:03 a.m.
 
   Cambridge University
 
   Cambridge, England
 
    
 
   David sat on the steps outside Cambridge’s Zoological Laboratory building. His numb backside had melded with the cold cement, but he preferred the hard ground to sitting by the autopsy taking place in the building’s basement. He stared down at the stone sidewalk, his tired eyes making discombobulated shapes and figures out of the patchwork concrete slabs, a design of mismatched squares soon to be trodden by hundreds of students.
 
   Dammit.
 
   Students…
 
   He’d completely forgotten about his students. They would probably wait outside his classroom in Aberdeen for fifteen minutes before heading home with wide smiles on their faces. Except for Scott, who would camp outside David’s office, worried and anxious.
 
   Behind him, the door opened and shut. Thatcher took a seat on the step and looked out over the street with a heavy sigh. “Whatever infected your father’s tissue is preventing decomposition.”
 
   “His hand was glowing the night I identified his body,” he insisted. For some reason, he felt like he had to prove everything to her.
 
   “I believe you.” She took in a deep breath. “But I’d believe just about anything by now.”
 
   “God came by right before you came out,” David said soberly. “He was carrying a tennis racquet and wanted to know if you were game.”
 
   Thatcher cleared her throat. “I did, however, find something that connects Brenton to Maeshowe,” she said.
 
   He sat up. “What’s that?”
 
   “Acoustic trauma.”
 
   David blinked, dumbfounded. “Like the people at Stenness?”
 
   She nodded. “The level of subsonic noise his body sustained was lethal.”
 
   He shook his head, trying to digest the information. “So if there hadn’t been the whole bullet-through-the-heart thing?”
 
   “Or the being-buried-alive thing,” she said with a yawn. “Yeah, the acoustic trauma would’ve killed him.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   They stared out at the street for a while. The moisture from their breath was vaporous in the cold morning air.
 
   “What do you want me to do with his body?” she asked.
 
   “I guess it’s too late to donate it to science?” He was in a weird mood—probably from the lack of sleep. Thatcher didn’t look much better herself, her muddy suit, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail with unruly strands in her face. Neither of them was capable of making important decisions.
 
   “We can probably store him here for the time being,” she offered. “There’s a morgue in the basement. I put him there already.”
 
   After a brief silence, David felt her studying his face. He shifted uncomfortably, allowing the blood to return to his legs.
 
   “I’m sorry about your father.” She bit her lip as if holding back a question.
 
    David looked up the street. “We weren’t close.”
 
   “Still, I’m sorry.”
 
   Birds began to fly around campus, bobbing and weaving through the tree tops. A few cars passed along the road, and the intersection lights nearby stopped flashing red and adjusted for the morning traffic. Soon the city would be crawling with caffeinated teachers and students.
 
   Thatcher pulled her legs up to her chest. “I’ve got three days, and all we have is a two-week-old, non-decomposing corpse with sand-filled lungs, a bullet hole through his heart, lethal acoustic-damaged tissue, and a glow-in-the-dark tattoo.”
 
   David was surprised she had used the term ‘we’. He didn’t know what to say. He’d been a complete waste of her time. They both knew it.
 
   She sighed. “Sod it all.”
 
   He brightened with an epiphany. “We’ve got more than that.” 
 
   She looked at him curiously.
 
   “Brenton took all the credit for his research, but he never worked alone.”
 
   “The Polaroid from his office…” she realized aloud.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34
 
   WEDNESDAY 7:43 a.m.
 
   St. John the Baptist’s Cathedral
 
   Bathwick, England
 
    
 
   Morning sunlight poked through the library window. Ian stirred awake, forgetting for a moment where he was and what had transpired earlier that morning. It slowly came back to him as he rubbed a cramp from his neck and wiped drool off his cheek.
 
   The Rabbi.
 
   The Beb’ne Hoshekh.
 
   Some of his saliva had fallen onto the fragment. He tried to brush it off with his sleeve, but it soaked deeper into the parchment instead. The wet permeated through to the back, so he lifted the fragment over his head to blow it dry. Sun illuminated the vellum, lighting it from behind, and tiny lines of print suddenly appeared underneath the Aramaic words. He lowered the fragment out of the sunlight and the marks vanished.
 
   Holding it into the light again, he laughed as the tiny symbols returned. There was hidden lettering, written sideways across the page in faint red ink. It was invisible beneath the surface text unless wetted and held into the light.
 
   Brenton must have made the same discovery.
 
   Ian spat on another corner of fragment and held it into the light. There were at least two dozen microscopic letters in the damp portion of the vellum. He could barely make out the fine nuances of the sweeping Hebrew block of each character. Underneath the vertical and black Aramaic text were hundreds of lines of red script. He laughed again, quickly covering his mouth to avoid drawing any attention.
 
   It was brilliant!
 
   Dipping the vellum into the glass of water beside him on the table, he wetted a larger portion of the page. The red ink began to bleed. He quickly dried the fragment with his sleeve. Too much moisture ruined the hidden message. Deciphering was going to be a tedious process, one drop of liquid, quarter-inch by quarter-inch.
 
   The clock tower outside began to chime. He only had fifteen minutes until mass.
 
   Jumping up from the table, he gathered together his notepapers, careful not to damage the fragment. Excitement bubbled up in his stomach. By some miracle, he had done it. He found the second breadcrumb on his father’s trail. For the first time since Brenton’s death, Ian felt good. Persistence would pay off. The dead would not stay silent.
 
   Ian couldn’t read Hebrew, but he knew a man who could.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35
 
   WEDNESDAY 8:05 a.m.
 
   Archeology Department
 
   Cambridge, England
 
    
 
   “You threw everything away?” The veins along David’s neck started to pop out. “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since I cleaned out his office!”
 
   The plump secretary of Cambridge’s Department of Archeology chewed her gum with rapid, spitfire bites. She hid behind giant blonde ringlets, black horn-rimmed glasses, and the stacks of paper cluttering her desk. “Dr. Hyden had ample time to collect his things,” she said. Her voice was whiny and anxious. Thatcher wanted to pity her and slap her at the same time. 
 
   “I rang him nearly every day for a week and left four messages on his answering mach—”
 
   “He’s dead!” David’s voice echoed along the corridor.
 
   Thatcher touched his arm to calm him.
 
   The secretary’s lower lip curled down into her double chin, and she looked as though she was about to cry. “If you needed to keep something from his office, why did you put it in the disposal bags?”
 
   David shook his head in disbelief. “I didn’t know we’d need it.”
 
   The secretary shrank in her chair. Her dopey, mascara-laden eyes slanted and then flapped behind her glasses.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Mead,” Thatcher tried. “Dr. Hyden just lost his father. He’s upset. We’d just like to know what happened to Brenton’s rubbish after it left his office. Where has it gone?”
 
   “They disposed of it this morning,” she said in a tiny voice.
 
   “Who are ‘they’?” Thatcher asked.
 
   Ms. Mead’s face puckered. “The janitorial service. Campus Collections.”
 
   “Where’d they take it?” David demanded.
 
   “To the skips along the back alleyway.” The secretary signaled to a back exit across the hall. “Until the trucks take it away.”
 
   “When does that happen?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “Sometime this morning.”
 
   David met Thatcher’s eyes. He ran to the door.
 
   Ms. Mead jumped out of her seat. Her miniskirt barely covered her gigantic pear-shaped backside. “Wait, sir! You can’t go through there. It’s an emergency exit.” She turned to Thatcher, pleading for help. “He’s not allowed in the alley. Some of those bins are for medical waste. I’ll be sacked if they know you two are messing about.”
 
   Thatcher pulled her NATO badge from her jacket. “I’m a doctor. We’ll be careful, you have my word.”
 
   The secretary glanced at her credentials. Her face blanched. “No, you don’t understand. I’m not to let anyone back there.”
 
   “We’ll be alright,” Thatcher insisted. She followed David outside and down a cement ramp that led into the narrow alley.
 
   Ms. Mead staggered behind them in her heels.
 
   Three large disposal bins abutted the back of the biology building. David flipped open one of the skips. The lid slammed against the back of the container.
 
   “Sir!” the secretary pleaded from the doorway. She slumped dramatically against the door frame. “I’m going to get sacked.”
 
   David unbuttoned the collar of his shirt and folded up his sleeves. “If I’m not back in twenty minutes, come in after me.” He winked at Thatcher and disappeared over the top.
 
   Thatcher bit her lip, watching the secretary bounce from heel to heel. All this for some Polaroid photograph? It seemed silly, but no one in the department even knew until recently that Brenton had an office on campus, let alone who he fraternized with over the years. Just like David had insisted, Brenton never credited anybody else in his published material. They had no other leads. 
 
   “This will only take a minute, Ms. Mead.” She gave the secretary an apologetic smile as the canister rocked from side to side. “Good Lord, David.”
 
   “Sure a lot of crap in here!” he called out.
 
   After a few minutes, he reappeared over the top, empty-handed.
 
   Thatcher nodded to a neighboring bin. “Give that one a go?”
 
   David rolled up his sleeves even further and climbed over.
 
   “Are you positive they put the bags here, Ms. Mead?” Thatcher asked. She saw the tail of the woman’s skirt as the woman ran back inside. Thatcher’s stomach knotted. “David, you might want to speed things up a bit.”
 
   David’s head bobbed along the top of the bin as he tore open each plastic sack. Unsuccessful, he jumped out of the bin and into the last dumpster.
 
   “It must be that one,” Thatcher encouraged. She could hear him tearing open plastic bags.
 
   “Got it!” He held up a handful of burnt papers. “Wait,” he hesitated, shuffling through them. “It’s not it. Some student burned his love letters.”
 
   He kicked the bag into the corner and jumped out empty handed.
 
   She pulled a candy wrapper out of his hair. “They’ve got to be somewhere.”
 
   He swatted her away. “You think?”
 
   “There are collection sites all over campus.”
 
   David glared at her, unenthusiastic about swimming in garbage all day. He wiped sweat from his forehead and nodded across the alley at another dumpster. “She said something about a biological hazard?”
 
   A medical waste unit was attached to the back of the adjacent building. The size of a train car, the bin was connected to the building with a specialized disposal chute and covered with toxic waste warnings.
 
   “Yes, she did.” Thatcher knew exactly what he was thinking.
 
   David wiggled his eyebrows. “This’ll be fun.”
 
   She stepped back as he forced open the lid. “Be careful,” she said, reading the BIOHAZARD and TOXIC WASTE warning signs. “There might be needles.” 
 
   He lowered his body slowly into the bin and threw a plastic-wrapped, partially dissected frog carcass at her feet. “Biology 101,” he announced.
 
   The rotting creatures stank of formaldehyde. “Thanks.” She frowned.
 
   David peeked over the top. “I need your help in here.”
 
   Thatcher hesitated. With a sigh, she grabbed hold of the bin and lifted her leg over the top. She dropped into the heap of dissected amphibians. “This is revolting.”
 
   “Dig in.” He sifted through the layers of trash.
 
   Ms. Mead burst from the office door and limped down the ramp. One of her high-heels had broken. She held it by the leather strap and waved her hands wildly in the air. “Those two!” She pointed as a short line of campus security guards funneled out the door behind her.
 
   Thatcher located a black plastic bag. “David!”
 
   They strained to pull the bag out from under the frogs.
 
   A man bellowed at them from below.
 
   Ignoring him, they tore open the sack. A cloud of ash wafted up from the plastic. David sifted madly through charred paperwork with both hands, and by some miracle pulled out Brenton’s Polaroid.
 
   A young campus police officer peered over the top of the bin, holding a canister of mace awkwardly in one hand. “Out of the bin!”
 
   David shoved the Polaroid into his coat pocket. Thatcher nodded at him exhausted.
 
   They shared a brief smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36
 
   WEDNESDAY 11:20 a.m.
 
   Cambridge University, England
 
    
 
   “What the hell were you thinking?” Chief Inspector Lang’s yell echoed along the halls of the Cambridge University Security Office. “Trespassing on private property? Reckless endangerment? You better hope I can talk the University out of pressing charges.”
 
   David endured the verbal blows without debate. Leaning back in his chair, he noticed Ms. Mead down the corridor just outside the building. She sat alone at the back of an ambulance receiving treatment. The poor lady had a panic attack.
 
   David cleared his throat. “I need a drink of water.”
 
   Lang signaled his approval with one finger and launched into another rant.  “We both know you’re well out of your jurisdiction, Dr. Thatcher.”
 
   David flashed her a look of sympathy as he slipped out the door. She glared back, ready to kill him for leaving her.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Thought you might like a drink of water,” David said, offering a paper cup from the fountain in the hall.
 
   Ms. Mead squirmed. She pulled the ventilator from her mouth to give him a piece of her mind, but began coughing instead.
 
   David leaned against the open back door of the ambulance. “I wanted to apologize.”
 
   She quieted, but her penciled eyebrows remained skewed disproportionately and diagonally across her forehead.
 
   “I haven’t been myself lately, not after my father’s death.”
 
   The secretary’s face softened.
 
   David set the cup of water beside her and pulled the Polaroid from his pocket. “D.C.I. Lang was hoping you could help identify these men.” He showed her Brenton’s photograph.
 
   Her eyes widened with recognition. She nodded, removing the breathing device from her lips. All she could manage was a cough.
 
   “Try some of this.” He handed her the water.
 
   Sipping from the cup, she looked over at two medics crouched in the foyer of an adjacent building. They were in a losing a battle with a vending machine that had stolen their money. David stepped back behind the ambulance door so they couldn’t see him.
 
   “You’d think…” Ms. Mead said in a hoarse whisper. “…that they’d stay around…until I was well.”
 
   David nodded his sympathy.
 
   “A few years ago…these men worked…with…your father…in depar…”
 
   “In the Archeology Department,” he helped her finish the sentence, trying not to appear too impatient.
 
   Ms. Mead nodded. She pressed the ventilator to her mouth again and took a few dramatic breaths. Her hands began to tremble. She struggled to hold the tube to her mouth. “I’m asthmatic…Albuterol…helps.” She pointed at the machine as it beeped. “Makes me ill, though…” She rubbed her bloodshot eyes. “Shaky.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Mead, but we really need the names of these men.”
 
   The secretary pulled the ventilator from her mouth. “I’m not supposed…to talk…about…” she whispered. The medicine gave her breath a pungent fruity smell.
 
   “Not supposed to talk about what?” David asked.
 
   “They’re angry...” Ms. Mead nodded at the medics fighting with the vending machine.
 
   “The EMTs are angry?” She wasn’t making any sense.
 
   She shook her head. “The department…”
 
   David tried another approach. “Lang can protect you, but you must identify these men.” He kept the photograph in front of her.
 
   The secretary squinted at the picture, unable to maintain focus. “Ehrman.” She coughed, pointing to the young blond-haired man. “Post doc…”
 
   “The bearded man?” David hurried. Lang had to be getting suspicious by now.
 
   The ventilator beeped.
 
   “Vann…derr…kamm.” Her syllables slurred together. She took in a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her head tipped backwards against the door. Sweat dripped down her forehead.
 
   “And what about him?” David pointed to the old man in the photograph.
 
   “S-something’s…wrong,” she stammered.
 
   “I need to know this man’s name.” David pointed at the old man.
 
   The woman’s eyes closed. The ventilator fell from her hand. Her lips formed words, but nothing came out.
 
   “Ms. Mead?”
 
   Her chest was still. She wasn’t breathing.
 
   For a moment, David couldn’t move. He was there again, in the silence of Stenness. He fumbled with the ventilator, pressing it against her gray lips. The pressure of his hands made her limp body fall into the back of the cab and then collapse sideways. She hit the cement with a hollow thud that made him cringe. 
 
   As he dropped beside her, the secretary’s body began to convulse.
 
   “Help us!” he screamed.
 
   One of the medics rushed from the building. He pushed David aside. “Protect her head!”
 
   The other medic took off his coat and shoved it between the cement and her skull. Spittle sprayed from her foaming mouth.
 
   “Did you give her something?” one of the medics yelled at David.
 
   David realized he’d been holding his breath. He swallowed air, fighting dizziness. “Water…I gave her water.”
 
   Lang burst out the door with Thatcher close behind.
 
   “David, what did you—?” Lang stopped mid-sentence, noticing Ms. Mead.
 
   The woman’s body went limp.
 
   One of the medics searched for a pulse. “She’s in cardiac arrest.”
 
   The other pulled a CPR kit from the ambulance and placed a resuscitator mask over her colorless face.
 
   Thatcher grabbed David’s arm. “Are you okay?”
 
   He was holding his breath again. He pointed at the medic doing compressions. The man’s coat hung open as he bobbed over the secretary’s chest, pumping her heart.
 
   Thatcher’s eyes widened in recognition.
 
   Holstered underneath the medic’s arm was a handgun.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Since when do EMTs carry firearms?” David demanded.
 
   Thatcher sat beside him in the backseat of Lang’s squad car. She stared out the window and rubbed her eyes as Ms. Mead’s body was lifted into the ambulance in a body bag.
 
   David gave an impatient huff. “They killed her. The EMTs killed her.”
 
   Thatcher furrowed her brow. Sure, she was apprehensive about a gun-toting medic, but it was highly doubtful anyone would knowingly murder a lowly secretary. “She was obese and asthmatic,” Thatcher tried to reason with him. “She had a preexisting heart condition.”
 
   “They left her alone in the cab,” he insisted. “She was given Albuterol.”
 
   “It’s a bronchodilator, a perfectly normal treatment for asthma.”
 
   “Could it kill her?”
 
   “No.” She frowned and corrected herself. “Well, yes, if she had an allergy or was given a lethal dose, but—”
 
   “All I know is the more she used that ventilator the worse she got.” He leaned his head against the window. “It had a strong smell, too. Fruity.”
 
   “Albuterol is odorless.”
 
   David raised an eyebrow.
 
   Thatcher shifted away from him, annoyed and reluctant. “Come off it, David. She had been chewing gum.”
 
   “The odor came from the ventilator. I could smell it three feet away.”
 
   “They shouldn’t have left her alone, I’ll give you that.” She conceded, shaking her head and refusing to participate further in the conspiracy theory. Instead, she envisioned reporting her lack of progress to Hummer, including all the pointless gallivanting across Great Britain with David. “I’ve wasted all this time.”
 
   David hung his head at stared at the floor.
 
   Sensing his guilt, she sighed. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   She tried to believe her own words, to force some emphasis into their meaning so they would sound sincere, but it sort of was his fault. She had foolishly hoped he would have answers. Truthfully, the man was barely holding it together. She couldn’t blame him. Not after everything he’d survived. No, this was her fault.
 
   “Dammit,” she said, annoyed. Hours had been squandered, her career was in the toilet, who knows what was going to happen the next time Maeshowe exploded—but despite all this, she pitied him. Without logic or reason, David Hyden, a frustrated ghost of a man, meant something to her. “You know what? Sod it all!” 
 
   She threw him a bone. “Acetic aldehyde and acetylene tetrachloride. They each have fruity smells. When given at a sufficient dose, they can cause heart failure.”
 
   “She knew the men in the photograph,” he said, cradling his head in his hands.
 
   Thatcher sat forward. “What?”
 
   David pulled the Polaroid from his pocket and pointed at the youngest man. “Ehrman. He’s a post doc in the department.” He pointed to the bearded fellow. “And Van-something—Vanderkam.” He fell silent as the driver’s door opened.
 
   Lang took a seat, slamming the door shut behind him.
 
   “I told you everything was handled,” he said in a sobering tone. “You two are bang out of order. Why can’t you leave well enough alone?” He met David’s eyes in the rear view mirror. 
 
   Lang’s face was furious red. “I located your father’s case file. It was floating between the desks at the department, just like I said.”
 
   David looked at Thatcher, maintaining a poker face as he pocketed the Polaroid. “I want to see it,” he replied.
 
   Lang revved the engine and peeled out of the parking lot. “Fine.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37
 
   WEDNESDAY 2:57 p.m.
 
   St. John’s Cathedral
 
   Bathwick, England
 
    
 
   Ian sat upright.
 
   The woman behind the veil had stopped talking. 
 
   He’d been in the confessional box for two hours, half-heartedly listening to parishioners. She must have finished. It was his turn to speak. “For your penance say three Our Fathers, and go and sin no more.”
 
   Hopefully, his timing wasn’t off. Who knows how long she’d been sitting in silence. 
 
   “Give thanks to the Lord for He is good,” he finished, solemnly.
 
   The woman blew her nose. “For His mercy endures forever. Thank you, Father.” She stood, adjusted her skirt, and then exited the stall. Her high heels clapped down the aisle and out the parish door.
 
   Ian checked his watch. In a few minutes, he could close the chapel and visit the Rabbi. He had returned the fragment after mass that morning. It took some coercion, but the Rabbi agreed to translate the Hebrew.
 
   Fingering his rosary beads, Ian couldn’t think of anything but the translation. What would it say? Did it have to do with his father’s death? What ancient secret could be so devastating it was worth killing for?
 
   A man cleared his throat, catching Ian’s attention. The dark figure loomed behind the confessional screen.
 
   Ian let go of the rosary and intertwined his fingers. “Yes, my son?”
 
   “You’re wasting his time.” It was a coarse Irish accent, a wire brush dragging across glass.
 
   “I’m sorry?” Ian strained to see through the screen.
 
   “Leave it alone or the Rabbi is dead.”
 
   How could anyone know about the Rabbi? 
 
   Ian sprang from the confessional box and tore back the curtain. The compartment was empty. He spun around just as the chapel door closed. Panic consumed him. How did they know? It had to be Javan. But if he knew about the Rabbi, did he know about the Beb’ne Hoshekh?
 
   Ian hurried down the aisle to the outside. The sidewalk was bustling with activity, people walked along the street, traffic clogged the roadway. He scanned the crowd from one end of the block to the other. It could be any of these men.
 
   He limped across the steps to the alleyway leading to the gardens.
 
   “Oi,” a vagrant called for him, squatting on the cathedral steps.
 
   “Did you see a man run out this door?” Ian asked, out of breath.
 
   The vagrant held out his hand for money. The smell of alcohol was heavy on his breath. He was missing a leg, and stringy gray hair hung over his face. It was obvious he was an addict.
 
   “Help me, Father,” the man insisted, reaching up.
 
   “Did you see someone leave?” Ian asked again.
 
   “Please, Father.”
 
   Exasperated, Ian searched his pockets and placed whatever he had into the man’s hands. He leaned closer. “Did you see who just left through these doors?”
 
   The beggar sorted through the cash and lifted his hand for more. “You holdin’ out on me?”
 
   “Someone just left the church.”
 
   The man began to laugh. His teeth were yellow with cigarette stains.
 
   “Go on, get out of here!” Ian waved him away.
 
   The beggar staggered down the sidewalk laughing to himself.
 
   The wound on Ian’s palm was stinging again. Blood appeared along the creases of the gauze. He shook out his hand and looked up and down the street once more.
 
   Whoever it was, they were long gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38
 
   WEDNESDAY 4:28 p.m.
 
   Cambridgeshire Constabulary Headquarters
 
   Huntingdon, England
 
    
 
   “This is it?” Thatcher asked, quickly reaching the end of Brenton’s case file. Minimal effort had been expended on the investigation. The paperwork looked haphazardly thrown together. “Why was no autopsy done?”
 
   Lang sat across the table. He had led them straight into the station’s interrogation room upon arrival. “Brenton’s wounds were thoroughly examined and documented. It was unnecessary to further deface his body.”
 
   “It’s protocol to autopsy all murder victims,” Thatcher said.
 
   Lang looked over at David and then back at her. “It was done out of respect for his religious beliefs. You know that, David.”
 
   David’s five o’clock shadow looked darker than normal under the room’s florescent lights. The pale glow flickered intermittently overhead. “You never reported his case.”
 
   Lang’s eyebrows turned upward. “I’m sorry?” he asked, confused.
 
   “Dr. Thatcher has a source at the Embassy. There’s no record of an investigation in London. You never reported his case.”
 
   Lang returned David’s firm stare. “I don’t know who gave you that information, but it’s incorrect.”
 
   Thatcher shook her head, uncertain what to believe.
 
   “Look, I’m as frustrated as you are about the lack of leads,” Lang said, “but we’ve got to stay positive. I will find Brenton’s killer. You have my word.”
 
   David flipped through the few pages of the file. “Lack of leads? There’s nothing here!”
 
   “We have suspects,” Lang insisted. “Nothing I can discuss at the present.”
 
   David scoffed. “Surprise, surprise.”
 
   “The men your father dealt with are ruthless. You know that firsthand.”
 
   “Are you suggesting the men Brenton worked with killed him?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “I’m suggesting you piss off and let me do my job.”
 
   David pulled the Polaroid from his pocket and flipped it onto the table. “What about these men? Are any of them suspects?”
 
   Lang picked up the picture and examined it. “Where’d you get this?”
 
   “Answer my question first,” David demanded.
 
   “Do you think these men are involved?” Lang asked.
 
   “We think they might know something about the murder,” Thatcher said.
 
   Lang stroked his mustache for a minute, taking in the image with no sign of recognition. He lowered the picture to the tabletop and stood, scratching his chin as if piecing together a puzzle. “Let me handle this.”
 
   Snatching the Polaroid off the table, David pocketed it in open rebellion.
 
   “I’m warning you, impeding the progress of this case will be seen as a prosecutable crime.”
 
   David smiled. He knew how to push all of Lang’s buttons.
 
   “Damn it, David!” Lang slammed his chair against the table. “You’re the key suspect in this investigation, and I’ve been working my bloody ass off to keep you out of it. I’ve stuck my neck out for you.”
 
   David crossed his arms. “No one asked you to do that.”
 
   “I made things disappear!” Lang said. “I can sure as hell bring them back.”
 
   “Are you threatening me, Bill?”
 
   Lang paused to control his temper. He took in a deep breath, swinging open the interrogation room door. “Get out of my station—both of you. I don’t want to see you under the same circumstances again.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Do you believe him?” Thatcher asked, as she and David walked to the police impound lot. She gave her ticket to the attending officer, and he left to fetch her rental car.
 
   “He’s never lied to me before,” David said, staring at the cement. “Do you trust your source at the embassy?”
 
   “Brimley has never lied to me before.”
 
   “Well, someone’s wrong.”
 
   “Lang is bluffing,” she said, determined. “Why in the world would they consider you the key suspect?”
 
   David kept silent.
 
   “David?” she asked. His lack of response was unnerving. There was something important he wasn’t telling her.
 
   “I work regularly at the crime scene…” He shrugged her off. “I have no alibi…”
 
   “That hardly means you’d kill your own father.”
 
   “I had motive.”
 
   Thatcher waited for the grin, but he didn’t smile.
 
   “Brenton’s obsession destroyed my family,” David said, kicking the rubber soles of his boots against the curb. “We were oil and water, and our quarrels were very vocal. Every scholarly step he took forward, I was there to knock him back. For each thesis, I was the antithesis. I’m the reason he lost his tenure at Cambridge.”
 
   She didn’t believe him. “You would kill your own father?”
 
   Their conversation paused as the impound officer drove up beside them and stepped out of the car. Leaving the keys in the ignition, he looked at Thatcher expectantly, as if waiting for a tip. She ignored him and slid into the driver’s seat. David sat shotgun and stared out the window at the city streets.
 
   They were quiet as she drove out of the impound lot and joined traffic.
 
   David cleared his throat. “In my family… We’re angry. We’re ruthless. Hell, we hate each other. But none of us is violent. Hyden men exact revenge through much more constructive means. Why end the man’s life, when you can destroy his self-respect?”
 
   “That’s comforting...”
 
   They drove in silence for a few more blocks. Her mind was racing, contemplating the possibility of David as the killer. He had identified the body. He knew Stonehenge. But the red particles of sand in Brenton’s lungs, and the lethal subsonic noise that ravaged Brenton’s organs, how could David possibly be responsible for that?
 
   She glanced at him, noting his face. Gray and black hairs peppered his jawline. His cynical mask was beginning to fray at the edges, no longer bereft of emotion. His smoky eyes spoke about sadness, not murder.
 
   “For what it’s worth…” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry Lang thinks you could be capable of something like that. I am sure anyone who really knows you, would know that’s impossible.”
 
   “Lang believes it,” David said, his voice low and quiet.
 
   Thatcher shook her head. “Who is Lang to you anyway?”
 
   “Bill took us in after my mother died.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “Ian—my older brother—and me,” David answered. “Bill and his wife took care of us during my father’s many ‘excavations.’ All Brenton cared about was proving the existence of God. Family was an afterthought.”
 
   They stopped at another traffic light.
 
   She chewed anxiously on her lip. “But you didn’t kill your father?”
 
   She needed to hear him say it.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   Thatcher forced a reassuring smile and pulled the Polaroid from his shirt pocket. “Let’s find Ehrman.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39
 
   WEDNESDAY 5:10 p.m.
 
   Isbister, Scotland
 
    
 
   Fifty miles southeast of Maeshowe, Isbister faced the seaside cliff on the isle of South Ronaldsay. The invisible sun lowered behind clouds, giving way to dusk. In the darkness, sediment on the floor of the tomb’s main chamber lifted off the ground, stirring and swirling in a plume of dust.
 
   The Tomb of the Eagles groaned to life. Its ghostly whispers were low and inarticulate, a noise that echoed throughout the small passage grave chamber. The noise quickly escalated into a piercing cry. Sound billowed down the length of the narrow channel. The explosion blew apart the thin plastic skylight crowning the chamber mound. The subsonic din bent around the grave, the greater part of the acoustic wave rippling over the seascape in a tsunami of thunderous noise. Its merciless fingers also poured over the grassland, spreading around the sides of the ruin like a volcano of resonance traveling west over the farmhouses of Cleat and Liddel.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40
 
   WEDNESDAY 6:22 p.m.
 
   Oxfordshire, London
 
    
 
   By the time David and Thatcher reached the western hills of Oxfordshire, London, the sun had set over the suburban neighborhood. Street lamps flickered overhead. They parked along the sidewalk and made their way up a brick path to the front porch, passing between two columns of overgrown hedges that crowded the path.
 
   Thatcher knocked on the front door.
 
   They stood for a minute, waiting, listening.
 
   “Try again,” David suggested.
 
   She knocked harder, pausing a moment to place her ear against the door. The faint cry of a baby sounded deep within the narrow two-story townhouse.
 
   The door swung open.
 
   Thatcher jumped back as a woman in her early-thirties squinted at them like the evening light was severe. Her hair was a tangled mess and her eyes swollen red. 
 
   “Mrs. Ehrman?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “Are you from the University?” She sounded like she had laryngitis.
 
   “I’m Brynne Thatcher, a NATO officer working with British Intelligence.”
 
   The woman was slow to react. “I didn’t know you people were getting involved.” Her words tripped over her tongue.
 
   “We’re looking for Michael Ehrman,” David asked. “Is he home?”
 
   The woman stepped back, bewildered. “Michael is dead.”
 
   Thatcher looked at David. What the hell was going on?
 
   “I think your husband worked with my father, Brenton Hyden,” David said. “We’re investigating Brenton’s murder.”
 
   “Dr. Hyden’s dead, too?” She blinked as if awakening from a stupor.
 
   “About a week ago…” he replied.
 
   Mrs. Ehrman studied his face. “They said Michael offed himself.” Her lower lip began to quiver. “They said he was mad. That he covered himself in petrol and lit himself on fire. We buried him in King’s Cross Cemetery two weeks ago Wednesday.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what he was researching at work?” Thatcher asked.
 
   Mrs. Ehrman shook her head. “Michael rarely spoke about work.”
 
   Thatcher nodded.
 
   “He acted so oddly the night before he…” Mrs. Ehrman paused, unable to say the words. “I spoke to the police, but they wouldn’t listen. They just kept saying it was normal behavior for a suicide. They said it was Michael’s way of saying goodbye.”
 
   “What happened?” David asked.
 
   “Michael woke me in the middle of the night, a few hours before he, um—he told me everything has an end, even death, and not to believe when the world said otherwise. He made me promise not to lose faith, no matter what happens.” She pulled a crumpled handkerchief from her robe and wiped her eyes. “I don’t know what that means…” She waited for them to give her an answer, but they had none. “God, you’d think after two weeks I’d run out of tears.”
 
   “Take your time.” Thatcher tenderly brushed the woman’s arm.
 
   Mrs. Ehrman nodded in appreciation. She looked at David. “You understand how I feel, don’t you? You just lost your father. Dr. Hyden was a good man.”
 
   David remained stoic. He pulled the Polaroid from his pocket. “I found this picture in Brenton’s office. It’s of your husband, my father, and two men. Do you recognize either of these other men?”
 
   The woman wiped her eyes, straining to see through her tears. She pointed at the bearded man beside Brenton. “That’s James Vanderkam. He is a Professor of Judeo-Christian theology at Oxford. He was Michael’s mentor. He sponsored all of Michael’s post-doc studies and was helping him get a position at the university.” She searched the face of the oldest man, his crooked body and hollow, sunken eyes, and then shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.”
 
   “Do you know how to contact Dr. Vanderkam?” Thatcher asked.
 
   “I think he’s in Athens,” she said. “I was surprised that he didn’t come home for Michael’s funeral. I’m sure he couldn’t leave his studies.”
 
   “What’s he doing in Greece?” David put the photograph back in his pocket.
 
   “They’d meet there for a week every two months—Michael, James, and your father, but I have no idea what they were doing.” She brushed hair away from her face, and suddenly looked up at them in alarm. “Do you think someone killed Michael because of his research?”
 
   Thatcher shook her head. The woman had enough to deal with. “No, but thank you for talking with us.”
 
   Mrs. Ehrman nodded sadly. Her eyes widened as she registered the baby crying in the house behind her. “Good Lord, I told the nanny she could leave early.”
 
   “Go ahead.” Thatcher smiled, permitting Ms. Ehrman to leave without feeling rude. 
 
   She shut the door, and Thatcher and David headed back down the path, ducking beneath the overgrown bushes. Once they were out of range, Thatcher grabbed David’s arm. “Do you think Vanderkam is dead?”
 
   “She said her husband and Vanderkam were close, yet he didn’t bother to come to the funeral.”
 
   It was very coincidental. They were on to something.
 
   David pulled out his cell phone and dialed. “I need two tickets to Athens departing from Heathrow. The soonest flight available.”
 
   “I almost forgot!” Mrs. Ehrman came running down the path after them, meeting Thatcher at the end of the driveway. She dropped a small hotel matchbox into Thatcher’s hand. 
 
   Thatcher twisted the box sideways to read the address printed on the cover.
 
    
 
   ATTALOS HOTEL
 
   29 Athinas Street
 
   Athens – Greece
 
   Tel: +30-210-555-2804
 
    
 
   “I hated whenever Michael left because there was no way to contact him,” Mrs. Ehrman explained. “It was a point of stress within our marriage, especially during the pregnancy. But I found this matchbox in his trouser pockets while doing laundry a few months ago. There is writing on the inside—not his handwriting. Just some numbers. I don’t know what they mean.” 
 
   She began to cry, this time without her handkerchief. “You have to understand. Michael wasn’t suicidal. We had just celebrated the birth of our son three weeks before he died.”
 
   Thatcher gave the woman a hug and watched as she went back into the house.
 
   David lowered his cell phone from his ear. “I’ve got us plane tickets to—”
 
   Thatcher’s cell phone rang. She put up one finger to quiet him. “This is Tha—” she began.
 
   “Another passage grave has emitted lethal sound.” It was Hummer. “The Tomb of the Eagles. This one hit two separate towns.”
 
   Thatcher felt her heart stop. She squatted to the ground to catch her breath. “How many are dead?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 41
 
   WEDNESDAY 10:45 p.m.
 
   Isle of Ronaldsay, Scotland
 
    
 
   The helicopter flew over the Scottish countryside so quickly the cabin shuddered. Rotors blew the grass in every direction, like tufts of hair whipped by a blow dryer. Spotlights illuminated the passage grave below.
 
   “Isbister,” the pilot’s voice sounded over Thatcher’s headphones. “Also called Tomb of the Eagles.”
 
   “It’s so small,” she said. It looked to be one-fourth the size of Maeshowe. Almost benign.
 
   The helicopter hovered over the tiny ruin, then flew back over the island. Its light thrust through the night fog, and she caught sight of farmhouses a few miles away. She held her breath, knowing exactly what to expect.
 
   “Fifty-three dead,” the pilot said. “No survivors. It happened immediately following sunset, approximately 2010 hours. The lethal wave covered an oblong span of six miles across the land. Fortunately, the passage grave faces the sea, so most of the noise was directed out over the water.” He paused for a moment, then finished. “It could have been worse.”
 
   It could’ve been worse. She kept telling herself that, over and over.
 
   White plastic sheets hid rows of bodies on the ground below. NCEC officials moved through the devastation like ants working fruitlessly to contain a biohazard they would never find. Their flimsy protective suits seemed a ridiculous precaution. Sound was the killer, and thin synthetic rubber could never protect them from the noisy death emitted by a passage grave.
 
   The helicopter lifted abruptly northward, mixing her anxiety with motion sickness. She looked at her watch with renewed panic.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42
 
   WEDNESDAY 11:27 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “Where have you been?” Hummer waited at the bottom of the basecamp elevator. His arms were crossed tightly over his chest. Lee stood beside him, dwarfed by the enormity that was Hummer. He had a smug grin on his face as he waited intently to see her humiliated.
 
   Thatcher stepped off the lift. Her face flushed. 
 
   Lambasting leaders in front of their subordinates was one of Hummer’s favorite tactics of discipline. She cleared her throat. “I was working with our lone survivor. He’s the specialist who was studying Maeshowe.”
 
   Hummer maintained his engulfing stance. “You were not given clearance to leave.”
 
   She met his eyes. “I know, but—” 
 
   She stopped short, noticing that behind the normal frigidity of his glare was suffocating fear, a subtle outward manifestation of emotion she had never seen in him before.
 
   “Were you successful?” he asked.
 
   “No.” Thatcher tried not to lower her eyes.
 
   “Leave without permission again and your career is over.”
 
   Thatcher drew her head back. The threat was over the top, even for Hummer, but she kept her mouth shut. 
 
   The outline of terror pinched at the edges of his eyes as he nodded. Hummer, as a wavering giant, was unnerving.
 
   “Into the conference room, now.” He turned down the corridor with Thatcher and Lee at his heels. They walked through the empty helm into the conference room where Donovon and Marek were waiting. Hummer took the seat at the head of the table. Thatcher took the seat to his left beside Donovon, and Lee sat at Hummer’s right next to Marek.
 
   A large monitor at the front of the room boasted an image of Maeshowe during the passage grave’s last explosion. Dust and debris funneled outward. Particles floated in the air, making the sound wave visible as it tumbled through the arch doorway. 
 
   The digital countdown clock above the conference room doorway displayed the hours, minutes, seconds, and milliseconds remaining until the next explosion. The smallest increment was nothing but a blur as each fraction of a second quickly passed.
 
   Thatcher stretched her neck, trying to loosen the boulders of tension in her shoulders. It was a futile effort. Nothing could relieve the weight of the world. Everything was happening too quickly. She could barely absorb the devastation of Cleat and Liddel.
 
   Hummer clasped his hands together and set them on the table. “Dr. Marek?”
 
   Marek glanced at Thatcher. She avoided eye contact, still angered by his betrayal even though he had inadvertently saved her life.
 
   Wetting his lips, Marek pressed the monitor’s control pad.
 
   The screen changed to show a map of the U.K. 
 
   “Six passage graves have ‘awakened’—for lack of a better term. These are the graves that currently manifest signature sound.”
 
   “Six?” Thatcher gasped in disbelief. “I thought there were two?”
 
   Six white dots lit up at various places around the map.
 
   “About twenty minutes ago, we learned that Newgrange in Ireland and Camster south of us on the Scottish mainland are also emitting deadly noise,” he explained. “Add Bryn Celli Ddu and Tinkinswood in Wales, and Isbister and Maeshowe in Scotland, all with fatalities, and that’s six.”
 
   Thatcher sunk in her chair.
 
   “We are measuring continuous subsonic noise at all six sites,” Marek continued. “Although the graves initially exploded at different times, they seem to be building at internal acoustic velocity rates that suggest all six graves will go off simultaneously in less than 48 hours. I expect the soundwaves to align to the explosion pattern of the ‘mother grave,’ Maeshowe.”
 
   “‘The mother grave?’” Lee pursed his lips together.
 
   Hummer removed his glasses from his coat pocket, put on the bifocals and leaned forward in his chair, examining the screen.
 
   Marek pointed as a few more graves lit up in blinking red. 
 
   The majority of red dots were scattered throughout Scotland and Ireland, one was a few miles north of London. 
 
   “We have to anticipate that between now and the next explosion, more graves will ‘awaken’ and match Maeshowe’s pattern of eruption.”
 
   “Is there any way to know which ruins will ‘wake up’?” Hummer asked.
 
   Marek licked his lips nervously. “That’s the million dollar question. I mean, I arbitrarily picked these locations you see in red, but there are 313 passage graves within the British Isles alone.”
 
   Thatcher’s mouth fell open.
 
    Marek changed the screen. Over 300 blinking red dots appeared across the map. “These are ‘silent monuments’—forgive me for creating all this new terminology, but we have to call them something.”
 
   Thatcher felt panic arise in her stomach. The already insurmountable problem was worsening by the second. “How many graves need to ‘awaken’ before—?”
 
   “The end? Bye-bye? Kablooey?” Marek finished her sentence. He changed the screen so only the six current graves were blinking. “Maeshowe’s explosion intervals double exponentially every 77 hours. The closest metrics we have to measure her blast are the moment magnitude scale or the Richter scale. I’ve been able to trace the evolution of the noise backwards, as well as estimate its forthcoming potential.”
 
   “So when did the graves start to elicit sound?” Hummer asked.
 
   “Two Sundays ago at 1600 hours. Precisely at 1600 hours.”
 
   Thatcher placed her elbows on the table and cradled her forehead. That was only a few hours before David identified his father’s body.
 
   “Maeshowe’s first explosion wasn’t big enough to harm anyone. The second explosion, last Wednesday around 9 pm, knocked off a few sheep, as reported by Dr. David Hyden during his time with the NCEC. The soundwave that killed the people of Stenness was Maeshowe’s third detonation. The wave that killed Ballistics and Golke was the fourth.”
 
   “What should we anticipate for the fifth?” Hummer asked.
 
   “Each detonation gets bigger, badder, louder, and deadlier. I’d estimate Stenness basecamp can only withstand one more explosion. This sound wave will easily cover the Orkney Islands. We’ll be lucky if the noise doesn’t reach the coastal edges of mainland Scotland.”
 
   “What about the other graves?” Thatcher asked. “The ones in Ireland and Wales?”
 
   “I’m still working on those estimates,” Marek said, shrugging. “Just with these six graves, and only these six, we’re talking complete devastation to the northern United Kingdom by the sixth explosion. Goodbye to Europe by the seventh. Russia, China, and Africa are wiped off the map by the eighth. North and South America in the ninth. Worldwide devastation by the tenth.”
 
   Thatcher shook her head.
 
   “Unless everyone on the planet is able to find significantly deep subterranean shelter, we’ll be dead in 13 days,” Marek finished.
 
   Thatcher focused on the map. Her eyes connected the six random dots of the ‘awakened’ monuments. “Marek, can you light up all the graves again? All 313 of them?”
 
   Marek clicked the remote. The screen refreshed with all the graves blinking in red.
 
   Thatcher twisted her finger, outlining the overall formation. “Look at their shape.”
 
   “Holy hell.” Marek scratched his head. “How did I not see that before?”
 
   Lee’s mouth flattened.
 
   “It’s a bloody spiral,” Donovon said. “Like that rock inside Maeshowe.”
 
   “When exactly is the next explosion set to happen?” Hummer interrupted. “The exact day and time?”
 
   “Friday at 1200 hours,” Marek said.
 
   Hummer looked to Donovon. “You also have something prepared?”
 
   Donovon signaled to the monitor. “Marek?”
 
   Marek changed the screen to a diagram of their acoustic weapon. The image was classified. The projected blueprint header read:  NATO WEAPON PATENT 4644XM: SONJA.
 
   “It was Sonja’s structural shape caught my attention.” Donovon pointed to the computer representation. “She’s got a long firing barrel attached to a concave semicircular conduction chamber where pressure is generated until the sonic pulse is discharged down the barrel.”
 
   Hummer nodded.
 
   Donovon signaled to Marek and the screen split in half, their acoustic weapon on the right and a diagram of a passage grave on the left. “This is a crude diagram of the combined surface configurations of all six ‘awakened’ passage graves,” he explained. “The shape is almost identical to Sonja, if the sizing was to scale, of course. Both have a long rectangular passageway or ‘firing barrel’ connected to a mounded circular conduction chamber.”
 
   Hummer sat forward.
 
   Marek whistled. “The graves are giant Sonjas.”
 
   “They may look rudimentary,” Donovon said, “but their architecture is advanced. I can’t tell you how or why the graves are generating noise, but whatever ancient people built them, they knew exactly what they were doing. You might even think the graves were even created for this purpose.”
 
   “How do we solve this problem?” Hummer asked. His voice was startlingly calm.
 
   “Blow ‘em all to hell,” Lee said. “The graves won’t explode if they’re wiped off the bloody map.”
 
   “But there are hundreds of them,” Thatcher said.
 
   Marek nodded, agreeing with her. “Isbister generates sound and isn’t fully intact—the grave has a hole in the roof of its chamber. Unless we know how these noises are being generated, we have to assume destroying the monuments will have no effect.”
 
   Hummer leaned forward. “Give me options.”
 
   Donovon turned back to the screen. 
 
   The foreboding image of Maeshowe shrunk to its appropriate size and location on the map of Stenness Valley. The passage grave continued to detonate with sound waves radiating outward from its entrance in an oblong circle.
 
   “We weren’t responsible for Stenness because a hill protected the village from our weapon.” Donovon drew a line between their test site and Stenness. Then he drew another line, connecting their test site and Maeshowe. “But there was no hill or land interference between Maeshowe and our camp. So, the real question nobody’s asking is ‘why in bloody hell didn’t Maeshowe kill us that night?’”
 
   “We were in its path,” Thatcher realized.
 
   “Find the answer to that, and you have our savin’ grace,” Donovon said.
 
   “It did go through our site that night,” Lee said. “It knocked us flat on our arses.”
 
   “But it didn’t kill us,” Donovon said. “Maeshowe exploded at precisely the same time Golke and Bailey fired off Sonja at full power.” 
 
   Thatcher drew in a deep breath.
 
   The room was silent.
 
   It was sheer dumb luck that they were alive and sitting around the conference table together?
 
   She shook her head in disbelief. “Golke and Bailey saved our lives?”
 
   “They fired an acoustic wave equal in magnitude to that of the passage grave,” Marek said, assembling the physics problem in his head.
 
   Another Sonja icon lit up facing Maeshowe’s entrance. Both Maeshowe and the Sonja icons exploded.
 
   “If we fire our weapon right as the grave explodes,” Donovon explained, “our acoustic blast will counteract the grave’s acoustic blast.” 
 
   It was brilliant.
 
   “They’ll cancel each other out,” Marek said. 
 
   “We’ll create what’s known as a standing wave,” Donovon added.
 
   On screen, Sonja’s sound waves collided with Maeshowe’s sound waves. They cancelled into nothing.
 
   “Sonja saved us that night,” Donovon said. “Maybe she can do it again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 43
 
   THURSDAY 1:02 a.m.
 
   Al-Fairoz Kebabish
 
   Northampton, England
 
    
 
   Ian found the Rabbi hunched over the Beb’ne Hoshekh scrutinizing each Hebrew character. The man had placed a small wooden desk and chair in the second floor room above the kebabish. A metal stool sat empty beside him, and a cushioned arm chair was beside the window that Ian had broken.
 
   The translation process was arduous. Dark circles had formed under the Rabbi’s eyes like bruises. The fragment had further disintegrated after being wetted and dried repeatedly. It held together by four strands of thin papyrus. Pencil shavings and eraser bits covered the desk. Lead stained the Rabbi’s forearms. Notepaper with Hebrew scribbles and mistranslations were strewn all over the floor. At the edge of the table sat a pile of Tanakh scrolls. Yellowed with age, the parchment was decorated with hand-printed Hebrew calligraphy. The Ketuvium sat on top, held open to the Book of Daniel with heavy brass handles.
 
   The Rabbi dabbed a single water droplet onto the bottom of the vellum. Liquid soaked into the parchment. He held the scroll over the desk lamp and waited until the light revealed tiny Hebrew letters. He copied the text onto the notebook page. The method was repeated again and again until he reached the end.
 
   “You’re finished?” Ian was perched over the man’s shoulder.
 
   The Rabbi waved him off. He gathered together the torn notebook paper.
 
   “Can I see it?” Ian took the pages and flipped through them. The Rabbi’s handwriting began in perfect cursive and quickly deteriorated into a messy scrawl. He studied the symbols, moving quickly from page to page. “Where’s the translation?”
 
   “To write the Beb’ne Hoshekh in English is to defile it,” the Rabbi said.
 
   Ian handed back the pages. “What does it mean?”
 
   The Rabbi pushed his bifocals further up the bridge of his nose. For a moment, he concentrated on Ian, as if uncertain whether or not to read the facsimile. “These writings are meant for the Sons of Darkness who follow Belial of Abaddon.”
 
   Ian looked at his bleeding palm.
 
   “If you are with Belial, then you are predestined. You can only prepare for what is to come.” He traced his finger over the first few rows of text and translated. “‘In the final lot, the Sons of Light shall war with the Sons of Darkness. Belial shall go forth with great wrath against all who oppose him.’”
 
   The Rabbi looked up, his mouth trembling. “This scroll tells the story of the seventh and final battle. The Apocalypse of man.” 
 
   Ian sat on the stool beside him.
 
   He continued reading. “‘There shall be great panic as Belial awakens Sheol. And from the pit, he shall call forth four Horsemen, four men to proclaim my wrath—’” 
 
   The Rabbi stopped short.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ian asked.
 
   The Rabbi looked back over the sentence and studied the words again. His finger paused over one Hebrew symbol. “‘Men,’” he read the word again, confused. “This is not right. The word should not be ‘man.’ It should be ba’al, not bahne. It should say the Four Horsemen are angelic beings, not men.”
 
   Ian nodded.
 
   “‘Two of my Horsemen will stand for the Sons of Light. Two of my Horsemen will stand for the Sons of Darkness.’”
 
   For the first time, Ian admired the marking on his palm. Did he have a purpose? God promised the meek would inherit the earth.
 
   “‘In my Holy of Holies, the Firstborn will carry my stone, and set it upon the altar as a sacrifice for hidden places.’”
 
   “‘The Firstborn?’” Ian asked. The Holy of Holies. The stone. He didn’t understand any of it.
 
   “‘I have hidden four seals upon the earth to be opened by the hand of man, that they might be ordained Horsemen.’”
 
   The Rabbi removed his glasses and cleaned them with his shirt. He studied the Hebrew symbol on the page again. “Another mistake of this old hand.” He laughed uneasily. “The seals are not meant for the corruption of flesh.” 
 
   He turned to the last page. “‘In the seventh lot, the Sons of Light shall fail and none will come to their aid. Yea, not even I, their Lord.’”
 
   Ian’s face darkened. “What?”
 
   “I read the text again and again.” The Rabbi shook his head. “This is what it says.”
 
   “Then you mistranslated?”
 
   “‘Belial will destroy the Sons of Light in the Valley of Moses; the place of my first seal—”
 
   Ian’s breath caught in his throat. “It gives the location of the first seal of the Apocalypse?”
 
   The Rabbi repeated the Hebrew name. “Wadi Musa. The Valley of Moses.”
 
   No longer able to sit, Ian moved to the broken window. The night air stung his face. “Brenton found the seal,” he whispered. His mind raced to put the pieces together. “That’s why they killed him.”
 
   “Shall I finish or not?”
 
   Ian faced the Rabbi but stayed at the window. He nodded for the Rabbi to continue.
 
   “It says the four seals can only be removed from hidden places by the Firstborn Chosen.” His fingertip traced the page. “‘And the first horseman shall bring forth the dead who whisper my ruin.’” He paraphrased the last few lines. “The second horseman will bring the blood of war upon the earth. The third will yield the terrible, swift sword of famine. And, the last will have power over death. 
 
   “Of course,” Ian said. “St. John’s Revelations. The Four Horsemen.”
 
   “‘In the final lot, great wickedness shall abide in the land. And the residue of the earth shall stiffen their necks and harden their hearts against me. Wherefore, their ears shall be stopped and their faith shall wax cold in abomination.’” He swallowed, his voice cracking. “‘Yea, and the Lord thy God shall forget them, even leave them to their end, for mankind hath forsaken me, insomuch that their works doth smite them down, even by the hand of Belial and his Sons of Darkness, yea, those who seek to destroy all manner of flesh. By vengeance shall darkness overcome light. And lo, all will perish, and not even one remain.’” 
 
   The Rabbi lowered the papers to his lap.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Ian said. “God abandons us?”
 
   “It sounds to me that we abandon Him.”
 
   “These writings are apocryphal,” Ian tried to explain away the blasphemy, but the heaviness in his heart betrayed him. The Rabbi translated the scroll. He believed these words. “The Apocalypse is supposed to destroy evil and restore good. The meek inherit the earth.”
 
   “That is how it has been written for centuries,” the Rabbi agreed. “To think otherwise is to turn one’s back on God.”
 
   They silently took in the full meaning of the Beb’ne Hoshekh.
 
   The Rabbi tossed his pages onto the table.
 
   “It must be true,” Ian whispered, turning to the window. “Why else would they murder him?”
 
   The Rabbi pointed at Ian’s wounded hand. “‘By vengeance shall darkness overcome light.’ Isn’t that what you seek? Vengeance for your father’s death?”
 
   Ian remained silent.
 
   “Then God will abandon you.”
 
   The bell of a nearby clock tower rang out with startling candor. Both men jumped as if caught in transgression.
 
   “Is it morning already?” the Rabbi asked, surprised. “What day is it?”
 
   “Thursday.” Ian wrapped himself in his overcoat. “I better go.”
 
   The Rabbi looked haggard, as if translating the document had aged him near death. A mantle of unwanted wisdom pressed heavily on his shoulders. “The God I know is a God of peace,” he said. “I believe he will redeem those who have been forsaken. My people have suffered enough.”
 
   “But if any man can become Horseman—”
 
   The Rabbi stood. “That was a mistranslation. Only angelic beings can issue forth the Apocalypse.”
 
   Ian turned towards the door.
 
   “Wash your hands of this, Priest,” the Rabbi warned. “It cannot be true, and if it is, have no part in it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The Rabbi turned back to his desk. After a moment, he spotted Ian’s scarf. He grabbed the cloth and ran to the hallway, but Ian was already gone. He went to the window, and the street below was empty. He set the scarf back on the desk and gathered together his copied pages. Fingering through them, he searched for the Hebrew word that had eluded him.
 
   Bahne: Mortal man.
 
   The misspelling had been consistent throughout his entire reproduction. How could he make such a simple mistake and so often? The word had to be ba’al, angelic lord. It was a simple error with terrifying ramifications.
 
   To say the Horsemen of the Apocalypse could be mortal was to defile the divine.
 
   The Rabbi placed one of the fragments over the lamp. He dotted the middle of the paper with a single droplet of water. Moisture seeped into the vellum and the red writing appeared. He reread the sentence.
 
   The word he wanted was at the edge of the water stain, just out of view. Rewetting the fragment a centimeter to the left, he placed the parchment back over the light.
 
   Bahne: mortal man.
 
   He gasped. The translation was correct.
 
   Any man could possess the power of the seals.
 
   The door creaked open behind him. An icy gust blew in from the hallway.
 
   The Rabbi reached for the scarf. “Father Ian, you forgot—”
 
   A bullet exploded through the Rabbi’s chest. He collapsed against the desk. His blood spilled over the scroll. The Hebrew symbol bahne disappeared under the stain, never to be read again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 44
 
   THURSDAY 10:50 a.m.
 
   Athens, Greece
 
    
 
   David’s stomach growled. The smell of roasted gyros overwhelmed the cab. He opened his mouth and concentrated on the odor, hoping he could actually taste it. No such luck. 
 
   The five measly peanuts from his red-eye flight had been his only meal. The tiny, salty bastards practically disintegrated before they reached his stomach. His empty insides lurched as the taxi wove in and out of traffic. The marina came into view, its docks crowded with dilapidated fishing boats. The stench of fish poured into the car, and his hunger changed to nausea. To keep his mind occupied, he pulled Ehrman’s matchbox from his coat pocket and juggled it between his fingers.
 
   “Attalos,” the driver barked, narrowly missing the fender of a parked car. They stopped along the curb.
 
   David looked up at a ramshackle sign posted over the doorway of a two-story hotel. The fading sign read Attalos Hotel in large block letters. According to the matchbox, this was the place. A total dump. Why Brenton and his associates would ever choose to meet here was anybody’s guess. 
 
   David thumbed through his wallet and handed the driver a few drachma. 
 
   “Efcharisto,” he thanked the man and stepped out of the cab. The only Greek he knew was the ancient, dead form of the language.
 
   The driver frowned at the cash.
 
   David pulled some Euro out of his pocket. The cabbie snatched it away and sped off.
 
   Welcome to Greece.
 
   Pocketing the matchbox, David entered the hotel lobby through a broken screen door. Tweed window treatments blocked sunlight from entering the smoke-filled lounge. A collection of wilting plastic plants decorated the dreary entry way. Men sat around a table in the step-down lounge, smoking cigars as they played cards.
 
   David stopped at the concierge desk and rang the counter service bell.
 
   A young man in a ratty t-shirt and stonewashed jeans stood up from the poker table and stepped behind the counter. “Gia’sou?”
 
   “Hey.” David didn’t even bother trying to speak in Greek.
 
   “You need room?”
 
   “I’m looking for Dr. Vanderkam,” David replied. “I think he’s staying here.”
 
   The concierge studied a wooden placard on the wall behind him. Keys dangled from most of the hooks—most likely the available rooms. His finger jumped from empty peg to empty peg. He turned back to David. “No Vanderkam.”
 
   “Do you know if he’s stayed here before?”
 
   “Before what?”
 
   “Has a Vanderkam ever stayed here?”
 
   The concierge shrugged. “We have many visitor.” He traced the board again with his finger, as if some forgotten information might be revealed with the proper incentive.
 
   “He’s a German guy, with a thick beard.” David made the universal hand sign for beard, and then remembered the Polaroid. He took the picture from his pocket and pointed at Vanderkam. “Him.”
 
   The concierge glanced at the picture. “I have bad memory.”
 
   “You do, huh?”
 
   “More or less.”
 
   David pulled his wallet from his pocket and tossed some drachma onto the counter. “How’s your memory now?”
 
   The man sneered. “Drachma is worthless.”
 
   David opened his wallet and slid ten Euro across the counter.
 
   The concierge raised an eyebrow and pocketed the money. He studied the photograph. “I never see him.”
 
   David gave an irritated sigh.
 
   “This man, I see.” The concierge pointed at Ehrman. “He ask see room. I show him room. He stay ten minutes, then he leave.”
 
   “When was this?” David asked.
 
   The concierge shook his head. “Long time.”
 
   “Yeah, exactly how long?”
 
   The concierge shrugged.
 
   “Days, weeks, months?”
 
   “Three weeks. More or less.”
 
   “I’d like to see the room you showed him.”
 
   The concierge hesitated.
 
   David tossed down a larger bill. The man scooped up the currency with a stiff nod. He pulled a ring of keys from below the counter and motioned for David to follow him upstairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   The concierge placed a key into the door lock and jiggled the handle. The door swung open.
 
   David stepped inside. The tiny, asphyxiating hotel room was made even smaller by a twin mattress on the floor, a sink in the far right corner, and a toilet—or something vaguely resembling a toilet, set against the back wall. A window at the opposite end of the room had been cracked open. Salty sea air and the smell of dead fish wafted in from outside.
 
   “Mind if I look around?” David asked.
 
   The concierge shrugged as David examined the insect-infested sink. The toilet didn’t look much better, devoid of a seat and working plumbing. A few cockroaches swam inside the bowl.
 
   “I can see why Ehrman didn’t stick around.” He pulled the sheet off the mattress and shook it out, dislodging more insects.
 
   Nothing helpful.
 
   He looked over the room, quickly running out of options. “Did Ehrman pay for the room?”
 
   “Cash,” the concierge replied.
 
   “Do you know who stayed here before him?”
 
   The concierge shrugged. David glared at him, unwilling to fork out more cash.
 
   “I don’t know,” the man answered.
 
   David ran his hand through his hair, unsure where else to look. It didn’t make sense. Why would Ehrman come all this way to see this room and leave ten minutes later? There had to be something he was missing.
 
   He knelt beside the mattress and looked underneath the metal frame. Spider webs lined the wall. Fly carcasses were trapped in its sticky gossamer. The mattress smelled of cigarette smoke. The cement floor was stained, but other than evidence of an underprivileged living, there was nothing remotely significant about the room.
 
   David felt along the mattress springs. 
 
   The side of the pad was torn open. A spring protruded out from beneath the fabric. He tore back the cotton cover, revealing a network of springs.
 
   “O chee—” the concierge stepped forward to stop him, but quieted when David pulled a book from the frame.
 
   Die Bibel. 
 
   The title was embossed in silver on the hard leather cover.
 
   “Didn’t know you had Gideons in Athens, did you?” he joked, opening the German language Bible. Skimming over the pages, he quickly flipped from cover to cover. The pages were stained and torn at the corners. There were no markings. No dog-eared pages. Not a single underlined verse. He snapped the book shut.
 
   There had to be another clue. Some sort of message to Ehrman. Something that had only taken him minutes to uncover. He remembered Mrs. Ehrman saying something about numbers written on the inside of the matchbook. He opened the small box and bent the cardboard inside out. There was one number: 19.
 
   What the hell were Ehrman, Vanderkam, and Brenton doing in Greece?
 
   He held the Bible to his forehead and whispered the German translation for the Book of Revelation. “Die Offenbarung Des Johannes.”
 
   The concierge bounced impatiently from foot to foot.
 
   “What room number is this?”
 
   The concierge looked outside the door. “Nineteen.”
 
   David flipped open the Bible and found the New Testament, Revelations 19. His finger skimmed the chapter. There were no identifiable place names, no word plays, no significant numbers. He shut the book and paced the floor, holding the text to his forehead.
 
   He turned back to Revelations, this time stopping at chapter one. His finger trailed down to verse nine. “Ich, Johannes, euer Bruder und Mitgenosse an der Bedrängnis und am Reich und an der Geduld in Jesus, war auf der Insel, die Patmos heißt, um des Wortes Gottes willen und des Zeugnisses von Jesus.”
 
   David worked through the translation.
 
   “I, John…who also am your brother, and companion in tribulation, and in the kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ…was in the isle that is called Patmos.”
 
   “Patmos?” The concierge recognized the name. “The Holy Island.” 
 
   David looked at him. Was the clue as simple as that? Another location for a meeting place? “Can you get me there?” he asked.
 
   The concierge shrugged. “Hard to say.”
 
   David opened his wallet. His billfold was empty. He pulled out a credit card instead.
 
   The concierge smiled. “Maybe there is boat for you.”
 
   “Yeah,” David said. “More or less.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 45
 
   THURSDAY 3:05 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney, Scotland
 
    
 
   “Come on, David,” Thatcher grumbled. She sat in the helm, staring up at a live visual feed of Maeshowe. “Where are you?”
 
   Her cell phone continued to ring. She had lost contact with him the moment he had boarded a plane to Greece. Her mind raced with worry. The countdown clock over her head didn’t help. It was a constant reminder of their rapidly declining timeline. They were only fourteen hours away from Operation Standing Wave. Acoustic weapons modeled after Sonja had been strategically positioned at each active gravesite. It was only a matter of time before they learned if their plan would work.
 
   Marek sat beside her and rubbed her shoulders.
 
   Thatcher shrugged him off. She clipped the phone to her belt. “I’m not in a good mood,” she warned, rubbing her temples. 
 
   He held his hands up in surrender.
 
   She stood up to leave.
 
   Marek grabbed her arm. “Come on.” He made a sad face until she sat back down.
 
   “This doesn’t mean I forgive you,” she clarified.
 
   “Of course not,” he agreed. He began inputting numbers for the sequencing of Operation Standing Wave into his computer.
 
   “You were insubordinate and disrespectful.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “In front of people who should trust my command.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   She sighed and some of her frustration evaporated. It was hard to stay angry at Marek, and he knew it.
 
   “Save a girl’s life and this is the thanks I get.”
 
   Her face straightened as they both remembered Bailey and Golke.
 
   “That’s gratitude for ya…” he trailed off.
 
   “I’m sure this is your version of an apology,” she said, staring at his computer screen.
 
   “Yes it is.” He typed in more directions. “So what happens when everything we’re doing doesn’t work?”
 
   Thatcher shook her head. She couldn’t go there. She couldn’t fathom the consequences of Operation Standing Wave failing.
 
   Her cell phone vibrated and she sprang out of her chair. She answered the phone. “David?”
 
   Hummer’s voice rumbled over the speaker. “Why isn’t your radio on? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for the last hour and a half.”
 
   “I don’t know why you couldn’t get through,” she lied, looking down at the CB radio communicator strapped to her forearm. The power light was switched off. She shrugged at Marek.
 
   The CBs felt more like human tracking devices than communication tools. Another of Lee’s ideas. They destroyed all sense of privacy. Anyone could reach you at anytime, anywhere.
 
   Thatcher hesitantly switched it back on.
 
   “I don’t like waiting,” Hummer said. “I need you to be available.”
 
   Marek clicked his tongue at her disapprovingly.
 
   “Meet me in my office in five,” Hummer ordered and hung up.
 
   “I’ll be right there.” She stood and straightened her suit. “Duty calls.”
 
   Marek gave her a mock salute.
 
   She couldn’t help but smile as she headed down the corridor towards Hummer’s personal quarters. Marek was the closest thing she had to a friend.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 46
 
   THURSDAY 3:19 p.m.
 
   Aegean Sea, Greece
 
    
 
   The fishing boat powered eastward across the Aegean Sea, cutting through rolling waves of choppy saltwater. Thunderheads loomed overhead. A small crew of Greek fishermen chatted nervously as they prepared the vessel for the threatening waters. Rain began to shower the deck, and as the downpour increased, David took shelter below one of the bulkheads. He pulled his jacket up over his head and blew warm air into his hands.
 
   The boat lurched sideways and then backward. The unsynchronized movement tugged and pulled at his empty stomach. Foam-capped waves collided with the portside, and everything tipped again, driving him to his knees. Obviously, this wasn’t the best time of year to cruise the Mediterranean.
 
   He held his stomach as another swell burst over the starboard side. His focus changed from seasickness to the sounds of the arguing fishermen. They spoke in a form of slang Greek he couldn’t recognize, yelling at each other over the wind. They were pointing at something in the water off the starboard railing.
 
   David forced himself to his feet.
 
   Waves rolled beneath them. Electric lanterns swung wildly at their posts. As the day darkened, the headlight from the navigation cabin flashed on and searched the sea, failing to penetrate more than fifty feet.
 
   David blinked away rain and stared into the sea. Water joined blustery sky in an unintelligible transition—all he could see was a collage of stormy blue.
 
   The boat tipped into the valley of a swell, and a yacht appeared near the base of the wave. The seventy-foot fiberglass boat bobbed violently in the water. The decks were dark.
 
   The fishing boat’s horn wailed three times.
 
   After a minute, a terrible grinding noise roared below deck. The fishing boat’s motor adjusted into reverse, riding the waves as they passed along the bow of the yacht.
 
   The shouting abruptly stopped.
 
   David stepped away from the bulkhead. What were they looking at?
 
   He moved to the railing. The yacht’s forward helm was nothing but rubble, and its charred fiberglass top deck a mere skeleton of splintered boards, melted glass, and twisted metal. The entire right side of the craft sunk inward. It looked as if it had been hit by an airborne missile. The frame had collapsed in on itself, and half of the deck dropped into the hull. How it stayed afloat, he had no idea.
 
   The men threw a towrope over the yacht’s stern. They secured the line to the fishing boat. Commandeering an abandoned yacht would prove far more valuable than taking David to Patmos.
 
   “What about Patmos?” David yelled over the storm.
 
   A wave slammed the ships together, washing onboard and toppling everyone.
 
   One of the fishermen helped David to his feet. He pointed beyond the yacht at a rocky coastline. “Patmos! Patmos!”
 
   “I need to go there!” David pointed at the island. “Kai Patmos!” 
 
   All he knew was the dead form of the Greek language. Who knew if he was making any sense?
 
   The man joined the others to secure another tow line.
 
   Waves pulled the two vessels apart and the tow ropes tightened, turning the yacht’s stern into view. David leaned over the railing and shielded his eyes from the pounding rain. Large black letters were painted across the hull: ABADDON. 
 
   The Polaroid from Brenton’s office. 
 
   He pulled the picture from his pocket. Thatcher had pointed it out days ago. The words in the background of the photo were identical—but it didn’t say, ADDOI. It said Abaddon.
 
   “That’s their boat…” His words were drowned out by the fishing boat engine.
 
   The two vessels lurched sideways, tipping toward each other as the towropes tightened. There was a terrible crack. The Abaddon stayed in place. She was anchored.
 
   One of the ropes began to unravel.
 
   “Stamata!” The men yelled at the captain in the navigation room.
 
   The fishing boat shuddered as the engine stalled. They kept tipping toward the Abaddon. The current pulled the hulls apart, but the ropes held the top decks together.
 
   David clung to the railing as the boat leaned sideways. The fishermen madly cut through the ropes. A few of the bindings released with a snap and fell overboard.
 
   There was a loud cough as the motor sputtered again. It started, pushing the fishing boat closer to the yacht.
 
   The men argued over the storm. They were going to try to pull up the anchor.
 
   David grabbed the man who had pointed to Patmos. “Pull up the anchor! I need to get on there!” He tried translating into Greek. “Ten anchuran dunamai anelkein!”
 
   The fishermen nodded in agreement. They would board the vessel.
 
   More ropes were thrown over the yacht’s starboard. Soon, the Abaddon was harnessed, this time at the bow and stern. The gap narrowed between the boats, and the youngest fisherman climbed over the railing. He waited for a swell to smash the hulls together. The boats connected, and he jumped onto the yacht, rolling on the wet floorboards, and steadying himself. He turned and motioned for David to follow. “Ela! Ela!”
 
   David tucked the Polaroid into his pocket and climbed over the rail. His hands were shaking. His soaked clothes clung to his body, constricting his ability to move. The hulls crashed together, and a spray exploded off the wave cap into his eyes. His hands slipped off the railing, and he nearly toppled into the crevasse.
 
   The fishermen pulled him back upright. 
 
   “Ela pidikste!” The man who helped him to his feet signaled for David to jump when the hulls came together.
 
   David nodded, his chest heaving.
 
   The swell lifted both vessels high into the air. The railings collided.
 
   “Ela pidikste!”
 
   David leapt off the fishing boat.
 
   The hulls split apart. His fingers slipped across the wet metal of the yacht’s railing. He felt his body drop. A sickening sensation of adrenaline rushed to his stomach. He closed his eyes, waiting for the icy sea.
 
   A hand caught his wrist.
 
   David twisted midair and slammed against the side of the Abaddon. Brenton’s Polaroid toppled out of his pocket and disappeared in the waves. 
 
   The foaming seawater lifted the Abaddon and propelled the hulls together again. 
 
   David scrambled over the railing, landing on the deck as the boats connected.
 
   The youngest fisherman crouched over him, shielding him from the downpour. “Okay?”
 
   David nodded. His breath came in short, desperate bursts. There was a sharp pain in his ribs. The Polaroid—his only lead—was gone.
 
   They looked over at the mangled cabin door. It hung in pieces inside the warped and slanted frame. Its splintered surface was peppered with holes, but there were no bullets or shells on the deck. It looked as though someone had shot up the door from the inside with a high caliber rifle and then hacked through the remainder with the blunt edge of an ax. 
 
   There was an opening large enough for them to slip in sideways, and a narrow passage of stairs that led to the upper deck of the navigation helm. As they headed up the stairs, the fisherman switched on his flashlight. “Panaya mou!”
 
   He fell into David.
 
   Wind whipped around the uppermost landing. The ceiling was missing, blown completely off. Sleet swirled into the bridge. The once seamless windows were melted inward and liquefied into glass crystals across what remained of the floor. Most of the room had collapsed onto the bottom deck. The captain’s chair still stood at the center like a mountain precipice, but was reduced to a scorched metal frame.
 
   The fisherman ran the flashlight along the wall behind them.
 
   Hundreds of shards of glass jutted out, having punctured the wall like daggers hurled with enough speed to penetrate four inches of wood. Water dripped from the ceiling, drawing their attention to the perforated roof. The same thing: Swiss cheese fiberglass and wood dotted with projectile glass.
 
   David flinched as the helm’s radio equipment suddenly blared static.
 
   Its power light flickered off and on.
 
   They headed into the passage that extended toward the stern. The floor was wet, and their feet slipped as the yacht rocked side to side. The first door along the hallway had been ripped from its hinges. It lay in pieces on the cabin floor. The entire outer starboard wall was missing, blown away by the same powerful explosion that collapsed the helm. The standing walls were burned black. 
 
   David followed the flashlight into the adjacent cabin and found another door blown inward. Nothing but splinters on the rain soaked floor. There wasn’t going to be much left to salvage.
 
   The passage ended at a closed door.
 
   David tried to turn the handle. It was locked.
 
   “Echei kati to meros afto.” The fisherman’s face turned dead white. He stepped back toward the navigation bridge, but kept the flashlight raised over his head and pointed at the closed door. “No. No. Mi to aniksis.”
 
   David twisted the doorknob again. It broke off cleanly at the base. The metal melted to a thin sparkling crust that crumbled in his fingers.
 
   “Demones echi!” The fisherman stumbled backwards.
 
   David noticed the door was reduced to the same miniscule particles of luminous ash. He kicked the wood. With a single thrust, his foot popped through as if it was cardboard. His shoe landed on the floor of the cabin.
 
   “Fevgo re, trelos ise.” The fisherman’s light barely reached the cabin door.
 
   David kicked open a hole large enough for his body. He crawled through, his hands sinking into a bed of soot that blanketed the floor. He yelled back through the door. “Give me the light!”
 
   The fisherman didn’t move.
 
   David tried ancient Greek, hoping something would translate. “To fos... moi didou!”
 
   The flashlight slid to him across the hallway floor.
 
   Pulling it through the hole, David turned to face the room. Six inches of ash covered the floor. Every surface including the ceiling was charred black. He touched the starboard wall. The hull surface crumbled beneath his fingertips. Pushing harder against the fiberglass, his hand broke through to the outside. 
 
   Beyond the yacht, waves crashed against the shore of Patmos. The island was only a hundred feet away. Swells exploded over the volcanic rocks that guarded the coast. It would be a death sentence to try and swim ashore.
 
   Something didn’t feel right. Patmos had not been that close earlier. They were drifting. The anchor must have detached from the boat.
 
   The yacht lurched sideways. 
 
   David fell to the floor. His hands landed in the blanket of ash, sending tiny gray particles into the air. The cloud burned his eyes. He dropped the flashlight and grabbed his face.
 
   The fishermen were yelling outside.
 
   He forced open his eyes long enough to find the hole in the door. He climbed into the passageway, pulled himself to his feet, and stumbled to the open deck.
 
   The men’s yells sounded more distant as he staggered through the navigation room and down the stairwell. Wind swept through the narrow compartment. He fumbled for the broken cabin door, groping for the hole at its center. He slipped outside, rubbing his eyes. His corneas burned. The rain beat against his face.
 
   He caught a blurry glance of the fishermen and ran to the railing. His eyes were swelling shut. Soon he wouldn’t be able to see at all. “What are you doing?” he shouted.
 
   They had cut the towlines. The fishing boat was disappearing behind the monstrous tide. Its engine roared to life, propelling them further from David.
 
   There was nothing he could do. He rubbed madly at his eyes. The blurred vision of Patmos’s rocky crags was only a few feet from the Abaddon’s stern. Herculean waves were pushing the yacht ashore.
 
   A shadow moved behind him on the deck. 
 
   Something heavy smashed against his skull. Sharp pain silenced his thoughts.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 47
 
   Thursday 3:40 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher rounded the corner to Hummer’s office. She took in a deep breath and gave the door a sturdy knock.
 
   “Come in,” his gruff voice sounded irritated.
 
   She opened the door but stayed in the doorway. Her posture was perfect. It was the only exactness she could maintain.
 
   “Take a seat.” He motioned to the cushioned chair beside his desk and flashed an unusual smile.
 
   Thatcher tried to mask her uneasiness. Hummer smiling? It was disconcerting.
 
   “What’s our status?” He loosened his tie.
 
   “We evacuated the Highlands.” She searched the room for an explanation of his civility, and noticed a bottle of whiskey on an empty bookshelf. Brilliant. Hummer was drunk. He was one of the few battle-axes for whom sobriety bred hostility and alcohol elicited joviality.
 
   She cleared her throat. “Banffshire, Kincardineshire, and Morayshire have been evacuated. All of the islands within a 300-km radius of Stenness are currently being cleared. We’ve taken preventative measures in Ireland and Wales, clearing out anyone near active grave sites.”
 
   “What’s the public’s response to this whole bloody mess?” Hummer tapped his fingers lightly on his desk.
 
   “Well, just that, sir,” she answered. “It’s a mess. A controlled panic. The press is mad for it. They’re reporting the Hanta virus is plaguing the nation.”
 
   Hummer shook his head. “Chaos always works in our favor.”
 
   “They’re scared.”
 
   Hummer leaned back in his chair and smoothed his eyebrows with his forefinger. “What about you, Brynne?”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   “Should I be?” The pit in her stomach deepened when Hummer looked away.
 
   After a moment, he stood and faced the live feed on the screen behind her. There was a map of the active passage graves, and Marek’s oval-shaped estimates on areas that should be evacuated.
 
   This was too strange: the silence, his drunkenness. Hummer knew something important and couldn’t tell her. He wanted her to figure it out.
 
   He staggered across the room and helped himself to the whiskey, pouring the last few ounces into his glass. “Fancy a drink?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   “Good, ‘cause I’m plum out.” He lifted the glass toward her then returned to his chair. For a moment, his anxiety mingled with indigestion, giving his cheeks a purplish color. He pulled a handful of antacids from his drawer and tossed them into his mouth. “Quite a combination,” he murmured, taking a swig. He set the glass on his desk. “Thank you, Dr. Brynne. That’s all.”
 
   Dr. Brynne?
 
   Thatcher started for the door.
 
   “Brynne?”
 
   She faced him.
 
   “You’ve acted admirably in this whole mishmash.”
 
   She forced a tight smile. “Thank you.”
 
   He nodded and watched her go. She shut the door behind her.
 
   What the hell was that all about?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 48
 
   THURSDAY, 9:03 p.m.
 
   Aegean Sea, Greece
 
    
 
   The darkness penetrated his eyelids.
 
   His eyes were too swollen to open, but he could tell it was night. The rain had stopped. 
 
   As the world and his surroundings slowly came together, he realized he was curled up in the bottom of a rowboat. The wooden slats felt rough against his cheek. Water lapped against the sides as the boat rose and fell in the current. 
 
   Prickly bindings held his wrists and feet together. The rope was strange, made of sharp metallic twine. When he twisted, the bindings became tighter. The material dug into his flesh. He stopped struggling and listened for his captor instead.
 
   Someone’s strained breathing was barely audible over the wash of waves. A person was at the stern, a good foot or so beyond David’s legs. Paddles dipped into the sea and propelled them forward. David could hear seawater crashing against the shore a short distance ahead.
 
   They were nearing land.
 
   He tried to speak. His throat was too dry.
 
   There was no response, just methodical rowing. 
 
   He tried to sit up. 
 
   Vertigo flooded his brain. His head pounded so loudly that his ears began to ring. Dizzy, he collapsed against the stern, and the world went dark again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 49
 
   THURSDAY, 10:48 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney, Scotland
 
    
 
   Worry and wait. Worry and wait.
 
   She was too tired to think about anything but David. There was no focus. Even her vision was hazy, especially under the dim blue lights. Her brain was drowning in an overcast fog. She looked at her watch. When was the last time she’d slept?
 
   If Hummer had time to get pissed, she had time for a nap.
 
   She stopped at her personal quarters and dropped onto her bed, pulling her pillow underneath her head. Something jabbed her ribs. She pulled a pile of paperwork out from under the sleeping bag.
 
    
 
   Passage Graves: The Transportation of Faith
 
    
 
   In the rush, she’d completely forgotten about Brenton’s paper.
 
   She switched on the bedside lamp and flipped through the pages. There were diagrams of passage graves, a cross-sectional illustration of Maeshowe. The ruin seemed so innocuous in photographs. David had called it a dead monument. Silent. Unthreatening. Harmless.
 
   Midway through the paper, a set of colored pictures provided a panoramic view of the petroglyphs and Viking graffiti inside Maeshowe’s inner chamber. A tiny spiral symbol had been carefully hand-drawn in marker over the northeast wall.
 
   Strange.
 
   The spiral wasn’t in the same place as the actual glowing petroglyph, but the fact that someone drew it in at all was perplexing.
 
   Had Brenton known it would appear?
 
   The caption beneath caught her attention.
 
   “Eternal stones,” she read. “See glossary.” She found the term at the back of the paper.
 
    
 
   Eternal Stones: Spiral petroglyph symbols of ancient unknown origin expressed by numerous, diverse, and seemingly unrelated cultures throughout antiquity. The symbol represents the eternal nature of mankind—a circle that winds in upon itself without end—and can be likened to the soul of man: everlasting.
 
   Four unique eternal stones are believed to exist within lost or unknown ruins. Unlike their common prehistoric cousins, these bear a circular cavity at the centermost point of each spiral. The hole symbolizes the end, an apocalyptic extinction similar to that predicted by the Mayan Tzolkin calendar.
 
   The author believes these four stone pictograms act as locks. The cavity (or keyhole) will be unlocked per Christian eschatology, by four of the seven seals prophesied in Saint John’s Book of Revelations. When unlocked, each eternal stone will unleash a curse: Conqueror, War, Plague, and Death, also known as the powers of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.
 
    
 
   Thatcher turned the page and found a penciled illustration of Brenton’s theory. The spiral petroglyph with a hole at its center was labeled “keyhole,” and a small round stone underneath was labeled “key.” An arrow pointed from the “key” to the “keyhole.” It made sense.
 
   “‘Insert here to begin Apocalypse,” she read the instructions with tired amusement. “He must be joking.”
 
   Thatcher skimmed the next few pages and then skipped to the end of the manuscript. “So how does it all end, Dr. Hyden?”
 
   She stopped midway through the last chapter, pausing at a drawing of a man sinking into the sandy floor of a passage grave’s inner chamber. Half his body was swallowed by the earth. The caption read: For Believers, portal tombs can be literal passage ways to other sacred monuments.
 
   She tossed the manuscript to the ground and shut off her light.
 
   “You’re right, David,” she whispered. “The man was a nutter.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 50
 
   THURSDAY, 10:55 p.m.
 
   Al Kebabish
 
   Northhampton, England
 
    
 
   At the end of the hallway, lamplight bent underneath the Rabbi’s door.
 
   The hall felt darker than usual. It was as if some demonic vapor haunted the building. Perhaps it was simply a consequence of reading the Beb’ne Hoshekh.
 
   Ian stumbled over something on the floor and caught himself against the wall. His cane bounced across the tile. The sudden movement caused the mark in his palm to bleed again. The stubborn sores wouldn’t close. Blood perpetually seeped out of the Hebrew lettering, leaving his fingers tingling cold. He tightened the handkerchief covering his wound and searched the darkness for his cane.
 
   A chair scooted across the floor in the room ahead.
 
   “It’s just me, Rabbi,” Ian called out, groping along the floor for his cane. His hands stopped at a much smaller metal object instead.
 
   There was a rubber grip, a six-inch metal barrel.
 
   He held it into the light.
 
   God!
 
   Ian dropped the gun. He limped to the door, pushing it open. “Rabbi?”
 
   Blood was everywhere. There were puddles on the desk and floor. The walls were splattered with red.
 
   “Are you looking for this?”
 
   Ian turned to see Javan sitting in an armchair beside the window. His porcelain teeth looked sharp like a viper. His silver hair was molded over his scalp, covering the scar that was once his ear. His neck was open with hideous sores.
 
   Javan held up the fragments of Beb’ne Hoshekh.
 
   “Where’s the Rabbi?” Ian could barely find his voice.
 
   “Communing with Jehovah.” Javan smiled. “Or so you’d like to think.”
 
   The smell of blood turned Ian’s stomach. “You killed him?”
 
   Javan nodded at the gun in the doorway. “You killed him.”
 
   Ian retracted in horror, stepping towards the door.
 
   “Did you really think no one would notice the bizarre new habits you’ve developed? Running off to London these last few nights…and to a curry house of all places.” His lips turned upward in a thin smile. “Dettorio,” he called out.
 
   Javan’s driver stepped behind Ian into the room. There was a can of petrol in his arms.
 
   “You’ve made this far too easy,” Javan said. “Four pounds twenty are missing from the church tithe, used to purchase fare into London. The gun is registered to David, stolen from your brother’s apartment.” 
 
   He clicked his tongue as Dettorio kicked the weapon to him. 
 
   Javan pulled a black glove from his pocket and examined the trigger. “Your prints are all over this. They’re also all over this room, along the windowsill, the desk, the walls--even the rubbish skip on the street below which now contains the body of your decaying friend. Scotland Yard is on their way as we speak.”
 
   Ian couldn’t breathe.
 
   It was over. Javan had won.
 
   “I’ll tell them about the Beb’ne Hoshekh.” Ian leaned against the desk to stay upright. “I’ll tell them everything.”
 
   Javan nodded to his driver. Dettorio poured gasoline across the floor. The vapors suffocated the air. Petrol spilled over the desk, soaking the papers, the Torah, the other Hebrew scrolls.
 
   “No.” Ian grabbed Dettorio’s arm.
 
   Javan raised David’s gun. “Shall we make this a murder-suicide?”
 
   Ian slunk back against the desk. There was nothing he could do.
 
   “I was prepared to give you justice. All I asked was that you trust me.” Javan’s eyes narrowed. “Was it worth it? Whatever the Rabbi told you? Did you uncover the location of the first seal? The identity of the Firstborn Chosen?”
 
   Ian clenched his teeth. Javan was toying with him now.
 
   “You never questioned why the Beb’ne Hoshekh would be in his possession in the first place?” Javan’s upper lip quivered. His every movement was painful. “The man was a traitor. To you, to Brenton, to Abaddon. He needed you. He wanted the power of Horseman for himself.”
 
   Ian’s lungs tightened as the intoxicating stench of gasoline overwhelmed the room. 
 
   “He needed me?” Was it true? Was he the Firstborn Chosen? Had he just been a pawn in the Rabbi’s game, too? 
 
   Dettorio emptied the can and tossed it the floor.
 
   “A priest has murdered a rabbi.” Javan handed the gun to Dettorio. “What is this world coming to?”
 
   Dettorio cocked the gun. A bullet fell into the chamber.
 
   Ian sputtered. “But I’m the Chosen One!”
 
   They couldn’t kill him. He was the only one that could retrieve the seal. Sacred blood pumped through his veins prophesying of his entitlement.
 
   Javan pulled a lighter from his coat pocket.
 
   With a flick of his thumb, it came alive. A yellow flame danced above the colorless butane. He held out the Beb’ne Hoshekh. The document caught fire. Blazing orange consumed the Hebrew text.
 
   “Haven’t you learned yet, Ian?”
 
   The Beb’ne Hoshekh dropped to the ground. The floor crackled with a fanning inferno.
 
   “I can kill anyone. I am Belial.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 51
 
   THURSDAY, 11:58 p.m.
 
   Islet of Arkii, Greece
 
    
 
   His eyes were dry and heavy, his eyelids swollen shut with crusty, grainy paste. He had no idea where he was. The world was dark. He knew that much. But there was no sense of time. Water was not lapping against the sides of a boat. In fact, there was no boat, no roar of waves, no ocean at all. The only thing he could hear was his own strained breathing. He was lying on his side, a dirt floor beneath him. The ground was cool to the touch and moist. There was a rock wall behind him.
 
   Something wet dripped over his legs. He reached for it, but stopped, suddenly aware of the sharp pain in his wrists. He was bound with prickly metal. Somehow he had forgotten that.
 
   Water droplets spilled over his face, stinging his eyes. He opened his mouth to drink.
 
   The object was placed into his hands.
 
   “Keep it on your eyes,” a gruff voice echoed off the walls, displacing the source. 
 
   Too parched to speak, David studied the texture with his fingers. It was a sponge of some sort, squishy and misshapen, oblong and saturated with fresh water. He lifted the sponge over his eyes and let water run down his face into his mouth. The cool moisture permeated his sandpaper eyes. He worked them open, and a blurry world came into view.
 
   They were in a cave. Pervading darkness was kept at bay by a few flickering candle stubs set into fissures within the rocks. The ceiling and walls were stained with soot. The grime blotted out most of the gold-plated artwork that decorated the cave. Each image of piety had worn away over the centuries, leaving only a hint of the frescoes of Christ and His martyred saints that had once extended across the length of the wall.
 
   David rubbed at his eyes. 
 
   “Leave them alone and they will get better.” Across the room, his captor sat cross-legged, concealed by a long black robe. The small visible portion of his face was hideous. Skin bubbled across his cheeks. His beard was reduced to stubble. Beneath the melted abstraction was a familiar prominent nose.
 
    “Vanderkam?” The dryness of David’s throat made him choke.
 
   The man refilled the sponge and pressed the water to David’s lips.
 
   “Are you David?” Vanderkam sounded as though his larynx was partially paralyzed. His German accent was ravaged.
 
   David nodded. Pain coursed through his head, and he immediately regretted moving. He resorted to speaking but could only manage a few words.
 
   The man examined David’s face. “Does anyone know you are in Greece?”
 
   David cleared his throat. The water was helping. “No.”
 
   Vanderkam trembled as he clutched the sponge.
 
   “How is Brenton?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “Gottes willen…” Vanderkam turned away. “And the seal?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Vanderkam looked confused. “He didn’t send you to get it?”
 
   David tried to sit up. The bindings cut into his flesh.  He lifted the twine around his arms in complaint.
 
   “A precaution.” Vanderkam pulled a knife from his belt.
 
   “Where am I?” David managed to speak more than one word.
 
   “The Islet of Arkii. An abandoned island, unpopulated. It’s a safe place.”
 
   David flinched as Vanderkam worked through the bindings. The rope slowly unraveled.
 
   Vanderkam sat back and stared at him grimly. “Do you know of Abaddon?”
 
   “The yacht?”
 
   Vanderkam exhaled in annoyance. “The Book of Revelations. Apocalyptic prophecies were placed into seven casements and locked with seven seals. This was thousands of years ago, inside a cave eight miles south of us.”
 
   “Patmos.” David knew the location. Brenton had studied these places obsessively. Most of David’s childhood had been spent in the waste places of biblical lands.
 
   “Abaddon protects these writings and seals.” He collapsed the knife and clipped it to his belt. “Well, they were supposed to protect the seals. The faith of our fathers has long been corrupted. The purpose of the seals and their eternal stones were forgotten until Brenton’s discovery.”
 
   David had no idea what Vanderkam was talking about.
 
   “Your father found the lost ending to the War Rule.”
 
   “The Dead Sea Scroll fragment?” It was almost laughable, if he wasn’t in such pain. “That was discovered decades ago, and not by him.” David’s voice was hoarse.
 
   “The original War Rule is a torn fragment. The ending to the scroll was torn away and lost for centuries. Your father found the missing ending—the lost words of the Beb’ne Hoshekh.”
 
   David flinched. Whatever had been wrapped around his arms and legs had carved out a good chunk of his flesh. “Brenton would’ve announced that to the world.”
 
   “There is a reason he was silent,” Vanderkam’s voice wavered. “Christianity as we know it is wrong. We’ve all been mistaken.”
 
   “You’re crazier than he was.”
 
   “Over the last two thousand years the Bible has been corrupted. Essential truths were removed. The ending was changed. The Christian faith, as we know it, is the greatest sham in the history of the world. The faith of the masses gave evil men power, and with this power, priests and kings twisted the word of God to their liking. But the War Rule remained untouched. It has never been changed.”
 
   “It’s apocryphal.” The scrolls themselves were of uncertain origin. No archeologist in his right mind would take them as fact.
 
   “I was there when he found it in the caves of Kumran.” He paused. “It is truth.”
 
   David clenched his jaw. He was too tired to talk. There was too much pain to argue.
 
   “God isn’t sending four angels to open the seals of Apocalypse.” Vanderkam’s eyes came alive. “Any man can possess the power of the seals. Any man can become Horseman. Any man can end the world.”
 
   “Brenton would’ve said anything to protect his ridiculous theories.”
 
   “What we found hidden in the Beb’ne Hoshekh was not his theory.” Vanderkam stood. He began pacing. “I’ve seen it. I handled the text myself. I confirmed the interpretation.” 
 
   His breathing was strained. He stared intently at David. “The Abaddon has crumbled. Each man is pursuing the first seal for himself.”
 
   “Why would anyone want to end the world?” It was a reasonable question.
 
   “Becoming Horseman is the only way to survive the Apocalypse.”
 
   Anyone stupid enough to follow Brenton was questionable at best. David held his throbbing head with his hands. “Did he put you up to this?”
 
   “He was supposed to find you. He was supposed to take you to the canyons of Wadi Musa. Only you can remove the first seal from its grave.”
 
   Vanderkam fell into a coughing fit. His body writhed under the strain. “Whoever places the key into the lock will be Horseman.”
 
   David couldn’t believe it. “If these Abaddon people know where the seal is, why don’t they already have it?”
 
   Vanderkam smiled. “Only the Firstborn of the Chosen lineage can remove the seal from its grave.”
 
   “Brenton was murdered to hide this bullshit?”
 
   “Brenton was murdered because he knew the identity of the Chosen One—he knew it was you.”
 
   A sharp noise whizzed past David’s ear, striking Vanderkam in the chest.
 
   The scientist stumbled into the wall. Another bullet ricocheted off the wall between them.
 
   David scrambled into the corner, pulling Vanderkam behind a cavity of the rock. Both men slid to the ground, Vanderkam in David’s lap.
 
   David frantically searched the room. It was too dark. His eyes were still swollen. He could barely see his own hands. The shooter could be a foot away and there was nothing he could do about it.
 
   His ears rang as he listened for breathing or for footsteps. 
 
   Indecision kept David pinned against the rock. He could feel Vanderkam’s blood pooling on the ground. 
 
   He counted the seconds. The drops of blood synchronized with his count.
 
   Drip. Drip. Drip.
 
   The seconds turned into minutes, and minutes into hours.
 
   By the time the swelling in his face lessened to the point where he could see, the candles had expired. The cave was pitch black. He let go of Vanderkam’s body. David couldn’t remember exactly when he died, but the man had stopped breathing. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Lang unscrewed the silencer from the chrome barrel of his gun. He placed the noise queller into his coat pocket, returned the handgun to his holster, and moved quietly out of the cave, twisting and turning along the passage until he met the starry night. Climbing down the side of the cliff to the shoreline, he stopped at the base of the hill for a second and looked back at the cave’s entrance.
 
   Of course, there was regret—the unexpected pang of guilt. But this was business.
 
   There was a higher purpose. One that David would never understand.
 
   Lang untied his powerboat from the shore and left Vanderkam’s boat for David.
 
   He would need something to get back to Patmos.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 52
 
   FRIDAY 12:00 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   The computer’s mechanized voice echoed through Stenness Basecamp, “Standby, countdown of T minus nine… eight… seven…”
 
   Everyone watched the five innocuous-looking passage graves on the screens covering the helm’s wall. Thatcher focused on Maeshowe. Positioned in the middle screen, the megalith’s familiar contours looked far from formidable—just a docile dead monument.
 
   “Six…five…four…”
 
   She stood behind Marek and Donovon. The men sat at their computer stations ready to manually fire the Sonja configurations and match the passage graves’ output. Her arms were firmly crossed over her chest in an unconscious display of self-preservation. She glanced around the room. Lee stood beside Hummer near the back of the helm, waiting for Operation Standing Wave’s moment of triumph.
 
   “Three…two…one…”
 
   Everyone held their breath.
 
   Thatcher imagined a sound wave growing inside each grave, exploding from the mouth of each prehistoric beast.
 
   She bit her lip.
 
   The graves stayed quiet.
 
   “What’s going on?” She touched Marek’s shoulder.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m generating our acoustic waves.” His computer screen registered their acoustic weapons building in power.
 
   “Nothing from the graves?” Thatcher shouted.
 
   “Nothing. Do we disengage?” Marek looked to Thatcher and then Hummer. His finger was poised over the discharge button.
 
   “Your countdown must be wrong!” Lee turned on Marek.
 
   “It isn’t!” Marek fired back.
 
   “Then why aren’t the graves going off?” Thatcher looked back at Hummer, unsure of what to do.
 
   Hummer stared up at the graves. He calmly eyed their bellicose opponents.
 
   “Do I disengage, sir?” Marek asked again.
 
   Hummer was silent.
 
   Marek looked to Thatcher. If Hummer wasn’t responding, it was her call.
 
   “Disengage,” she said.
 
   Marek turned back to his keyboard.
 
   Dust spewed from Tara’s entranceway. 
 
   There was an immeasurable release of noise. The front of the soundwave shook Tara’s video cameras, warping the images as it passed by.
 
   Newgrange joined in the explosion with deadly distortion, terrorizing the abandoned Irish countryside. 
 
   Basecamp rumbled as Scotland’s graves initiated their offensive strike. First, Cuween Hill, then Isbister.
 
   Maeshowe’s muffled noise vibrated deep below the earth’s surface.
 
   Hummer stirred awake as well. “Marek!”
 
   “Matching the acoustic power of each ruin and firing!” Marek’s computer registered each soundwave’s intensity. Red bars quickly rose to the top of the scale, peaking over 250 dB in low-frequency sound. The measurement of Sonja’s blue bars matched the output of the passage graves’.
 
   “Here we go!” Marek fired off the Sonja configurations. “They will collide in three…two…one.”
 
   Opposing soundwaves crashed together. The acoustic output of the Sonja configurations abolished the passage grave noise. The graphs of red and blue bars rested at 0 dB.
 
   For a moment, the world was still. Everyone was afraid to move.
 
   Thatcher’s mouth tipped upward into a smile.
 
   Marek looked up at her in disbelief. He shook his head. “It worked.”
 
   On screen, blast waves surged outward from four of the five graves. Aural reprisals passed beyond each Sonja weapon, crushing the manmade armaments and rendering them useless. Dissonant shock waves flattened every farmhouse and barn. The video feed of Newgrange cut to static. Tara’s camera deadened, then Isbister and Cuween Hill.
 
   Everyone looked up at Maeshowe, the only surviving image.
 
   The basecamp lights flickered. Sparks showered overhead as subsonic vibrations splintered bulb filament. Thatcher grabbed her head. There was a violent pop and a crackle. The clamor resounded inside her ears. The pain was unspeakable. Her eardrums tried to adjust to the pressure, but the low reverberation clawed with tympanic anarchy.
 
   The passage grave screamed with blistering retaliation. A roar exploded from the ruin’s belly. Its blast rippled along the earth’s crust, noise coursing towards basecamp through the integument of rock.
 
   Maeshowe would have her revenge.
 
   Thatcher dropped to the floor.
 
   Marek dove from his chair and shielded her as the room shook apart. Equipment toppled off the shelves. The flat panel displays shattered. Reinforced cement crumbled off the ceiling. The wave rippled through basecamp. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the hellish symphony ended in silence.
 
   The world was still again.
 
   Thatcher was pinned under Marek’s weight. He freed her, rolling off. From the dim light of the monitors, she could see him staring down at his leg in shock. His left thigh was pumping blood.
 
   She tore off her jacket and tied it around his leg. She fought to catch her breath. Her ears were ringing. Her throat was raw. Marek’s mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear his voice. She could barely hear her own.
 
   Inches away from them, the helm wall had completely collapsed. The floor was covered with rubble.
 
   Dazed, Marek nodded at her. He was more concerned if she was okay. An egg-sized bump was forming on her forehead, she could feel the swelling. There were a few cuts on her face and chin, but she could move around without pain. 
 
   The tinnitus was mind-numbing. Her eardrums generated a high-pitched squeal. It felt as if she had fallen from the atmosphere and couldn’t adjust to the pressure change. She couldn’t concentrate. She could only focus on one thing at a time.
 
   Marek.
 
   The bleeding out of his leg slowed. He was lucky it wasn’t an artery. They were both lucky.
 
   Using the support of the desk, she stood and surveyed the damage. Most of the lab was entirely lost under debris. Everything was dark except a few blinking computer systems and static monitor screens. She found a flashlight in Marek’s desk and clicked it on. 
 
   The helm was choked with dust. A gray haze clouded the air. It was so thick, she couldn’t see more than a few feet away. She realized her lungs were burning. There was no ventilation. Toxic cinders floated like lazy snow throughout the room.
 
   Hummer called from across the room. “Brynne?”
 
   “I’m okay!” She wiped blood from her forehead. “Marek’s leg looks pretty bad.”
 
   “Lee?” Hummer shouted into the darkness.
 
   Thatcher could vaguely see Lee’s shadow staggering in the conference room doorway. “I’m fine!” he yelled back.
 
   “Donovon?” Hummer called out.
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Donovon?” Thatcher searched the room with the flashlight. The beam revealed the west wall. It had entirely caved in over Donovon’s desk. His computer was flattened by blocks of cement. His chair was obliterated under rubble. A few of the Irishman’s fingers poked out from under the wreckage.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 53
 
   FRIDAY 1:42 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   “What the hell happened out there?” Hummer slammed his fist into the dusty remains of the conference table.
 
   Other than the glow of a few working monitors, the helm was dark. Lee had managed to get the emergency lighting online in the conference room as well as the back-up ventilation. The conference table was still intact along with a few chairs.
 
   “We have less than 77 hours before the next round!” Hummer rubbed his irritated eyes. The air quality was still very poor. He looked at Thatcher and then Marek. “I want to hear everything you know about those graves. Everything.”
 
   Marek clutched the bandage wrapped around his injured leg. “The passage graves acted with sentient force,” he said.
 
   “He wants the facts, you bloody idiot,” Lee said. “I’ve been saying this all along, we should just destroy them.”
 
   Marek retorted. “Those graves matched us blow for blow and then unleashed a blast wave like they had some sort of vendetta.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean they’re cognizant,” Lee said.
 
   “We need to go back inside Maeshowe,” Thatcher inserted. “We need to understand what we’re dealing with.”
 
   “No!” All the men joined in unison. 
 
   At least they all agreed on something.
 
   Thatcher gritted her teeth. “When Golke and Bailey went in it was poor timing. Marek determined that. We’ve got to try again.”
 
   “Not if they’re sentient,” Lee mocked Marek.
 
   The two glared at each other.
 
   “No one is going into those graves,” Hummer said. “Lee, what’s the status of basecamp?”
 
   “The northeastern section of the bunker was completely destroyed and most of our equipment is lost under debris,” he said. “The mainframe is disabled. Our computer system is irreparable. Security is offline. The shaft foundation isn’t pretty, but the lift should hold until the next round.”
 
   “What about nutriment?” Hummer asked.
 
   “We can access dry packs,” Lee replied. “We have enough of those to last until next winter.”
 
   Thatcher’s stomach turned at the thought of eating dehydrated food.
 
   “I can put together a makeshift helm and get us more hardware,” Lee continued. “We can empty out the extra storage room between personal quarters and the helm, and use that for a computer lab. As far as acoustic equipment goes, I think a few of our monitors and registers work so we can adequately measure each grave’s output.”
 
   “Don’t you get it?” Marek interrupted. “We could have all the equipment in the world and it wouldn’t matter. All our tools can do is measure noise and compute data. We’re dealing with a non-referential indeterminate. We don’t know what the hell that sound is, where it’s coming from, or what it will do over the next four days.”
 
   “Could we disassemble the ruins?” Hummer asked. “Would that stop the buildup of acoustic pressure?”
 
   “Isbister isn’t intact,” Thatcher said. “That tomb has a hole in the top of the chamber and it’s still active. For all we know, drilling holes could release even more noise.”
 
   “Operation Standing Wave was successful until the passage graves fired a second round,” Hummer said. “Is it possible our weapons could work if we knew the graves were capable of additional detonations?”
 
   “There’s no way we could generate that kind of power.” Marek shook his head. “That’s the problem. We don’t know. We can’t know.”
 
   “Maybe the secondary explosion is the new pattern,” Lee suggested. “When the first few graves erupted after Maeshowe, Dr. Marek thought that was random sequencing, too. They ended up building in pressure at different rates but following a concise detonation pattern.”
 
   “Every 77 hours,” Thatcher said.
 
   Marek turned to Hummer. “I couldn’t have stopped that blast wave. Nobody could have stopped it. Have you seen topside? It’s a goddamn war zone out there. Stenness is flattened. Maeshowe didn’t just release a subsonic wave—she fired off a blast wave. Our acoustic technology can’t come close to imitating that.” He turned to Lee. “And, if you insist on staying semi-rational, then we need to be talking quantum physics, multi-dimension reality, and chaos theory. Not Newtonian physics. Bailey and Golke walked into that chamber and found what?”
 
   “Nothing,” Thatcher said.
 
   “Nothing.” Marek repeated, looking over at Hummer. “We’re no closer to solving this now than we were eight days ago. Thinking conservatively won’t save anybody’s ass.”
 
   “How could an acoustic blast of that magnitude come from nothing?” Hummer asked.
 
   Thatcher blinked in surprise. For the first time, Hummer was actually entertaining alternatives.
 
   Marek shrugged. “We’ve been so obsessed with stopping the graves, we’ve completely ignored the how and the why.”
 
   “How are we supposed to—?” Lee began.
 
   Hummer silenced him with a glare.
 
   “Tesla versus Einstein.” Marek straightened. He had the group’s full attention. “Two white dudes with mad brain power. Einstein believed the atom was a fixed unit of energy, and that energy existed within mass. E=mc². You know the deal. According to Einstein, when you break apart an atom, it’s like cracking open an egg. You get energy.”
 
   “Continue,” Hummer said, interested.
 
   “On the flipside, Tesla theorized energy isn’t located within an atom, but it exists outside the atom. There’s an energy field surrounding us. The whole universe is one gigantic energy vortex.”
 
   “What would this have to do with the graves?” Hummer asked.
 
   “If Tesla was right,” Marek continued, “and energy doesn’t come from an atom’s mass, then that could explain why we perceive something coming out of nothing.”
 
   Hummer leaned forward. “So Maeshowe could be discharging noise because of some invisible energy field?”
 
   “Sure, if you’re Obi-Wan Kenobi.” Lee rolled his eyes.
 
   Marek cleared his throat. “All this time we thought we were manipulating atoms, we were merely toying with the energy field in which they exist. Tesla believed energy flows in a cyclical pattern that moves faster than the speed of light. This spiral of energy exists outside of space and time, but we’re linked into it. We can’t see it, but it affects everything we see.”
 
   Hummer shook his head.
 
   “That’s why so many natural formations make the structure of a vortex,” Marek said. “The Golden Ratio of 1:1.618033989 is an infinite logarithmic spiral. Tornados and hurricanes form an energy vortex. Galaxies, bubble chamber particles, snail shells, the curve of space-time—hell, my toilet even flushes in a spiral.”
 
   “So there is something inside those graves?” Hummer asked.
 
   “Atoms within this energy vortex are usually at a state of rest. There’s a balanced relationship between matter and energy. Everyone is chill. But if the balance is upset—like in nuclear fission—then a tremendous amount of energy is released to balance things out.” He drew on the table with his fingers. “Okay, way oversimplifying here, but think of energy as a whirlpool. The water current is energy we can’t see. If you put a leaf in the whirlpool, it’ll move. But energy isn’t coming from the leaf. We might think it is, because that’s the object we see moving, but the energy is coming from the water current surrounding the leaf.”
 
   “Some invisible whirlpool is killing us?” Lee asked.
 
   “You could say that,” Marek replied. “But, here’s where it gets tricky. Fission and fusion are mankind’s interaction with energy. Whether we’re splitting matter or fusing it together, we can see energy being released in the process. If Tesla’s right, all we’re really doing is manipulating the energy vortex. We’re moving a teeny tiny wave inside the energy whirlpool.”
 
   “So?” Hummer said.
 
   “This means the energy vortex itself can be manipulated. Something sentient and probably smarter than us could create what we interpret as something out of nothing.’”
 
   Lee scoffed. “Like who? God?”
 
   Marek shrugged. “God…Tesla…Hummer. What does it matter?”
 
   Hummer appreciated the joke.
 
   Marek sat back in his chair. “Tesla’s theory is the only way I can explain something originating from nothing.” 
 
   “How do you stop a sound wave that originates from nothing?” Hummer asked.
 
   “A vacuum,” Lee said. “Nothing can exist inside a vacuum.”
 
   Marek nodded in agreement.
 
   “What would happen if we destroyed the graves?” Hummer said.
 
   “It’s hard to say,” Marek answered. “Dr. Thatcher could be right. The structural design of the graves might actually hold back noise and not just amplify it. On the other hand, Lee could be right and we could stop them with a vacuum.”
 
   Thatcher was disappointed. It didn’t feel right, destroying the ruins. That wasn’t the answer.
 
   “You get rid of the graves, you get rid of the noise,” Lee said.
 
   “The sound isn’t just noise.” Thatcher interjected. Hummer had asked for all the facts, even the crazy ones.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Lee asked disapprovingly.
 
   Thatcher nodded to Marek. “Tell them, Marek.”
 
   He exhaled loudly.
 
   Hummer’s brow furrowed. “Dr. Marek?”
 
   “I was able to localize a portion of the soundwave Golke recorded in Maeshowe,” he answered. “It’s definitely a message.”
 
   “What’s the message?” Hummer asked.
 
   “We can’t recognize the language—but there is a distinct voice pattern.”
 
   Hummer’s face flattened.
 
   Lee sat forward. “Blow the sodden things off the earth.”
 
   “If we had time to figure out what they’re saying,” Thatcher began.
 
   Hummer was deep in thought. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? We don’t have time.”
 
   “We can’t wait around on a crap science project,” Lee said.
 
   Hummer cleared his throat. “Were the circumstances different, we could look into this more closely. Our focus needs to be resolving this situation.”
 
   Thatcher stared down at the table. 
 
   “Now is the time for answers, not questions,” Hummer said. “Can we at least extrapolate the degree of explosion expected during the next round, Dr. Marek? Assuming they wait to explode until the next round.”
 
   “We are talking about multiple ruins throughout all of northern Europe. We can only hope we have 77 hours. Shit, man. We’d need to tear down every inactive passage grave, and I’d recommend destroying and somehow creating a vacuum over the active ones.”
 
   Hummer nodded. He already had something in mind.
 
   Thatcher felt a lump form in her throat. “You’re not talking about sound,” she realized.
 
   “AVX.” He said soberly.
 
   “There will be fallout,” Thatcher said. The experimental bomb was still in its infancy.
 
   Hummer waited for Marek’s reply.
 
   Marek stammered. “We’d need everyone out of northern Scotland and the eastern seaboard of Ireland because of residual radioactive material.”
 
   “Does anyone have a better solution?” Hummer asked.
 
   Nobody said a word.
 
   Hummer sat back in his chair. “Brynne, organize the evacuation. Lee and Marek will configure the AVX. Operation Silence commences immediately.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 54
 
   FRIDAY 2:30 p.m.
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   Two men were whispering outside. It was impossible to understand what they were saying. The confining walls seemed to close in on him. They were too thick. He couldn’t discern any of the conversation. They’d been talking for at least an hour, though—razor sharp voices that provided a dizzying soundtrack to the image of the burning synagogue. 
 
   Ian had a migraine. The blindness would only last a few hours, but the accompanying headache was agony. The inflammation inside his skull was in germinal stages. Soporific numbness spread from his tongue to the tips of his fingers.
 
   First, an aberrant network of fireworks would spread across his vision as if he had stared at the sun for too long. Their stupefying geometric design hid the world from his eyes. Then, he’d lose his speech, the ability to accurately form sentences or make sense of his surroundings. There was nothing he could do to stop the progression. Now that the process had started, he could only ride it out. 
 
   The synagogue was his last recollection. He’d been forced to his knees. The barrel of the pistol was pressed against his forehead. The next thing he knew, he was here, in the cell, in dank of underground London. The floor still reeked of excrement. It was the same chamber where Javan had kept the captive.
 
   Ian lay curled on the cement floor, just like the captive. He shivered.
 
   There was no reason to get up. No reason to move.
 
   Heavy footsteps approached the door, and the conversation outside abruptly ended. The cell door opened and hallway light flooded into the underground chamber.
 
   Ian stayed frozen on the ground. The pretense of unconsciousness could add minutes to his life. Footsteps entered the chamber and stopped beside him. He felt pointy dress shoes poke at his ribs.
 
   “Do you know why you’re still alive?” Javan asked.
 
   Ian moaned.
 
   “Then you know what I want.” 
 
   Javan bent over him.
 
   Ian stayed silent.
 
   Javan nodded to Dettorio, and the henchman stepped inside. He kicked Ian in the stomach and sent him sprawling across the floor. It was more jarring than painful. Most of his body was numb. 
 
   Dettorio stepped over him for another blow. This one to the head.
 
   Ian sputtered, holding his face. “David has it!”
 
   “Good,” Javan said. “Where does he keep it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Dettorio’s foot connected with Ian’s ribs.
 
   Ian rolled onto his back. “I don’t know!” he yelled.
 
   Javan lifted a hand to restrain Dettorio.
 
   Ian coughed. “He used to wear it on a chain around his neck, but I haven’t seen him in years.”
 
   “I appreciate your cooperation.” Javan turned back to the door. “Make sure he gets some ice, and perhaps a more comfortable room.”
 
   The cell door shut and the chamber returned to black.
 
   Ian clutched his ribs. He could taste the metallic flavor of blood in his mouth. He clenched his jaw and stretched out on the floor. 
 
   Once Javan found the ring, David would certainly be dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 55
 
   SATURDAY 7:42 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   The elevator was in terrible shape. Thatcher held the rails as the floor shuddered under her feet. Years ago, she’d conquered a fear of heights rock climbing with Hummer, anchored to ropes belayed by her uncle. This was a totally different experience, a rickety boxcar attached to a compromised foundation. The only barrier between her and the basecamp floor was cracked translucent plastic. Slowly, the car wobbled toward the surface. She focused on the light above. Anything to take her mind off the teetering death trap.
 
   Marek busied himself with diagnostic equipment trying to hide his own apprehension.
 
   The elevator came to a stop topside. The door slid open half a foot and then stuck. Thatcher slid through sideways, and Marek behind her. He whistled at the devastation. They got a glimpse of the Stenness remains from a surviving camera, but to see it in person was devastating. 
 
   Maeshowe’s destruction spread far beyond the village. In perverse dichotomy, the pleasant morning sun shone down on flattened buildings, wreckage of NCEC tents, overturned vehicles, and thousands of decomposing sheep. In between mounds of decaying wool, the emerald grassland sparkled with dew.
 
   Thatcher felt her stomach churn. Eating one of the prepackaged nutriment meals that morning had been a mistake. The stench of putrefaction and morning mist was nauseating.
 
   Marek set his diagnostic gear beside the elevator. “You okay?” he asked.
 
   Thatcher swallowed. “I just need to sit a minute.”
 
   He took a seat on the remains of a building and patted the wood beside him.
 
   Thatcher leaned back against the rubble. The crisp morning air stung her lungs, but it felt better than the stale, recycled air of the bunker.
 
   Marek pointed at the partially open elevator door. “I’m sure Lee will want us to fix that, too.”
 
   “That’s your job.” Thatcher held up a new video lens. “I’m on camera duty.”
 
   Marek smirked. He pulled a Twinkie from his pocket.
 
   Thatcher did a double take. “Is that from the bottom of the bird cadaver cooler?”
 
   He shrugged and opened the package, offering her one of the Twinkies.
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks.”
 
   “It may be the last opportunity you get.” He waved the cake under her nose. “Sealed for freshness. No bird guts.”
 
   She took the Twinkie from him. What if he was right?
 
   Marek unwrapped the other portion and studied the pastry. He divided the oblong cake at its horizontal midpoint, dipped his pinky finger into the first hole, and scooped out white foam.
 
   “You’ve got this down to an art.” Thatcher took a small bite.
 
   “Yes, I do.” He dipped his pinky into the next hole and then looked out over Stenness. “So, is this how we’re gonna die?”
 
   “What, this isn’t the Armageddon you envisioned?”
 
   “I figured we’d get blown to hell or we’d blow ourselves to hell, but not both at the same time.”  
 
   Thatcher looked out over the flattened buildings, barely recognizing the remains of McLeod’s Bed & Breakfast. “It’s so quiet afterwards.”
 
   “It’s surreal, sitting and waiting while northern Scotland is evacuated.”
 
   Thatcher took another bite. “We’ll start leaving an hour before detonation. Slowly de-man basecamp.”
 
   “‘De-man basecamp’?” Marek said sarcastically. “Look around. Everybody’s already dead.”
 
   She took another bite. “These things taste better than I remember.”
 
   Marek dipped his finger into the last cream-filled hole and then ate the entire cake in one monster-sized bite. He spoke with his mouth full. “I guess that means we won’t be here for the AVX show. I’ll miss fallout. The whole glowing or growing a third eye thing.”
 
   “That doesn’t really happen until a few days later anyway.” 
 
   He nudged her knee with his. “You’d look nice with a third eye.”
 
   “Is that right?” A snort escaped her nose.
 
   Marek looked at her sideways. “Was that a snort?”
 
   She covered her face and accidentally let out another. She was punchy, too tired to care.
 
   “Good Lord!” Marek yelled out at the town. “This woman’s snortin’!”
 
   They laughed until their sides grew tired, then both let out a sigh.
 
   “Now I have seen it all.” He looked over at her, admiringly. “Are you worried about him?”
 
   She wasn’t expecting David to come into their conversation.
 
   “I’m sure he’s fine,” he said.
 
   Thatcher crossed her arms self-consciously. She returned her gaze to the distant passage grave.
 
   “He’s all right, I guess,” he said. “Nice, intelligent, respectable…white…”
 
   She rolled her eyes.
 
   “It’ll never work out between the two of you, though,” he said with a sideways smile. “I mean other than the fact that we’re all gonna die.” He leaned into her and whispered. “He’s an atheist.”
 
   “How would you know that?” she asked, her cheeks red.
 
   “A guy can tell.” Marek wiggled his eyebrows.
 
   Thatcher folded her arms more tightly, feeling the morning chill. “And what about you, Marek? Do you believe in God?”
 
   He pulled a crucifix necklace out from under his shirt. “Damn straight.”
 
   “Damn straight,” Thatcher repeated. She stood and dusted off her pants. “Thanks for the Twinkie, Dr. Marek.”
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   She picked up the video equipment and walked to the west end of Stenness, leaving Marek to fix the elevator. She knew where that conversation was headed. Definitely in a direction she wasn’t ready for.
 
   She reviewed Lee’s map and spotted a shattered lens underneath the flattened fence of their helicopter landing pad. The pad was still intact, but the camera was pulverized. Unscrewing the old lens from the base, she set it aside, brushed debris away from the metal foundation, and fastened the new camera in its place.
 
   Her cell phone vibrated against her hip. She didn’t recognize the number. “This is Thatcher.”
 
   “He’s dead.” David’s somber voice cut in and out.
 
   Her heart stopped. “David, where are you?”
 
   “Vanderkam is dead, Dr. Thatcher. That’s everyone in that picture except the old man.”
 
   “Where are you?” she asked again.
 
   “I just landed in Edinburgh. I need your help.”
 
   Thatcher looked back at basecamp. Marek had put on headphones and was rocking out while fixing the elevator. She moved the cell phone to her left ear and pushed her hair away from her face. “More passage graves are exuding lethal noise. It’s no longer just Maeshowe and Isbister.”
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   “We’re evacuating northern Scotland,” she tried to explain. “There’s no way I can—”
 
   “I have a lead,” he interrupted. “I received a letter a few days ago…an answer, maybe. It’s missing the sender’s address. I need to figure out who sent it.”
 
   “There’s an American consulate in Edinburgh. My friend, Brimley, works there. She’s American, CIA.”
 
   “Can I meet you there?”
 
   Thatcher felt her chest sink. “David…”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “You’ve got to hurry,” she said. “You have less than four days before the passage graves are destroyed. If there was any way that I could…” She couldn’t finish the sentence.
 
   There was another long silence.
 
   “Are you there?” she asked.
 
   “How much time do I have?”
 
   Looking down at her watch, she estimated. “Fifty-six hours.”
 
   “I’m going to find the old man in the photograph.” 
 
   She could hear the crowd in the airport behind him. 
 
   “If he’s alive, his life is in danger. When I find him, we’ll need your help.”
 
   Thatcher could hardly breathe. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, telling herself it was the right thing. “I’ll call my contact at the consulate. She’ll give you the information you need.”
 
   As he hung up, she lowered the cell phone from her ear and placed it against her forehead. She couldn’t help but feel this was the last time they’d ever speak. Everything within her screamed she’d made the biggest mistake of her life. But there was nothing she could do.
 
   She bent over the ground camera and switched it on. She paused, looking over at Marek. He was singing at the top of his lungs, working at the broken elevator door.
 
   What if she ran for it? 
 
   Marek wouldn’t stop her. If he knew half of what was going on, he’d probably run, too.
 
   Who was she kidding? 
 
   She’d made her choice. 
 
   The nation depended on her. Millions of lives were at stake. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 56
 
   SATURDAY 2:20 p.m.
 
   Edinburgh, Scotland
 
    
 
   Agent Brimley brushed a layer of ninhydrin over the manila envelope. She looked up at David with an attractive smile. “How do you know Brynne?”
 
   He pulled nervously at the trench coat concealing Vanderkam’s bloodstains on his clothes. “We are investigating a murder.”
 
   “You’re with NATO, then?”
 
   David nodded. The less he said, the easier things would be.
 
   Brimley moved the envelope under a black light. The ninhydrin quickly dissolved, coloring trace amino acids violet-blue and making visible an array of fingerprints. “It takes a minute. The scanner bulb has to warm up.” She pulled the latex gloves from her hands, and twisted a long strand of blonde hair through her fingers. “Brynne was my forensic pathology professor at the British Military Academy. It was the only forensics class I could stomach—well, almost stomach—I dropped out mid-semester.”
 
   The scanner bulb warmed. She looked closely at the envelope. “The center of these prints is pretty blurry. We’ll see what the magnifier can do.”
 
   David nodded, keeping his hands in his pockets.
 
   Brimley put on a pair of astute-looking glasses and typed modifications into the computer. “We’ve got several partials here. Let’s hope there’s enough for a match.”
 
   An enlarged digital image of one of the prints formed on the monitor.
 
   “The CIA has been collecting fingerprints since 1924,” she said. “You can imagine the size of our collection. There are well over 200 million entries.”
 
   “The world’s finest,” he said.
 
   She laughed. The fingerprint finished uploading. 
 
   It was barely legible with three distinct swirls at the edge.
 
   “This is interesting.” She slid her chair closer to the scanner, removed the envelope, and placed it under a magnifying glass.
 
   David rolled his chair beside hers. Silky strands of her blonde hair blocked his view.
 
   She bit her lip. “This is way more challenging than I expected.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She leaned back in her chair and let David take a look through the magnifying glass. “These prints lack normal identifying features like friction ridges, whorls, and tetrarchs. They just look like—”
 
   “Smears,” he finished her sentence. The prints were mostly smudges with a few lines on the perimeter. He sat back with a sigh. Why was nothing ever simple?
 
   Brimley searched the envelope for a better sample. “‘Come, thou art Chosen?’” she read the words hidden beneath the spiral scribbles. “Does it mean something?”
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “Here’s one!” She focused the lens over the light purple impression. “This one has a little more detail. We’ve got something we can work with…” She pinned the envelope in place.
 
   The scanner hummed to life. An image formed on screen. 
 
   She zoomed in on the portion of the image. “Every time a line stops or splits, that’s called typica or bifurcation. These marks are unique to each person. They allow us to pinpoint a match if the person is in our database.”
 
   David pointed at the screen. “Why are there no lines in the center?”
 
   “That’s what makes your guy so interesting.” She seemed impressed that he noticed. She pointed to where swirling lines abruptly ended and the texture flattened into nothing. “See how the typica just stops?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “That blurred area is probably scar tissue.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “My guess is self-inflicted.”
 
   “That further narrows the field. Our man is a masochist.”
 
   She smiled and uploaded the print into the database. “Soviet spies during WWII would burn the skin off their fingers to protect their identity.”
 
   As the computer processed the print, she removed the letter from the scanner. “By the look of your friend’s artwork here, I’d say he’s a lefty, mid-to-late eighties, severely near-sighted, arthritic, and possibly Parkinson’s symptomatic.”
 
   Now she was just showing off. 
 
   “You can tell all that just by looking at his writing?” he asked.
 
   “The writer dragged his palm across the page from left to right. The angle of his print implies his writing arm was turned outward. That demonstrates myopia, or nearsightedness. The spirals are intricate, but a complete jumble.” She placed the envelope under the desk lamp. “See how the lines are jagged? He has an unsteady hand. In most places, they run together. He lacks muscular control.”
 
   “Show me how he’s lactose intolerant and obsessed with his mother, and then I’ll be impressed,” he joked. 
 
   Brimley smiled. “Heavy compression marks mean he exerted an unusual amount of pressure. Add the thickness and weight of the pencil lead, and we know he’s serious about his cause. Crazy serious. It’s the same type of pressure we see in bomb threats.”
 
   “Sounds like a winner,” David said. Who the hell was trying to communicate with him?
 
   The computer finished processing the sample through the database.
 
   NO MATCHES FOUND.
 
   Disappointed, David reached for the manila envelope under the desk lamp.
 
   “Let me try one more thing.” Brimley accessed the CIA Employees Database. “You didn’t see this.”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Exactly.” She uploaded the fingerprint into the system and initiated the check. Within seconds, the computer made a match.
 
   “He’s Intelligence,” she said. “Or at least he used to be.”
 
   A photograph and bio appeared on screen. It was the old man in Brenton’s Polaroid. The picture was a black and white image from the 1950s. His body slumped unnaturally to the left. His obsidian eyes, like dark whirlpools of black, made him look crazed. He was just as old as he appeared in the picture from Brenton’s office.
 
   “That’s from the 1950s?” he asked, confused by the lack of age difference.
 
   “1952,” she said.
 
   They skimmed down the identification column. 
 
   “Azore, Anzorare, Asseyev, Askar…God, he’s got fourteen aliases,” she said. “The most recent is Azores.”
 
   “Azores?” David finally had a name.
 
   “He is Russian—or, Russia is listed as his country of origin in 1936, but there’s no birthdate.” Brimley shook her head in astonishment. “He fought in both world wars, was enlisted with Russia in WWI and then Nazi Germany in WWII. He served in the CIA from the 60’s to 1980. There’s nothing here about his current residence.”
 
   It was the right man, but another dead end.
 
   Brimley forced an uncomfortable smile. “Wow, this guy is sending you fan mail?”
 
   David swiped the envelope off the scanner. “Thanks, Agent Brimley.”
 
   “It’s Diane,” she said.
 
   He headed to the door.
 
   “Dr. Hyden?” She nodded at the letter. “I’m no genius, but if there is a postal code in the upper right hand corner of that envelope, can’t you trace him that way?”
 
   He turned the letter right side up and noticed it. Why hadn’t he thought of that? He studied the postal code: Lothian 1152. That was somewhere on the northwestern seaboard of Scotland. He looked at his watch. If he got a car, he could get to Lothian in a few hours.
 
   “You better hurry,” she said. “They’ve started evacuating everything north of Aberdeen.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 57
 
   SATURDAY 4:21 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher lay on the cot within her personal quarters. She had finished organizing the exodus of northern Scotland and eastern Ireland. There was nothing left to do but wait. She stared at the digital clock over the doorway. The numbers speedily unraveled, closing in on the next detonation. Halting time seemed to be the only answer.
 
   She closed her eyes. 
 
   Keep it simple. 
 
   There was a task at hand. She had a job to do.
 
   The only device capable of creating a vacuum powerful enough to stop the graves was their thermobaric AVX. The weapon created a midair explosion a few feet above ground that formed a vacuum similar to a category F-6 tornado. Midway through the explosion, the pressure wave would collapse into the earth’s crust in an implosion so violent that everything at the surface would be obliterated. The aftermath was unidentifiable. These weapons were deadly and costly, but far more precise than anything in the worldwide nuclear arsenal.
 
   She shivered. Implosion was a hideous way to die. She’d seen classified photographs of tests during the Cold War. AVX flattened matter like a heavy boot crushed snow. Anything close to the fringes of the explosion would be charred by the fiery plume of secondary fuels.
 
   Her mind was foggy but it wouldn’t stop racing. Her body needed rest.
 
   The anecdote of counting sheep came to mind.
 
   One sheep. Two sheep. Three…
 
   A friendly herd stampeded over her thoughts. She envisioned the pleasant countryside where they grazed. A short distance away was an outcropping of earth, a beautiful hill, a spectacular place to watch the sunset. She followed them to the mound, feeling the soft breeze across her skin. At the base of the hill was a door, an entrance formed within the rock. She followed the sheep inside and wandered down the narrow passage. It opened into a chamber with tall stone walls peaking high above her head. At the back of the room, a spiral carving glowed on the wall. She felt drawn to the symbol. She lifted her hand to the etching and traced its inward curvature. Her fingers followed the shape, slowly winding toward center, where the spiral ended with a hole. She reached inside the hole.
 
   Dust swirled off the floor. Sand slipped beneath her feet. A buzzing noise bounced around the room off each of the walls. 
 
   The ground began to swallow her, draining like an hourglass around her ankles. She sank deeper into the earth, her legs tingling. It was a warm sensation, very different from the cacophony of noise spinning around the chamber. As the floor sucked her under, she grabbed handfuls of sand. It slipped through her fingers and crumbled in her hands. There was nothing to hold on to.
 
   The sound became a roar, and the sheep turned ugly. Their bodies began to twitch and then convulse. Their eyes were paranoid and bulging. Their skulls caving inward as their heads imploded.
 
   The earth continued to drag her down. It was now at her hips, devouring her whole. She slipped below the surface. Its dryness filled her lungs with irritating pepper granules. Loam poured into her ears, dampening the furious noise. Dirt encompassed her with a stifling embrace. Although muffled, the clamor resonated inside her skull. It was trapped. Once inside, it would never cease to rage.
 
   Thatcher sat up in her cot, coughing and gagging. She brushed sweat off her forehead. She lowered her head into her hands and took in a deep breath.
 
   So much for counting sheep.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Marek leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. He had only spent two minutes in his personal quarters before giving up on the idea of a nap. Lee had constructed a make-shift lab with the remaining equipment in the storage room. Once Hummer announced all research of Maeshowe’s voice pattern was off-limits, he’d become obsessed with unscrambling the meaning. After formulating a logarithmic equation capable of disentangling the noise, he built a soundex decoder program from a collection of pirated language software. He had run the recording through a series of filters ranging from Arabic to Zulu. 
 
   So far, the effort was fruitless.
 
   “You can’t sleep either?” Thatcher took a seat beside him. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Trying to solve this puzzle,” he said. “Trying being the operative word. I’ve run this recording against every language on the planet.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Thatcher shrugged. “So, what now?”
 
   “I’ve been cross-checking Greek lexicons for the last hour.”
 
   “Any luck?”
 
   “Not unless they’re saying, ‘Sarah is a good-for-nothin’ towel.’”
 
   “You might be onto something.”
 
   “Lachsa’arhh pahrash tssa,” he repeated the phrase from memory.
 
   The computer beeped another NO MATCH.
 
   “Maybe the word order is wrong,” Thatcher suggested.
 
   “Of course—the towel is a good-for-nothin’ Sarah.” He gave her a smart-ass wink. “The program can recognize multiple syllables in any order. That’s why this takes so long. It has to compare all the sound constructs with each language.”
 
   Thatcher lowered her head to her knee.
 
   “Why don’t you go get some sleep?” Marek said, rubbing her back.
 
   She sat up, away from his touch.
 
   “I’ve already tried.” She bounced her knee nervously.
 
   The computer beeped another NO MATCH.
 
   Marek stared down at her bouncing leg. It was shaking the desk. 
 
   “What’s on your mind?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Marek grabbed her knee. “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “It’s just…I found something,” she said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’ve been reading a manuscript by David Hyden’s father.”
 
   Marek masked his disappointment at hearing the name Hyden. “And?”
 
   “His father studied passage graves, also. In fact, the man’s theories are quite amusing. He believed the ruins are portal tombs that will be used to move from place to place during the Apocalypse.”
 
   She waited for his reaction.
 
   He didn’t give her one. He studied the screen as it searched a new word sequence.
 
   She continued, “In his research, he found there are passage graves as far away as Ohio in the States all the way to the burial mounds in Gyeongju, North Korea. Those things are all over the place.”
 
   He cocked his head in consideration. “That could be a very bad thing.”
 
   “He also said graves are the voice box of God. That this noise is the voices of the dead.”
 
   “Dead people are talking to us?” he asked in all seriousness.
 
   Thatcher was embarrassed. “I don’t know. According to David’s father…”
 
   “Well, whatever they’re saying, it sure isn’t in Greek.” He uploaded the Hebrew index and sat back in his chair. “I went to Bible school when I was a kid. Isn’t there something about God’s voice being all quiet and subtle like a whisper, but it can cause earthquakes and tempests and shit?”
 
   Thatcher rubbed her temples. “Assume for one crazy second that Brenton Hyden is right. What happens if we destroy these graves?”
 
   “You mean, what happens if we remove God’s voice box?” He started up the Hebrew program and then turned to face her. “Assuming we even can destroy the graves… I’d say we’re toast.”
 
   “What would the dead be trying to tell us?”
 
   “Repent. Eat your vegetables. Floss your teeth.”
 
   She frowned. “Marek, I’m serious.”
 
   They sat in silence for a moment.
 
   The computer beeped another NO MATCH.
 
   “You should have left basecamp when you had the chance…” he whispered.
 
   Thatcher looked at him in surprise.
 
   “I heard your phone conversation when we were topside.” He pulled his iPod from his pocket. “These batteries have been dead ever since that night in the tent.”
 
   Thatcher turned red. She was such a schoolgirl.
 
   “I know you’re not telling me something. Be straight with me.” He touched her chin.
 
   She chose her words carefully. “David has a lead. Whether or not it can stop the graves, I don’t know.”
 
   Marek stared into her eyes, trying to see beyond the walls and barriers. “Why are you still here, Brynne?”
 
   She tried to look away.
 
   “You should be out there. Helping him.”
 
   “I can’t leave.”
 
   Marek nodded. “I see how it is…”
 
   She crossed her arms. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Your man’s out there saving the world, while you’re sitting on your fine little ass, wasting time with a brother from the Bronx just because you’re too afraid to stand up to your uncle.”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that and you know it.” She was offended by his oversimplification, and probably by the fact that he was right.
 
   “We got nothin’ goin’ down here. Hell, we don’t even know if AVX will stop the ‘voices of the dead.’ I don’t care what Hummer throws at those graves—none of it’ll do any good.” He lowered his voice and leaned into her. “You should be out there with him. No matter what Hummer or NATO or the whole damn world thinks.”
 
   Tears began to build in her eyes. She bit her bottom lip. “What do you expect me to do?” she fired back, fighting the urge to cry.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   “Come the hell here.” Marek pulled her into him.
 
   For once in her life, Thatcher didn’t fight him. Though her body was rigid, she let him hold her.
 
   “Talk to Hummer,” he said. “He’s your flesh and blood. That’s got to mean something.”
 
   She wiped her eyes and tried to stand. 
 
   He held onto her shoulders. “Here, take this.” He unhooked the gold chain from his neck and placed it around her head, setting the crucifix softly on her neck.
 
   He studied her face. She was terrified. Her tear-filled eyes looked up at him with uncertainty. She didn’t have a clue about what she wanted. Her hands were shaking. She was too delicate to save the world.
 
   He wanted to kiss her, but her fear made him stop. She didn’t love him.
 
   Marek turned back to the computer. “Do something,” he said, a rock forming in his throat. “Because you’re driving me crazy.”
 
   She backed away.
 
   “I’ll talk with Hummer.” She turned on her heels and left the room.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 58
 
   SATURDAY 4:30 p.m.
 
   Lothian, Scotland
 
    
 
   The roads were empty. He hadn’t seen anyone for the last thirty minutes.
 
   Reaching for the Scotland-By-Highway map in the passenger’s seat, he unfolded it with one hand and tried to stay on the road with the other. The print was ridiculously tiny, especially on such an absurdly large map. The paper could unfold well beyond the width of the car. After a few dangerous overcorrections at the wheel, he located Lothian.
 
   Dammit. He’d passed the turnoff 12 miles ago.
 
   The map had to be wrong. He hadn’t passed any highways. He set the paper down on the passenger seat. The sun was setting, heating the rental car. He took off his coat and rolled down the windows.
 
   He spotted a road a short distance up the highway. The turnoff looked like his only option. He floored the gas pedal, turned off the highway, and then pulled over to look at the map again. There was no time for mistakes. He wanted to be certain before heading back down the coast. He stepped outside and spread the paper over the roof.
 
   Thick grassy tundra spread across the eastern horizon. There was no civilization for miles in every direction. Thatcher had warned him about the evacuation. What if this guy was already gone?
 
   A gust of wind peeled the map off the hood. The paper twisted out of his hands and tumbled down the road. He ran after it, stomping along the rocky shoulder until he captured the paper beneath his foot. His shoe landed on something hard and he heard a metal clang. He bent over and pushed aside the weeds. Buried under pebbles and grass, a fallen road sign had been reclaimed by the earth. He brushed dirt off the placard.
 
    
 
   Route 839
 
   Lothian 24 km
 
    
 
   By some miracle, he had stumbled upon the right place.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The Lothian Post was not at all like he had envisioned. Attached to the back of a rundown farmhouse, the single-room post office sat a few hundred feet off the road. It was a small structure painted canary yellow with a mossy slate roof. The only reason he could tell it was a post office was because a dilapidated sign hung skew above the rickety screen door reading, ‘Welcome to Lothian Post.’
 
   He parked in the gravel driveway and headed inside.
 
   “Hello?” he called out, navigating around a coat rack.
 
   Cheers from a football game erupted elsewhere in the house. Around the corner was an adjacent room. David could see the back of an elderly, beer-bellied man lounging in a recliner.
 
   “Excuse me?” David tried again.
 
   “Give me a hand with these boxes, Charles!” a woman yelled over the television set.
 
   The man waved her off.
 
   “Of course not,” she complained in a thick Scottish accent. “Not while the game is on. Well, Charles, we won’t be takin’ the tube with us, you can count on that.”
 
   David found a bell on the counter and rang it.
 
   “We’re closed!” the couple yelled in unison.
 
   He rang the bell again.
 
   A plump, frizzy-haired woman appeared in the doorway. “There’s no post going out today on account of the evacuation.” Her mouth dropped as she noticed David’s bloody clothes. “Has there been an accident?”
 
   David realized he’d left his coat in the car. “I’m sorry…” He pulled the folded manila envelope from his pocket and opened it on the counter.
 
   The woman stayed in the doorway. “Are you hurt, son?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me where this letter came from.”
 
   The woman stepped cautiously behind the counter but kept her distance. She placed bifocals on the bridge of her nose and studied the envelope. She looked at him, down at the postal code, and then back up at him again. “This went through here, alright. That’s our stamp. It was just a few days ago… Oh, here we are, it’s marked returned to sender.” She looked up at him as if that answered his question.
 
   “The sender address is mine.”
 
   “You sent yourself post without a stamp?” she glared at him from behind her bifocals.
 
   “Someone in Lothian put my name as the ‘addresser’ and sent it to me by way of ‘return to sender’.”
 
   “That’s robbing,” she said. “You think because we live in Lothian we have time to send along letters without stamps?”
 
   “No, ma’am.” David’s face began to burn. He wasn’t getting anywhere. Thatcher was so much better when it came to talking to people. “This letter was sent to me anonymously, and I need to know from whom.”
 
   The woman eyed him. She turned to her husband in the next room and bellowed over the television set. “Charles! Charles!”
 
   “Stop yelling, woman!” he bellowed in return.
 
   “Did you pick up this man’s post?”
 
   “No,” he yelled over the game.
 
   “You didn’t even look at it, Charles!”
 
   Charles turned in his chair, leaned into the doorway, and squinted to see the envelope in her hands. “Oh, sure, I remember. Odd thing it was, too. No stamp. I didn’t know what to do with it so I sent if off anyway, bein’ there was a return address. I figured those poor nutters deserved a break.”
 
   “Nutters?” David asked.
 
   “It came through here a day ago from the asylum.”
 
   “There’s an asylum nearby?” David looked to the woman for help.
 
   “Just down the road, dearie,” she answered. “Off the coastal highway.”
 
   “Don’t listen to her, son.” Charles leaned further into the room, straining in discomfort but refusing to exit his lounge chair. “She’s told you all wrong, she has. With directions like that you’ll end up in Glasgow.”
 
   “Oh, for heaven sakes, Charles!” Although ruffled, she quieted.
 
   David sensed her surrender and looked to the older man.
 
   Charles pointed a gnarled finger toward the door. “You’re gonna head down the road goin’ west. After a wee bit of a drive, you’ll see crossroads, but if you see Simeon’s field then you’ve gone too far. There’ll be a sign that says Simeon’s Field. Turn north and pass along a wooden fence. Pass one speed post. If you pass two, well, you’ve gone too far again. You’ll come to a road goin’ west, and after a while, you’ll see a castle along the bluff that overlooks the ocean. That’s the place. But you should hurry, son. They’ve given us till midnight to clear out of here. There’s a good chance the loonies have already left.”
 
   David tried to make sense of the directions as he turned toward the door. “I go left to the coast then turn right at the intersection?”
 
   “Yes, you’ve got it.”
 
   The woman handed him the envelope with a coy smile. “You’re American, aren’t you? Our daughter lives in the States. Judy’s her name.”
 
   David smiled politely and opened the front door.
 
   The woman followed him. “She’s not married, our Judy. It’s an awful thing to be far from family and not married.”
 
   David hurried to the car.
 
   “Wait, dearie!” she called after him, grabbing a jacket from the coat rack. He had started the engine by the time she reached him. “You can’t go into an asylum like that, they’ll lock you up!”
 
   “Thanks,” he said, “but I already have—”
 
   She handed him the jacket through the open window. “Stop by again soon, dearie!”
 
   David smiled, figuring it would be faster to just take the coat. He peeled out onto the road. In the rearview mirror, the woman was frantically waving her arms and running after him.
 
   “What now?” He slammed on the breaks.
 
   With a wide gesture, she pointed in the opposite direction. “You’re going the wrong way, dearie!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 59
 
   SATURDAY 4:41 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher knocked on Hummer’s door. Her hands were still trembling.
 
   “What?” he barked.
 
   Great. The man was already in a bad mood. So much for the liquor. She took a deep breath and stepped into his office.
 
   Hummer placed a communiqué down on his desk and nodded for her to take a seat.
 
   She chose to stand. “I’m requesting permission to leave—”
 
   “Denied.” He returned to the paperwork.
 
   She’d expected they could at least have a conversation. “There is a possibility I can solve this problem without resorting to AVX.”
 
   “I said no, Brynne.”
 
   “There are alternatives to destroying everything.”
 
   “You’re not a part of those alternatives.” Hummer looked up with piercing eyes. She was wasting his time.
 
   “AVX fallout could be more devastating than the graves—”
 
   “I make the decisions. AVX is my decision.”
 
   “But Dr. Hyden has a—”
 
   Hummer slammed his fist onto the desk.
 
   Thatcher tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She looked at the floor to avoid his bullying glare.
 
   “You are not authorized to leave basecamp until I direct you to do so. Is that clear?” He rose from the chair.
 
   Thatcher clenched her jaw. She hated how he spoke to her. The man controlled everything. His very mood determined her future.
 
   “Do you hear me?”
 
   She had stopped listening. Somewhere during his lecture she had tuned him out. David needed her help. Hummer must know that. She forced her eyes to return to his. There was only the pretense in her defiance. Then, garnered from somewhere deep, she found boldness.
 
   The predatory glint in Hummer’s eyes waned. He sat back down.
 
   “Disobey me, and your career is finished.” The threat was merely an afterthought with no repercussions. He had the last word. Hummer ended things. No one else.
 
   Thatcher’s heart beat in her ears.
 
   What could she say?
 
   She left the room. The door shut behind her. Why did confrontations end with her shaking uncontrollably or crying like a woman? That was the reaction men wanted. It gave them a right to treat her that way. 
 
   She swung her fist at the wall, denting the surface. Pain shot through her knuckles and she immediately regretted the decision. She clasped her hand.
 
   The old battle-ax won. He always won. Theirs was a family of self-control. Discipline and constraint were their watchwords. Repression, the way of life. She closed her eyes, and forced her tears into oblivion. That’s how Hummer would do it.
 
   Their conversation replayed in her mind as she slowly walked toward her room. 
 
   It didn’t make sense. Sitting around, waiting for the end. Golke, Bailey, and Donovon’s deaths seemed so pointless. Hummer’s stubborn denial of facts was even more irrational. There were other alternatives. 
 
   “You’re not a part of those alternatives.”
 
   Her feet froze to the floor.
 
   He knew something.
 
   She looked back at his door, putting two and two together.
 
   He knew what was going on. It was something so devastating that he would risk the lives of millions.
 
   She headed down to her personal quarters with renewed urgency.
 
   Lee passed by as she reached the room. “Dr. Thatcher, I need to speak with—”
 
   She slammed her door and grabbed the backpack from under her cot.
 
   It was time to leave.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 60
 
   SATURDAY 5:17 p.m.
 
   Near Dornie, Highlands, Scotland
 
    
 
   David turned onto a pebble drive that twisted along the seaside cliff and then drove over a single lane bridge and onto the tiny islet of the Eilean Donan Asylum. He stopped in the gravel parking lot between buses and moving trucks—they were still in the process of leaving.
 
   The asylum abutted the ocean. Its stone walls looked more ominous than the choppy sea. Spidery moss grew over the rocks and up the sides of the castle, blending with the stormy sky and creating a somber canvas of gray. The place was a fitting sanctuary for the disturbed.
 
   He ran up the path to the entrance.
 
   The entryway towered fifteen feet above his head. It was propped open with furniture, allowing an ocean breeze to intrude upon the dusty halls.
 
   “Keep the entrance clear!” a woman growled from the reception desk.
 
   Moving men’s voices echoed along the high-reaching ceiling. David stepped aside as they pushed carts of luggage out to the parking lot. He stopped at a desk that blocked access to the staircase winding upward into the eastern and western corridors.
 
   The receptionist sorted through files. Coke-bottle glasses were perched on the tip of her nose, threatening to plunge. Her hair was yanked back so tightly her hairline had started to recede. It drew up the skin along her cheekbones, pulling her lips into a scowl.
 
   David stepped closer to the desk. “I’m looking for some—”
 
   “Bloody hell!” she shouted at the movers behind him. “Don’t stack the boxes in the doorway! You’re worse than the nutters!” She turned to David. “What do you want?”
 
   “I’m from the American Embassy,” he lied. “We’re investigating a man who might be a patient here.”
 
   “Name?”
 
   “Azores—or something similar.”
 
   “Your name?” She held out a clipboard. “All visitors sign in. Just because the world is going to pot, doesn’t mean my record keeping will.”
 
   David took the clipboard. There were two names on the list. The last person’s visit was dated ten months ago. “This is a popular place,” he said.
 
   She handed him a pen.
 
   He hesitated, unsure of what to write. He scribbled the first name that popped into his head and handed the clipboard back to her.
 
   “Alright, Dr. Jones. If you want to go through our records, I’m going to need to see some identification.”
 
   He felt through his coat pockets. “I don’t have it with me.”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “Call the Embassy in Edinburgh,” he gambled. “Agent Brimley will vouch for me.”
 
   The receptionist raised an unimpressed eyebrow. She studied his face like he was a criminal. He tried not to avert his eyes.
 
   “I don’t have time for this.” She scowled. “The computer system is down, so we’ll have to do this the old fashioned way.”
 
   David followed her up the stairs. “The man I’m looking for uses a pseudonym,” he said. “It usually begins with the letter ‘A’.”
 
   They reached the top of the stairs and headed down the eastern corridor. The hallway was cluttered with upturned bed frames.
 
   “Where are they moving you?” he asked.
 
   She looked back at him with a mixture of confusion and annoyance. “Highlands and Hebrides are being evacuated to Edinburgh and Glasgow,” she answered. “They say it’s Ebola, but it’s the Hantavirus. There are more rats in this country than men. And I’d know it.”
 
   They stopped beside a door marked RECORDS. 
 
   “Half our patients were transported to Glasgow yesterday, the rest are leaving tonight for Edinburgh. There’s no guarantee the man you’re looking for is even here.” She shuffled through an assortment of keys and unlocked the door. After disappearing into the room, she returned with an armful of files. “These are current patients who have surnames beginning with the letter ‘A’.”
 
   David flipped through the files, glancing at each patient’s picture. Adams was hairy and overweight. Ashton, Arnold, Andrews were all in their fifties. Asoto—Japanese, not even close. He flipped open the next folder and read the name aloud. “Asor.” He thumbed through Asor’s documents. “This one doesn’t have a picture.”
 
   The receptionist took the file and searched the record herself.
 
   “Is he still here?” David asked.
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   “Can I see him?”
 
   She glared at him. “If you want to meet with anyone, you’ll need to wait for scheduled visiting hours.”
 
   “When is that?”
 
   “6:00 p.m.”
 
   He glanced at his watch. “That’s almost an hour from now.”
 
   His displeasure seemed to satisfy her. “We can’t disrupt routine. The remaining patients are our most serious cases. They’re barely going to tolerate the uproar of evacuation.”
 
   David flipped through Asor’s file once more. Most of the information was blank or whited-out. “Could his picture be in another file? There’s nothing here. I can’t afford to wait around and be wrong.”
 
   She pursed her lips. After a moment, she turned back into the records room. David could hear her struggling with a cabinet drawer. By her vulgarity, she was losing the battle.
 
   There was a loud crash.
 
   “Bloody hell!” she yelled.
 
   He peeked inside.
 
   “This place is a sodding deathtrap!” She cringed, holding her fingers.
 
   The cabinet had tipped over. Overturned drawers left files strewn across the floor. He picked up a handful. Some of the documents were yellow with age and dated back to the 1930s. He organized the paperwork into a square pile. If this lady had a good side, he needed to be on it.
 
   Another folder labeled AZORES in typewriter print caught his attention. It was buried within the stack in her arms.
 
   “Can I see this?” He pulled the file from her collection and opened the folder.
 
   Clipped to the cover was a black and white photo of an elderly bald man with spider web wisps of hair, identical to the unidentified man in Brenton’s Polaroid.
 
   “This can’t be right…” he mumbled. 
 
   The date stamp on the file marked the man’s first inception to the asylum on November 10, 1931. He already looked ninety years old in the picture. “Is this some kind of mistake?”
 
   The woman gasped, but she wasn’t looking at the file. She back away from him. “What organization did you say you were with, Dr. Jones?”
 
   “United Nations.”
 
   “You said American Embassy.” Her back met the wall.
 
   David followed her gaze to the bloodstain on his shirt. When he bent to help her, his coat had fallen open.
 
   The receptionist snatched the file from his hands. She held it protectively against her chest and pushed her glasses further up on her nose. “I need you to wait here.”
 
   He pulled his coat closed over his clothes. “Call the Embassy. Ask for Agent Brimley.” His heart began to race.
 
   She slipped between him and the cabinet.
 
   He had to do something. Without thinking, he reached for her. She stumbled back into the cabinet, dropping the file and squeaking in fear. The woman froze. Trapped between him and the cabinet, she eyed the door.
 
   This was crazy. David stopped himself. He stepped back apologetically.
 
   She raced out the doorway. “Security!”
 
   Her heels clicked down the hallway. He could hear her stumbling over the bed frames.
 
   He grabbed Asor’s file, and stepped out of the room in a panic.
 
   “What are you doing out of recreation?”
 
   David turned to see a twenty-something attendant in scrubs. It was just a kid with spikey black hair, a nose ring, and a bruise around his throat.
 
   The orderly noticed the records door was open. “What are you doin’ in there?” He snatched Asor’s file from David’s hands, and pushed by, peeking into the room. “Crikey, you’re gonna get it!” He tossed Asor’s file into the room. “Simmons’ll have your head. And guess who’ll have to sort this out. Me, that’s right. Get back to recreation!”
 
    “Where’s that, mate?” David managed a terrible British accent.
 
   “Where it always is, ‘mate’.”  He pointed at a door at the opposite end of the hall. “If I ever find you down here again, I’ll kick your arse.”
 
   David hurried down the hall. The door opened onto a staircase. He made his way up the steps and then down another hallway. He stopped at a door marked RECREATION. He heard a commotion downstairs and stepped into the room. The door closed behind him.
 
   Fifty or so patients roamed freely about. A few catatonic people sat in wheelchairs around the perimeter of the room, staring out the windows along the northeastern wall.
 
   He scanned the room for Asor. Most of the patients were old, and many of men completely bald. Two attendants sat at a table in the back corner playing cards.
 
   Keeping his head down, David stayed close to the row of beds lining the wall. He spotted an old man by the windows, his back to David. His hands traced invisible shapes over the glass. Spirals that wound inward, tight at the center.
 
   David ducked and scooted across the room behind the man. He placed one hand on the man’s shoulder. The man looked back with a toothless smile. His eyes were white with cataracts. He curled his finger, motioning for David to lean inward. He moved his lips but no sound came out.
 
   “I can’t hear you,” David whispered.
 
   The man tried again, still with no voice. He was mouthing “Asor”. He pointed down to the end of the room.
 
   Two familiar black eyes stared back at him.
 
   The man from Brenton’s Polaroid stood in the shadows. Daylight failed to brighten his corner of the room. Gloom stretched out like a black cloud of tangible desolation. His darkness blotted out the sun. His shadow, as if alive, elongated across the length of the floor. The chill crawled up David’s spine, an eclipse permeated his mind.
 
   There was a scream—a horrifying scream. The cry he heard at Stenness and buried in the recesses of his mind. He could not stop it. He could only listen. 
 
   The noise separated from his mind. Suddenly displaced, it spread across the room.
 
   In the blink of an eye, Asor was at David’s side. He grabbed David’s arm and dug his fingernails into his flesh.
 
   “Tsaw-lakh’ saw-ar’ paw-rawsh!” 
 
   The old man lurched forward. His eyes rolled back into his head.
 
   One by one, the patients in the room faced them. The catatonic came alive. 
 
   They joined Asor’s whisper, rolling their tongues as if the strange vernacular was their own. “Tsaw-lakh’ saw-ar’ paw-rawsh!”
 
   Security guards stormed the room.
 
   There were no other exits.
 
   The men stopped at the door as the clamor grew louder. 
 
   Discord echoed off the walls in a confusion of noise. David could hear the screams of Stenness. He grabbed his ears. The room began to spin. Images flashed into his mind: Brenton’s corpse, Thatcher lifeless—everything that mattered destroyed. The walls of the asylum began to vibrate. With a terrible crash, the windows burst outward. The floor splintered, and a crack spread down the center of the room. The guards fell aside as the floor split between them.
 
   Asor pulled David out of the room.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 61
 
   SATURDAY 5:20 p.m.
 
   Lothian, Scotland
 
    
 
   Dettorio stared at Ian in the rearview mirror. The man’s coarse features made him look like a Neanderthal—a protruding forehead, a square, bony jaw, weedy eyebrows. Even his joints were misshapen, his knuckles like marbles. Probably from years of inflicting pain.
 
   “Here we are,” Javan said, an unnerving twinkle in his eye. 
 
   They pulled into the driveway of the Lothian Post. 
 
   Javan unbuttoned his suit coat, unclipped David’s handgun from his shoulder holster, and removed the cartridge. The chamber was full. Nine rounds. He reloaded the clip and offered the gun to Ian.
 
   Ian didn’t move.
 
   “Take it.” Javan forced the weapon into Ian’s hands.
 
   The sidearm was heavy, volatile in his hand. He could kill both of them, and this could be over.
 
   Javan pushed Ian’s hand aside so the gun was pointed at Dettorio instead of himself.
 
   “There’s an elderly couple inside.” He nodded at the post office. “Learn where David has gone and then dispose of the witnesses.”
 
   Ian’s mouth went dry. “You want me to kill them?”
 
   “If you fail, my aid will tidy things up.”
 
   Dettorio looked more than happy to oblige.
 
   A vile taste filled Ian’s mouth. There was a way around this. He could think of something.
 
   Javan’s eyes lit up with pleasure. He pulled off his black leather gloves and handed them to Ian. “You’ll want these.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The counter bell rang for the second time.
 
   The old man turned down his television set. “Sherry! Customer!”
 
   Ian tapped the bell again.
 
   The man cursed under his breath, rolled out of the lounge chair, and slowly hobbled over to the counter. He looked up at Ian, a priest in full cassock, bruised and bloody. He shook his head. “God Almighty, what a day. We’re closed, Father.”
 
   Ian kept the gun at his side. “I’m looking for my brother,” he said. “He might’ve been here recently?”
 
   “Aye, a man was here not thirty minutes ago.”
 
   Ian felt a weightless sensation from head to foot. “Do you know where went?”
 
   “To visit the nutters. The Lothian Asylum.” He pointed outside. “Do you need directions, Father?”
 
   A gasp interrupted their conversation.
 
   The men turned to see Sherry in the doorway. A box of glassware dropped from her hands and shattered on the linoleum.
 
   She stared at the pistol in Ian’s right hand.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A gunshot sounded from inside the post office.
 
   Javan smoothed out each crease in a new pair of black leather gloves. The fit was snug over his fingers. 
 
   He smiled as a second shot rang out across the countryside.
 
   Ian appeared at the door. His body trembled as he stepped inside the limo. The gun nearly dropped to the floor as he handed it back. “David is up the coast at the asylum,” he managed.
 
   Javan’s eyes deadened.
 
   It was too simple: Ian’s cooperation.
 
   Ian reached behind his neck and unfastened the collar of his cassock. He folded the white band in his lap.
 
   Javan signaled to Dettorio. “You heard the man.”
 
   The car pulled out of the driveway and headed north.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 62
 
   SATURDAY, 6:04 p.m.
 
   Eilean Donan Asylum
 
   Near Dornie, Highlands, Scotland
 
    
 
   Men blockaded the hallway to the main entrance. Bullets swarmed like bees crowding a hive. There were a dozen terrible thumps followed by a crack as flesh and bone absorbed lead. The slugs tossed Asor’s fragile body up into the air and then slammed him to the floor. In a flash, it was over. The last man in the Polaroid was dead.
 
   David crouched against the wall in shock, protected by an old bookshelf. The bullets quickly chipped away at the wood but he couldn’t move. Why the hell was an entire uniformed force shooting at them?
 
   The dead man grabbed his foot.
 
   David retracted in horror.
 
   Asor pulled himself across the floor behind the recess of the bookshelf. Using the wall as a crutch, he managed to stand. There were holes in his flesh, but no bloodstains. His uniform jumpsuit was pierced and tattered. It was as if nothing had happened. He pointed at a window across the hall. Termite gunfire had already consumed half the shelf. They had to move fast. Reaching for a nearby chair, Asor tried to pick it up. He doubled over. The injuries had affected him. The chair fell into the hallway and ammunition pulverized the seat.
 
   David shielded his eyes. He caught another chair leg with his foot and tossed it out the window. Gunfire drowned the sound of shattering glass.
 
   Asor dove across the hallway first. He jumped out the broken window without a second thought. One moment he was agile and the next a hunchback with scoliosis. He perched outside on the ledge and waved for David to join him.
 
   Ammunition whizzed past David’s head.
 
   This was insane.
 
   His mouth was dry. At some point, he had lost the ability to swallow. Gripping what was left of the bookshelf, he tipped it sideways. The heavy shelf shook off balance and then crashed to the floor. As it toppled, David dove behind it and slid to the window. He paused to look over their escape route. His stomach reeled. Forty feet down was a stone courtyard.
 
   Ahead, Asor sprang from the windowsill and landed on the top of a narrow arch, a bridge that connected their building to another wing of the asylum. The stonework blended with the ground below, creating a dizzying illusion. The archway was almost invisible. David could only see it because Asor had just landed there.
 
   Slugs ricocheted off the wall. The shooters were getting close.
 
   David climbed onto the windowsill. His legs wavered. Staring at a spot on the arch, he dropped. His feet hit the stone, and he tumbled to one side. He caught the ledge with his fingertips. Clinging to cracks in the masonry, he pulled his body back up onto the arch. He looked down again. Twenty feet below, metal spikes of a wrought iron fence reached toward the sky wanting to skewer his flesh.
 
   Bullets deflected off the arch. Security had reached the window.
 
   David scrambled across the beam, as Asor kicked out panes of glass from a window in the other wing. David jumped inside behind him, falling through the opening. He dropped onto the linoleum floor. Gulping air, he tried to catch his breath. His body twitched with adrenaline. 
 
   Asor led him through a maze of corridors. The doors of the patients’ rooms had been left open. The drawers and beds were empty. This building had already been evacuated.
 
   They turned down a hallway and stopped at a dead end.
 
   Asor’s gnarled fingers brushed over the stone wall. He pressed against the masonry, searching for something. He found a small, loose brick at eye level. Pulling out the brick, he reached into a hole and twisted a rusted crankshaft.
 
   The wall began to move. 
 
   Scraping the floor, the hidden door slowly became visible. Mortar crumbled between the separating bricks, and the passage opened. Within seconds, the doorway had retracted enough for them to squeeze through sideways.
 
   “Where are we going?” David followed Asor inside.
 
   The old man didn’t answer.
 
   They moved quietly down the spiral staircase enveloped by the dark. The steps were rounded and crudely shaped, some wide and some narrow. They formed a corkscrew stairwell that twisted around and around, descending into perfect black. The air was chalky and stale. He could taste a tangible powder dust on his tongue. Asor’s shallow breaths echoed along the steep descent. He looked back at David for a moment, and a spectral glow exuded from the white matter surrounding his pupils.
 
   A sudden slit of daylight cut through the darkness. 
 
   David braced himself against the wall as Asor struggled with the exit. It was much harder to find an invisible frame in the shadows. Crevices along the surface had reformed together, erasing the cracks that outlined their doorway. Asor clawed at the mortar, digging his fingernails into each rift and breaking apart the sandy particles that had resealed them.
 
   “Let me try.” David threw his entire weight into the wall. Debris dislodged around the frame, revealing the crank shaft. 
 
   Asor pulled out the brick and twisted the shaft. The door separated from the wall, this time moving outward. The opening widened, and they slipped out onto the grass near the parking lot.
 
   Special Forces vehicles were everywhere. Armored trucks surrounded David’s rental car, trapping it.
 
   Who the hell were these people?
 
   David hid behind the curved parapet as a limousine drove across the bridge and stopped a short distance away.
 
   Javan stepped out of the car. In the middle of a cell phone conversation, he walked to the end of the parking lot and overlooked the sea.
 
   David slid further behind the parapet. What was Javan doing there?
 
   Asor pointed at a minicar parked between the limo and a bus. Before David could find an alternative, Asor sprinted across the field and behind the grill of the Goggomobil.
 
   David gritted his teeth. You’ve got to be kidding. They couldn’t outrun Scotland’s Special Forces in that thing. He rushed across the field and crouched beside the hood.
 
   “This isn’t going to work,” he whispered, twisting his fingers through the grill to unlock the engine bonnet.
 
   The engine roared to life.
 
   David fell backwards onto the gravel.
 
   Asor crawled over the side door and rolled into the backseat just as Javan finished his conversation. His footsteps came back through the gravel. He stopped and scanned the parking lot, his back to David.
 
   David’s heel caught the rocks. He squeezed his eyes as the stones crunched together. The noise was awful. Certainly, Javan had noticed. 
 
   David peaked over the hood. Javan was halfway up the hill to the asylum entrance. Scrambling over the door, David plopped into the driver seat. He pushed in the clutch.
 
   Ian stepped out of the limo, his mouth open in surprise.
 
   There was an awkward pause.
 
   Two minds racing.
 
   Ian’s eyes squinted as he spotted the stone ring hanging from a chain around David’s neck.
 
   David threw the car into reverse. The Goggomobil sped backwards, twisting wildly to the left and colliding with the limo. Shifting into first, he accelerated across the parking lot. Rubber skidded over loose rock, caught hold of the pavement along the bridge, and squealed onto the highway.
 
   Gunshots rang out from behind. Javan and his men were running to the parking lot.
 
   The bullets climbed up the trunk, tearing the fiberglass shell. Shrapnel bounced over David’s shoulder and hit the windshield, puncturing the glass. He floored the gas, accelerating to 120 kph. The minicar disappeared between the sloping hills. David searched for another road. A turnoff, a byway—anything. Highway stretched on for miles. There was nowhere to go.
 
   “Get off the road!” Asor yelled from the backseat.
 
   The microcar couldn’t navigate over the choppy greensward. That was suicide.
 
   The steering wheel spun underneath his hands. David fought with the wheel, nearly flipping the car. The vehicle exploded off the embankment, clearing the ditch along the road. There was a terrible groan as the chassis hit the grass. 
 
   Asor shrank in the seat.
 
   The car slowed and its navigation was restored. There was a flock of sheep gathered in the gulley.
 
   David downshifted, forcing the car into the herd.
 
   It was genius.
 
    
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?” Javan yelled into the radio. “There’s nowhere for them to go!”
 
   A man’s voice cut to static and then came over the radio again. “What are your orders, Chancellor?”
 
   Javan slammed his fist against the car seat. He searched the horizon through tinted glass. “They couldn’t have gone far.”
 
   “Do we go back, sir?”
 
   “No, dammit! Tell half the men to continue north, and the other half to go south. They’re on A896. There’s no other place for them to go!”
 
   Javan sat back in his seat and tried to regain his composure. He rubbed his eyes, avoiding the open scar oozing along the side of his face. The wound had reopened during all the excitement.
 
   His cell phone buzzed. He unclipped it from his belt. “What?”
 
   He looked up at Ian with disappointment.
 
   Sweat trickled down Ian’s neck.
 
   “Take care of it.” Javan tossed the phone to the floor. He reached into his pant pocket and pulled out a silk scarf. “You forget that I clean up your messes, Ian.”
 
   Unfolding the fabric in the palm of his hand, he removed a small silver vial from his breast pocket and unscrewed the lid. “What a shame, all your nobility has to be wasted.” He dowsed the handkerchief with a few drops of liquid from the vial. “They were hiding behind the counter when Dettorio found them. They thought you had saved them. They were praying for you.”
 
   Ian clasped his hands together. His fingers intertwined and whitened at the knuckles. On the floor mat was his discarded collar.
 
   “Does God hear their prayers?” Javan saturated the cloth. “Does He hear yours?”
 
   Javan sprang forward, thrusting the scarf over Ian’s mouth and nose.
 
   Noxious fumes filled Ian’s lungs. He struggled to free himself. He tried to hold his breath. The chemicals burned his sinuses. Every nerve ending was singed. Sputtering, he slumped against the car door. The poison spread to his lungs. Bubbles boiled in his throat, acidic and scalding. Blisters fizzed along his esophagus and tongue. Foam erupted from his mouth, scorching his lips and burning his chin. He could no longer breathe. He closed his eyes, succumbing to the pain, begging for grace to embrace him.
 
   One final prayer—a flickering act of resilience.
 
   God save me.
 
   He heard Javan laughing.
 
   Memory evaporated into immaculate miasma. This was chemical absolution.
 
   His world was lost in vapor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 63
 
   SATURDAY 7:26 p.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Marek’s eyes blurred with fatigue. He no longer had the discipline to refocus them.
 
   After uploading the Hebrew language program into his soundex, he waited for the computer to initiate another language check. It was a simple program. One he could write in his sleep. Every word within a given language was encoded with a numerical sequence that could be compared to the numerical sequencing of the noise recorded inside Maeshowe.
 
   That was the gist. Matching numbers to numbers. Theoretically simple. Statistically probable.
 
   But goddamn frustrating.
 
   It was taking forever.
 
   The computer beeped every few seconds as it unscrambled new word orders and determined old deadends. A box popped up onscreen with each beep: NO MATCH.
 
   “No match, no match, no match,” he mimicked the voice of a computer.
 
   The beeping stopped.
 
   Marek sat up in disbelief.
 
   A red box flashed over the screen: MATCH.
 
   He reached for the keyboard and pressed enter.
 
   The computerized voice pronounced the matching lexicon. “Tsaw-lakh’ saw-ar’ paw-rawsh.”
 
   He double clicked to translate, and the computer processed the Hebrew to English.
 
   WORKING…
 
   WORKING…
 
   WORKING…
 
   He leaned closer to the monitor.
 
   His mouth fell open.
 
    
 
   COME MIGHTILY
 
   COME WITH HORROR
 
   MY HORSEMEN
 
    
 
   “Holy shit.” Marek noticed the reflection of another person in the computer screen. He turned excited. “You’re not going to believe this—”
 
   A bullet tore through his brain. It slammed into the monitor, shattering the screen. 
 
   Another shell was fired into the computer.
 
   Thatcher stepped into the room, a backpack over one shoulder. “Marek, I need your—”
 
   Marek’s body was slumped over the keyboard. His eyes wide, his mouth hanging open. The back of his head gone.
 
   She stifled a scream.
 
   The gun turned and pointed at her.
 
   Hummer lowered the weapon.
 
   A wave of panic stopped her throat—
 
   Hummer knocked her backwards into the equipment rack. The metal frame fell, trapping her forearm and CB radio against the desk.
 
   He pinned her against the rack, cutting off her airway with one arm, stopping her voice. “Brynne, listen to me.”
 
   Grunting, she clawed at his arm, trying to pull him away from her throat.
 
   He covered her mouth. “You don’t understand!”
 
   Sparks flashed across her eyes. The room began to spin. Her muscles went limp. She refused to quit. Clawing her fingernails into his arm, she caught his watch. The band broke. A spiral tattoo was inscribed on the underside of his wrist.
 
   Hummer knew.
 
   Her heart flailed in her chest. She had to do something. Hummer would kill her.
 
   She bit down on his fingers. His bone felt like stone between her teeth.
 
   Hummer loosened his grip and grabbed for her again.
 
   Tearing Marek’s keyboard off the desk, she swung at his head. The console connected with his jaw. There was a loud snap. Hummer doubled over.
 
   Thatcher ran from the room, crashing into the corridor walls, hysterical.
 
   There was nowhere she could go. Nowhere she could escape her uncle.
 
   She heard Hummer yell into his CB radio behind her. “Breach!”
 
   The dimly lit hallway was a blur. Tears welled in her eyes. She tripped over rubble. Basecamp had been subverted by the earth, reclaimed by dirt and rock. Cement crumbled from the ceiling as she collapsed against the wall. 
 
   There was only one way out. 
 
   At the opposite end of basecamp—above the halogen lights and boxes of the synthesized TNT—was the elevator out to Stenness.
 
   “Brynne, you don’t have to do this.” Hummer’s voice relayed over her broken arm CB.
 
   She screamed and tried to pull the radio off. An egg-shaped welt had formed across her wrist where she had been pinned by the storage rack. Below the skin, a blood vessel popped. It was bleeding out just beneath the surface, bloating into an enormous bruise. She was too swollen to take off the strap.
 
   “I can’t protect you if you leave!” Hummer yelled over the receiver.
 
   She scrambled over the debris and climbed toward the elevator. The light was still on inside the opaque boxcar. The gelid, azure glow meant the lift was running.
 
   Thatcher sprinted passed the morgue. The bodies of Stenness had been left to rot after the last explosion. The underground mine would become their permanent grave. She reached the elevator and pounded the call button. “Come on! Come on!”
 
   The door didn’t open. She slammed the button with her fist.
 
   Hummer had stopped talking. That wasn’t good.
 
   “Open, dammit!”
 
   The elevator door began to slide open. It failed, stopping four inches ajar. She forced her arm through the crack, then her leg. Her hip was a tight squeeze.
 
   A bullet screamed past her head and slammed into the plastic frame.
 
   Inches from her face, another bullet ricocheted off the corridor wall.
 
   Lee appeared at the other end of the hall.
 
   Thatcher forced herself through the gap. She hit the up button. The doors began to close.
 
   Lee raced to the elevator, firing recklessly at the door. Slugs struck the conveyor walls. Plastic cracked upon impact. Thatcher threw her arms up to protect herself.
 
   The door stopped short again, this time by a few centimeters—enough for Lee to force his fingers through the door. He pressed back the sliding panel.
 
   She slammed the button again, praying the lift would activate. The elevator began to rise.
 
   Lee slipped out the crack as the floor moved above his chest and then head.
 
   A wave of nausea filled her stomach. He stepped into the shaft and stared up at her through the translucent floor. He was not giving up. He fired pointblank into the floor. The sheathing cracked. Entire portions of elevator floor broke away. Plastic tore like paper as he diced his way through the bottom. 
 
   Sliding to the corner, Thatcher clung to the boxcar. The floor groaned under her weight.
 
   Lee ejected an empty clip and replaced it with another.
 
   “Cut the power!” he yelled into his arm radio.
 
   The elevator climbed. Ten feet, and then twenty. Its laggard hydraulics was an ice sheet glacier, reluctant to leave basecamp.
 
   A bullet exploded through the floor, spraying shrapnel like shattering glass. Explosive confetti burst throughout the tiny box. Thatcher fell against the wall. A jagged shard had lodged into her calf. Her scream caught in her throat.
 
   There was no time to react.
 
   The metal crossbeams supporting the floor gave way with a terrible groan. One end of the floor collapsed, opening by a full foot at two of the corners. She was exposed and trapped.
 
   The power went off.
 
   The elevator jolted to a stop.
 
   Hazy sunset beckoned above—nine feet from the elevator ceiling.
 
   Below, basecamp was pitch black. She studied the shaft floor, cringing in pain, searching for Lee. She could sense him crawling up the sides of the vault, a spider, scaling the walls.
 
   A portion of the boxcar’s railing came loose. She gripped the end of the rod and pried it off. It gave an ear-splitting screech, metal scraping metal, and peeled away from the elevator. She lifted the bar over her head and thrust it into the shattered ceiling.
 
   The floor faltered, collapsing lower at the broken corners. The hole widened.
 
   She braced herself and then smashed the metal railing into the perforated ceiling. The top of the elevator split open, breaking like ice. She struck again and again until the gap was wide enough to climb through. Reaching for the hole, she grabbed hold of the ceiling. The thin crevice where she tore off the lining gave her feet leverage. Her fingers stretched beyond the opening. She gripped the ledge and pulled her torso through.
 
   Lee grabbed her legs.
 
   Half her body was inside the boxcar, and half her body out. She clung to the crossbeam of the shaft. She kicked him off balance. He tumbled into the corner.
 
   The boxcar groaned under the weight. She grabbed the shaft support beam with both arms and pulled herself out of the cage. Her arms burned but she forced herself upward.
 
   Lee sprang from the elevator, seizing her ankle.
 
   One of her hands slipped off the shaft beam. Her body swung away from the wall.
 
   He fell back inside the elevator, spitting a mouthful of blood. He stared up at her. His lips curled, vulturine. With only one hand on the beam, she dangled helplessly above him.
 
   Lee leapt forward.
 
   The elevator cables snapped. 
 
   With a torturous screech, the entire conveyor ripped apart.
 
   Lee slid along her pant leg.
 
   She clung to the shaft beam with her legs flailing. For a moment, she supported both their weight. Adrenaline surged through her arms. Her biceps were trembling. The pain was blinding. Lee was pulling her down, clinging to her injured leg. If he went down, she would fall also. 
 
   The boxcar smashed to the floor, sending a wave of dust spiraling upwards. Debris choked her lungs.
 
   Lee began to slip again. Their eyes met. The seam of her pant leg tore. Lee tried to reach for her as his hands slipped along the fabric. She saw the last expression on his face as he dropped, his somber realization. She didn’t watch him hit bottom.
 
   Movement was unbearable. She commanded her arms to climb. Every last ounce of energy was expended, and yet she had to move. Staring into the dusky sky, all she could see was the top of the shaft.
 
   Moonlight. Glorious moonlight.
 
   One arm over the over, again and again. Finally, she pulled her body over the top. She stayed on the ground, rolling in the dust, fighting for breath. Her leg was on fire from the jagged shrapnel.
 
   “Brynne!” Hummer’s voice blared over her radio. “They’ll kill you—”
 
   With a shriek, she tore off the CB radio and threw it into the hole. She cradled her injured arm. With stinging satisfaction, she could hear Hummer’s voice fade as it fell down the shaft. 
 
   Let it rest with the body of Lee.
 
   She forced herself to her feet, ignoring the searing pain in her leg. She had never felt so alone. Buried under debris at the end of the street, a military Land Rover was upright and intact. The vehicle was covered with wreckage, but nothing too heavy for her to move. Its windows were blown out from Maeshowe’s last explosion, but it was drivable.
 
   Her tunnel vision returned, focusing on one sustainable goal: David.
 
   If he was alive, there was hope.
 
    
 
    
 
   Hummer knelt over Marek’s body.
 
   Marek had disobeyed a direct order, leaving Hummer with no alternative. Thatcher would never understand that. Nor would she comprehend that allegiance to the Abaddon required sacrifice. Thousands had died over the millennia, all for the greater good. Yet, as he considered his team: Bailey, Golke, Donovon, Marek, and Lee, the cost of each sacrifice dealt him a terrible blow.
 
   Failure darkened his face.
 
   Secrets of the dead were to remain with the dead.
 
   Everything he had held sacred lost its meaning. Death begat more death and truth unraveled. Every upturned stone came at a high cost. The consequences of his knowledge were unbearable.
 
   He swallowed hard, edging toward despair.
 
   The custom grip of his handgun was flush with the magazine well. He squeezed the rubber hilt and felt the aluminum trigger against his forefinger. He stared down the barrel, and contemplated the inevitable.
 
   He would welcome death.
 
   He lifted the com-link to his mouth. “Javan… Give me Javan.”
 
   He waited for the Chancellor to connect.
 
   “Thatcher’s gone…” he said.
 
   There was a brief pause, an audible irritated sigh.
 
   “It’s not like you to fail, Director.”
 
   “She’s harmless…”
 
   “She’ll have to be handled.”
 
   “I will track her down before 2400. You have my word.”
 
   Javan didn’t respond.
 
   “I know how she thinks,” Hummer insisted.
 
   “Stay where you are,” Javan answered. “I think we both know where she’s going. I suggest we let her get there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 64
 
   SUNDAY 12:15 a.m.
 
   Northern Scotland
 
    
 
   David shivered as he passed a road marker for Boghole Farm. They were aiming for Stenness, driving east along the North Sea. He hoped to reunite at ground zero, even if Maeshowe was the most dangerous place on earth. Northern Scotland had been evacuated, and he was heading directly into the eye of the storm. Where else were they going to go? Thatcher would know what to do. She might even have answers—something he no longer had the energy to find.
 
   Asor was asleep in the backseat, his face blank and expressionless, even soulless. He was a shell of skin and bones. Curled in a ball, the old man twitched like a dog trapped in a tormented dream. Bullet holes lined his jumpsuit with scorch marks. It was irrefutable proof of what David witnessed earlier that day. The numbers printed across the back of the fabric were tattered with bloodless wounds.
 
   A swollen knot of anxiety lodged inside David’s throat. He couldn’t explain how or why, but everything was connected to the man in the backseat. The whole godforsaken mess was Asor’s fault. David’s brain had recorded their wild getaway. Images played back on the desolate roadway like a pavement movie screen. He couldn’t reason through it. For this kind of thing, there was no explanation.
 
   They reached Boghole Farm. Along the main thoroughfare, shop windows were broken and businesses vandalized. There were no working street lights. He downshifted into the parking lot of a chapel. The motor cut and died.
 
   Asor stirred awake at the sound of the parking brake. The black of his pupils had faded to vaporous gray. The fancy footwork performed at the asylum seemed entirely lost on him now. It was as if he had suddenly remembered his age.
 
   David helped him out of the car and up the church steps. They stopped at the door.
 
   Asor looked back over the town.
 
   “‘A fire devoureth before them and behind them all is desolate,’” he whispered. “‘Nothing shall escape.’”
 
   David fumbled with the lock and opened the door. Their hotel for the night would be a spacious, single room chapel. Rows of wooden pews were dim under moonlight. They passed through the nave and stopped near the apse at the front of the building. The old man found a rug on the floor and wrapped himself in it. He sat cross-legged behind the altar and stared up at a stained-glass window spanning the eastern wall.
 
   David remembered Ehrman’s matchbook was still in his pocket. He lit some of the votives resting on the pews. The tiny flames grew in number and illuminated the chapel’s architecture. Wide stone pillars towered overhead. The gothic, hand-sculpted blocks looked older than time. Candlelight spread to the shallowest eaves, but the tops of the columns were lost in shadow.
 
   The flames were mesmerizing. David watched as fire consumed the wick. His eyes were heavy. For the moment, they were safe. Asor was alive. Thatcher was forty feet beneath the earth’s surface in the Orkney Islands.
 
   Asor interrupted the silence. “Look.”
 
   David took a seat beside him and followed the old man’s gaze to the stained-glass window. 
 
   Votive light reflected off the art piece in a montage of color. The design was intricate, four monstrous horses with flared nostrils and bucking forelegs. They were arranged in the shape of a diamond. The horse on the bottom glowed with burnished amber. The steed to the right sparkled liquid red. To the left, the charcoal black horse was a smoky oblivion that swallowed the light. The horse on top was pale yellow. All four were ready to spring out of the glass and stampede across the world.
 
   David lay back on the floor, folding his arms behind his head.
 
   “Did you know stained glass windows weren’t built so parishioners could see outside?” Asor asked. “Nor were the windows designed to brighten the chapel. They are meant to control light, to manipulate the power of the sun, and change how people see it.”
 
   David shook his head.
 
   Asor smiled. “‘I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals, and then a voice like thunder said, ‘Come!’” He pointed at the white horse at the base of the stained glass. “‘I looked and beheld a white horse, its rider held a bow.’”
 
   A bow and arrow was imprinted in lead on the beast’s chest.
 
   David was unimpressed. “You know the Book of Revelations.”
 
   “Soon after, three others will join him.” His finger curled with arthritis. He tried to point at the red horse. “The second horseman will bring war.” He moved to the black horse. Scales for measuring and weighing were gilded on its chest. “The third will rule the world with famine.”
 
   David stared at the horse at the top of the window. Unlike the others, the horse’s breast was empty. An ominous black cloud stretched heavenward behind him. 
 
   “The fourth horseman—” Asor began.
 
   David interrupted. “—will bring death upon the earth. You knew Brenton. These were my bedtime stories.”
 
   “So who is the White Horseman?”
 
   David shifted his weight.
 
   “Some say he is the Anti-Christ,” Asor whispered. “Perhaps, your disbelief isn’t irony.”
 
   David shut his eyes. “Go to sleep, old man.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 65
 
   SUNDAY, 1:09 a.m.
 
   Helmsdale, Highland, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher drove through the streets of an abandoned town. The speed at which NATO and NCEC had cleared northern Scotland was unbelievable. She’d barely made the last ferry out of Orkney, and was shocked when she wasn’t stopped. No one bothered with credentials. 
 
   The last she knew, David had met with Brimley and then headed toward the mainland coast. If he had made it anywhere near the Orkney Islands, he would have been forced to evacuate. Edinburgh was overflowing with refugees. Hundreds of thousands were displaced. Everything was working according to plan. There would be no witnesses of the AVX explosions. If Operation Silence was successful, people would return home after four or five days. The ravaged landscapes surrounding passage grave ruins would be quarantined as “Virus Burn Areas.”
 
   No one would be the wiser.
 
   The SUV’s high beams reflected off a phone booth. Thatcher sighed in relief. She’d been searching for hours for a call box. She would try reaching David, even if it was a long shot. She parked beside the booth and hobbled out of the vehicle. Her back, arms, and legs were stiff. The adrenaline had quickly worn away, leaving excruciating pain, especially in her calf.
 
   She dropped coins into the slot and dialed, hoping to remember David's cell number. She had called him so many times, she should have it memorized it by now. She closed her eyes and listened to the ring tone.
 
   “Come on, David, pick up...”
 
   Six rings, seven rings, then eight.
 
   She moved to hang up the receiver.
 
   David’s voice came over the line. “Hello?”
 
   Thatcher suppressed a sob. “David?” It was all she could manage.
 
   “Dr. Thatcher? Where are you? We’re trying to get to you.”
 
   It felt good to hear his voice again. She lowered her head against the phone booth.
 
   “We’re in a tiny town along the North Sea, just off A96,” he said. “Boghole Farm. I thought my phone was dead.”
 
   She suddenly felt every ache. The seriousness of her injuries was magnified by his distance. There was still a long way to go. “I’m coming to you,” she said.
 
   “Do you have GPS?”
 
   She glanced at the SUV. There was a system in the car. “Yeah.”
 
   “Hold on.” 
 
   She could hear the short digital beeps of his watch. 
 
   “Latitude is 57.573 and longitude -3.724,” he said. “We’re in an old abandoned church at the east end of town.”
 
   She blinked away fatigue, trying to commit the numbers to memory. “We?” She almost missed it. He was with someone?
 
   “I’ll explain when you get here.” He paused. “Brynne, you okay?”
 
   Thatcher took in a deep breath. “I’ll be there soon.”
 
   She limped back to the SUV.
 
   The GPS powered up. She entered David’s coordinates. 
 
   After a minute, the computer provided directions.
 
    
 
   DISTANCE: 87.6 miles 
 
   ESTIMATED TIME OF ARRIVAL: 1 hour and 49 minutes
 
    
 
   That was if she drove the speed limit.
 
   To hell with the speed limit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 66
 
   SUNDAY, 2:14 a.m.
 
   Boghole Farm, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher’s high beams lit the chapel through the doorway.
 
   David had left it open to hear her approach, but the sudden light still made his heart jump. 
 
   Asor was asleep. Out cold and oblivious. 
 
   Thatcher cut the engine as David stepped out of the building. She slid off the seat and stumbled into his arms. 
 
   “What happened?” He could see the gaping wound in her leg. He wasn’t sure how to comfort her. Her nearness was overwhelming.
 
   “He killed Marek,” she managed between sobs. “Hummer killed Marek.” 
 
   Her body was shivering. 
 
   “Come inside, you’re freezing.” He kept one arm around her and led her into the church.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Asor knows what’s happening?” Thatcher asked. 
 
   “He claims to.” David ripped off the bottom of her pant leg. 
 
   Sitting on a pew, half a dozen rows behind Asor, she munched on a granola bar and tried to ignore the pain. They had found bandages and antiseptic in a first aid kit inside the SUV. 
 
   David dabbed alcohol over her calf where the plastic was embedded.
 
   She winced in pain.
 
   “According to Asor,” he said, “the only way to stop the graves is to find the seal.”
 
   “And put it in the lock,” she finished the thought out loud. “The eternal stone inside Maeshowe.”
 
   “Exactly.” David studied her face. “Remember, though, I found this guy in a loony bin.”
 
   “It’s your father’s theory,” she said. “The lock and key.”
 
   Somewhere within the basecamp at Stenness was her backpack with Brenton’s paper. “Do you think Asor is telling the truth?”
 
   “I think he thinks it’s the truth.” He held up some pliers. “You might want to bite down on something.”  
 
   She ate the last of the granola bar and squared her shoulders, embarrassed by her earlier tears. “I’ve got it.”
 
   David took hold of the shrapnel, cringing as he watched her face. He pulled in the direction she had instructed. The opaque shrapnel slid out of her calf. This minor surgery was going better than she’d imagined, but she could tell it made him sick to his stomach. He held the shrapnel into the light so she could see it. The piece of elevator was larger than a table knife and thick with coagulated blood. The jagged dagger had almost passed completely through her leg. 
 
   He grabbed a square of gauze from the kit and pressed it against the wound.
 
   “Let it bleed for a minute,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
   No resistance during the removal meant bones were not involved—finally, a stroke of luck—but the bleeding had slowed to nothing more than a trickle. The puncture was deep, and deep meant infectious. Bleeding out the wound would help purge it of contaminants. 
 
   The blood crept down her leg and soaked into her shoes.
 
   David set the bandage against her ankle instead. “Asor and Brenton found the first seal buried in Wadi Musa near Petra, Jordan.”
 
   She nodded at the bandage box. “Alcohol, then antiseptic.”
 
   He unscrewed the bottle and poured alcohol over her leg. 
 
   “Use the whole thing.” She bit down on her forearm. “God.”
 
   Slowly, the sting subsided to a dull ache. She wiped sweat from her forehead and leaned back against the bench. The church was quiet. All she could hear was Asor’s strained breathing. The old man looked dead. He was curled in the fetal position and wrapped with a shabby rug.
 
   “Asor said Brenton tried to retrieve the seal but it ‘went off.’” He put the last two words in finger quotes and then set the empty alcohol bottle on the floor. 
 
   “It ‘went off’?” She frowned.
 
   “Like the graves.”
 
   “With sound?” She remembered the acoustic damage to Brenton's body.
 
   David shrugged. “I guess that’s what started the whole passage-graves-destroying-the-world thing.”
 
   It all sounded ridiculous. 
 
   “This key—or this seal—it’s just waiting for us in Wadi Musa?” she asked.
 
   “Sort of.” David cleared his throat. 
 
   “What do you mean ‘sort of’?”
 
   He opened the antiseptic cream. “Some firstborn son from a chosen lineage has to remove the seal from its grave, then anyone can have it and, you know, put it in the eternal stone.”
 
   They sat in silence for a moment. 
 
   She scoffed. “Bloody hell, David.” 
 
   His brow furrowed. His eyes were tired but intent. 
 
   He smoothed the antiseptic over her calf. “Vanderkam said the same thing when I was with him. That someone from this chosen lineage has to remove the seal, but once the seal is out of its grave, anyone can possess it. That means anybody can place it in the eternal stone, anybody can become Horseman, and anybody can—”
 
   “End the world,” she said. Blood rushed to the pit of her stomach. “I don’t even know what that means.”
 
   “We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t.”
 
   She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It matched Brenton’s theory, but it was so far off the deep end—especially coming from David. “We should at least try to postpone the end… Save as many as we can.” She took in a deep breath. “David, what does it even mean to become horseman?”
 
   He dried his hands on his pants and shrugged. 
 
   “How are we supposed to get the seal without someone from the Chosen lineage?” she asked. “And what does Asor want with you? Brenton wasn’t of the Chosen lineage.”
 
   David tore the protective packaging off a roll of gauze. He wrapped the bandage around her leg. He hesitated and then pulled a letter from his pocket. He handed it to her. “I don’t know what it means,” he said.
 
   Thatcher unfolded it. She ran a finger across the spiral-covered words.
 
    
 
   COME THOU ART CHOSEN
 
    
 
   He met her eyes.
 
   “Asor sought me out. He wanted me to find him.”
 
   She turned the letter around in her hands. There were thousands of tiny spirals. God, if this Apocalypse thing was true… Faith was harmless when it was merely supposition. She winced as he wrapped the bandage too tight. 
 
   “Airports are grounded,” he said. “There’s no way out of the country.”
 
   “We have to try,” she insisted. “We need to find a private plane.” 
 
   “I have a friend in Clochtow.” David smirked. Leave it to him to have back road connections.
 
   She lowered her voice and looked at Asor. “Can we trust him?”
 
   David tied off her bandage. “I don’t think we have a choice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 67
 
   SUNDAY, 8:04 a.m.
 
   Boghole Farm, Scotland
 
    
 
   A branch broke outside. 
 
   The tiny hairs along the back of David’s neck stood on end. Someone was outside. He shook Thatcher awake, and pressed a finger to her lips before she could speak.
 
   Asor was awake and listening, too. He sat up. The irises of his eyes were glowing. “She led them here,” he hissed.
 
   Thatcher looked at David apologetically. 
 
   There was only one entrance and exit—the front door. David’s eyes landed on the wood columns that extended from floor to ceiling. At least he could buy them some time. Niches within the columns were deep enough to climb. The pillars led to a network of ceiling beams concealed in shadow along the roof. He turned to Thatcher. 
 
   “Do you think you could make it up that?” He pointed at the pillar.
 
   She nodded. Her leg had swollen to twice its size. The ceiling rafters towered more than thirty feet above. Even with healthy legs, it was a challenging climb. He helped her up. She gripped the column and quickly scaled up it, careful not to use her injured leg. She stopped underneath the crossbeam and caught her breath. Stretching toward the ‘Y’ joist, she leapt from the pillar, twisting in midair, and caught the edges of the joist. She pulled her good leg over the top of the beam and climbed on top of it. She looked down at David and Asor. “Are you coming?”
 
   David smiled. Damn.
 
   Asor’s gnarled fingers lodged into grooves. He climbed toward the ceiling and stopped beneath the joist. The gap between himself and the crossbeam was a good two feet in length. He seemed incapable of the acrobatics he had performed the day before. His hands trembled as he reached for the rafter.
 
   Thatcher took his wrists. “I’ll hoist you up.”
 
   Asor wobbled as he left the pillar.
 
   Swinging him back and forth, Thatcher used the momentum to pull Asor up and over the crossbeam. She steadied him until he regained his balance.
 
   David climbed up the column.  
 
   “Give him room.” Thatcher said, scooting along the post as David reached the top. “All the way to the corner.” 
 
   Asor followed her with a growl. They ducked into the shadows where the plank met the pitched ceiling. Thatcher backed into cobwebs. She looked down at David.
 
   Her face went white. 
 
   Waving like a proud banner, her leg bandage had caught on a nail along the beam. 
 
   The church door burst open.  
 
   Scotland Special Forces stormed the building. Men protected by hard-plate tactical vests and full-face helmets, spread around the room, carrying heavy artillery. They were yelling, eradicating what little sanctity was left within the chapel. 
 
   David pulled his legs up into the shadows. It was too late. Pinned at the top of the column, he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   The mob quieted as they searched the last pews.
 
   A man spoke into his radio. “It’s empty, sir.”   
 
   A voice relayed back. “They’re in there goddamn it!”
 
   The chapel door flew open, slamming into the wall. Lang met the officials at the center of the room. Sweat beaded across David’s forehead. He met Thatcher’s eyes in a moment of shared recognition. What was Lang doing there? 
 
   “They must have abandoned their vehicles.” The guard removed his face shield.
 
   “You’ve searched the pews?” Lang asked.
 
   David’s legs were cramping. He set his forehead against the wood. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could do this.
 
   Lang stepped into one of the pews. He stuck a finger into one of the votives. The waxy candle gave way, milky warm at its center.  “Come on, David,” he said. “Where are you hiding?” 
 
   He took a flashlight from the guard and shined it along David’s column. Light crept around the wood, nearly meeting David’s fingertips. It moved up the pillar and quickly across the ceiling beam.   
 
   David held his breath. Here we go.
 
   The corner was empty.
 
   Side-stepping across the narrow plank that wrapped along the ceiling’s perimeter, Thatcher and Asor were hidden from the light. The flashlight stopped on Thatcher’s bandage. A gust from the doorway blew the gauze off the nail. The bandage landed at Lang’s feet. 
 
   “They’re in the rafters,” he said.  
 
   Laser scopes invaded the ceiling.  
 
   “I’m not here to hurt you, David,” Lang explained. “I just need your mother’s ring.”
 
   David lifted his head off the pillar. He looked at the stone ring hanging on a chain around his neck. What was he talking about?
 
   “Come on, David—” Lang stopped short. 
 
   A whisper echoed across the chapel.
 
   Tucked in the ceiling corner, Asor chanted something incoherent. The old man lurched back, his eyes rolling into his head. He tipped forward off the precipice.
 
   Thatcher grabbed his shirt, almost falling herself. Targeting lasers glowed on her chest.  
 
   Lang swatted down the gun nearest him.
 
   The pews began to shake. 
 
   Thunder filled the chapel. The stone floor began to crack, splitting in every direction. The pews shook, breaking away from the floor. Free from the foundation, the pews slid across the room, slamming guards into the wall. The sound of crunching bone made David flinch. Another bench screamed across the floor like fingernails on a chalkboard. Lang’s men were thrown into the pillars as the pews collided.  
 
   There was an eruption of gunfire. The few men that were alive fired at the pews in desperation, trying to shoot them to pieces. Pulverized wood exploded into the air. Splinters showered over the room like arrows. A bullet ricocheted into the ceiling, blowing apart the ledge near Thatcher’s feet. She tumbled off the platform, catching the edge with one hand.
 
   Asor dropped to the floor, a lifeless ragdoll. 
 
   Thatcher dangled above the massacre.  
 
   David leapt onto the beam. He swung his body over the rafter as the benches snapped beneath him. All he could see was Thatcher. 
 
   He jumped diagonally onto the perimeter beam, catching her hand as she slipped.
 
   Lang watched in horror as his men fell around him. The chapel was a choppy sea of bludgeoned men, bloody pews, and crushed body armor. Trails of human cruor were painted across the floor.
 
   The morning sun burst over the horizon, igniting the stained-glass window in a fiery blaze. Blinded by the light, Lang stumbled backwards, dodging another pew as it expelled two men through the stained glass window. The glass shattered. Its shards clattered to the floor, emerald, ruby, and diamond glass, sparkling, blood-soaked gems. The room was unrecognizable. 
 
   The last pew broke free.
 
   Lang spun around as its jagged corner punctured his side, pinning his body to the wall.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 68
 
   SUNDAY, 8:56 a.m.
 
   Boghole Farm, Scotland
 
    
 
   Thatcher helped Asor down the steps of the church. There was so much about him that sickened her. She had found him crumpled on the floor and comatose. His leathery body reminded her of the corpses at Stenness. Just like David’s story of the asylum, he slowly came back to life. This time, however, his breathing was labored. It was painful to listen to his rattling lungs. Smothered in deflation and perforated with holes, his lungs sounded as though they would give out at any moment. 
 
   She helped him into the SUV. He lay stretched out along the back seat.
 
   Ice filled her chest. She had witnessed so much, seen too much horror. 
 
   Of course this was the Apocalypse. How could she have doubted it? 
 
   Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Marek with a bullet in his head.
 
   Unexpected emotion flooded her chest, the heaviness of guilt. 
 
   Maybe she could blink his face into oblivion. 
 
   When she reopened her eyes, she saw that Asor was staring at her. She shivered, remembering when she had lifted the old man onto the ceiling beam. His skin was so cold it nearly froze her hands. Her fingers were still stinging. She looked down her hands. There was a line of pinhole-sized sores across her skin where she had grabbed his wrists.
 
   Something prickly was wrapped around his body.
 
   Whatever it was, it gave him power. He had moved the pews. He had murdered twenty-two men.
 
   She stooped over one of the fallen agents who had been thrown through the stained glass window. His body was mutilated pin cushion of glass. He still clutched a handgun, his finger on the trigger. She took the weapon from his hand and tucked it under her belt. She was certain she would need it.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A smoky haze settled over the chapel. The church was defiled mayhem. Everywhere there was shattered glass and splintered wood, cracked helmets and broken body armor, corpses on the floor. David searched through the rubble for Lang. He pulled a pew away from the wall and found him buried under debris.  
 
   Lang groaned. 
 
   David dropped beside him. “I’m getting you out of here, Bill.”
 
   A hole the size of a baseball punctured Lang’s abdomen. David swallowed his nausea and turned to yell for help.
 
   Lang grabbed David by the shirt.
 
   “I need to get you to a hospital,” David said.
 
   Lang grimaced. He let go of David’s shirt. A tear cleaned a path along his bloodied face.
 
   David couldn’t swallow.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Lang whispered. He lifted his gun to David’s forehead.
 
   David was still. He couldn’t comprehend what was happening. He flinched as he felt the firing pin strike the primer of the cartridge. 
 
   The bullet didn’t release. 
 
   Lang tried again. The handgun clicked. He looked up past David. His eyes filled with terror.  
 
   Thatcher and Asor stood in the doorway.
 
   The mouth of the gun twisted against David’s head.  
 
   Lang pulled the trigger again.
 
   Click. 
 
   He pointed the gun at Asor. The slide pulled back, the hammer cocked and released, pushed forward by the recoil spring.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “You can’t kill me, Bill,” Asor said.
 
   Lang pulled the trigger again and again, shaking in desperation. 
 
   Asor found the end of the twine wrapped around his wrist. His eyes fluttered back into his head. He pulled on the twine. His hand formed a fist. He squeezed his fingers together until the knuckles turned white.
 
   Lang’s mouth fell open in a silent scream. Blood poured from his mouth down the sides of his chin. He reached for David, shaking his head, pleading. The gun toppled from his hand. Air emptied from his lungs as the organ deflated against his ribcage. The tissue was a pressed into a pancake flanking his heart, smothered by an invisible fist. 
 
   “Stop it!” David screamed at Asor.
 
   The top of Lang’s throat looked distorted. It capsized into the pharynx. His esophagus cracked and began to collapse. Cascading from bone to bone, his throat crushed inward, drowning him in blood. 
 
   “Stop!” David grabbed the gun and fired at Asor. 
 
   The weapon wouldn’t discharge. He threw it at the old man and pulled Lang to him. It didn’t matter that two seconds ago Lang held a gun to David’s head. This man was more of a father than Brenton. If Lang wanted David dead, he had good reason.
 
   Lang expelled his last breath. His ribs popped inward, squeezing together until his chest caved. His slumped into David’s arms and died.
 
   Asor grabbed Thatcher’s arm. It was a strain to whisper. “More are coming!” 
 
   He fell to the floor, unconscious.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 69
 
    
 
   I’m not dead.
 
   That was his first thought. 
 
   Blood, like lava, coursed through his veins. Scorching white cells dispersed through his lymph nodes. It was the perfect realization of every vessel, organ, and nerve. Everything burned with the remnants of whatever hellish concoction Javan had used to smother him. 
 
   The only light was from a small ventilation shaft near his head. He could feel a roaring engine vibrate the floor. He lay on his side against the metal surface. It was too dark to make sense of anything in particular, but he knew this was an airplane. He tried to move toward the ventilation shaft, but his legs and arms were secured to the floor.
 
   He tilted his head and managed to see through a small portion of the vent. He caught a glimpse of turquoise ocean far below. It didn’t make sense. Why weren’t they headed to Jordan? To the location of the first seal?
 
   “Quite a feeling, isn’t it?”  
 
   Ian flinched in pain. 
 
   Javan was sitting in the shadows at the opposite end of the cargo hold. “It’s a shame you’ve slept through most of it,” he said.  
 
   Ian fought against his bindings.
 
   “Your father would be proud,” Javan said.
 
   Ian’s eyes blurred. He spit at the Chancellor but missed the mark.
 
   Javan smiled. “You Americans are so refreshing.” He pulled a syringe from his jacket. “But I’m not in the mood for games.” He tapped the end of the siphon to clear the bubbles. “This one’s on me.”
 
   The needle punctured Ian’s arm. Acid pumped through his veins. Boiling anesthetic circulated through his arteries. His muscles erupted with spasm. This higher, more concentrated dose was explosive. Fire crackled up his neck, blistering his throat and sinuses and then pouring into his brain. His eyes blinded over with sparks. The sound of the plane mutated into a clamoring barrage. His ears began to ring, and then everything went silent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 70
 
   SUNDAY 10:49 a.m.
 
   3 km north of Inveramsay
 
   Aberdeenshire, Northern Scotland
 
    
 
   According to the highway sign, Aberdeen was only 16 miles away. Bumper-to-bumper traffic spanned the road and disappeared over the horizon. Without warning, authorities had shut down A98, stopping all traffic traveling east. Both directions of the highway were being used as a one-way funnel out of the evacuation areas. All four lanes were crowded with cars trying to flee to the city. 
 
   Thatcher lowered her head to the steering wheel. “We are going nowhere fast.” 
 
   David turned up the radio. They’d been listening to media reports on the UK emergency broadcast system.
 
   “Edinburgh, Glasgow, Perth, and Prestwick safe houses have filled to capacity. Traffic is being rerouted to the coastal villages of Bieldside, Cults, Dyce, Foveran. U.K. borders are closed. International flights have been suspended indefinitely.”
 
   Thatcher leaned out the window for a better view. Several policemen were moving from car to car, instructing the drivers. An officer stopped at a Volkswagen two cars ahead of them. The driver rolled down his window and then handed his ID to the policeman. 
 
   The officer returned the man’s ID and moved on to the compact car in front of them. He slowed his walk as he met Thatcher’s eyes. A look of recognition crossed his face. Thatcher glanced in the side mirror. Patrol vehicles were speeding their direction a mile back along the highway. Their sirens were still too distant to hear.
 
   She shifted into reverse and slammed on the breaks. Four cars had materialized behind them and even more in the opposite lane. There was nowhere to go. The driver in the car behind them adjusted a communication device in his ear. They weren’t evacuees.
 
   “David,” she said.
 
   “I see them.”
 
   “They’re looking for somebody.”
 
   Cranking the steering wheel to the left, she shifted into drive and floored the gas pedal. The SUV slammed into the car ahead of them. The officer jumped behind a truck and fired at their windshield.  
 
   Thatcher powered forward, keeping the wheel turned left. She had to get off the highway. Metal twisted with an agonizing screech as the car ahead began to crumple. The grill tore off the front of the SUV, and they broke free. She sped off the pavement, over the shoulder and down into the drainage ditch.  
 
   “Which way?” she yelled.
 
   “Clochtow.” David held tightly to the dash.
 
   More policemen opened fire. The civilians scattered around them, trying to pull away from the barrage of bullets. Thatcher’s heart jumped into her throat. This was insane! There were people everywhere. How could they be shooting so recklessly? 
 
   She veered away from the road, up onto the moor. 
 
   “Which way is Clochtow?” she yelled over the roaring engine. The SUV was speeding 90 kph over the matted terrain.
 
   David pointed in the direction of the coast. “Southeast!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 71
 
   SUNDAY, 11:25 a.m.
 
   Clochtow, Scotland
 
    
 
   David pounded on the rickety station house door.
 
   Behind him, Thatcher laid on the horn. 
 
   The airfield was deserted. His friend Brian Rosenlund had been forced out—or he’d taken off himself during all the chaos, the latter seemed more plausible. A true anarchist, the man deplored authority. His private landing strip was overrun with weeds and potholes. The pavement began at a metal hangar at the east end of the property and ended in the direction of the oncoming militia. Officials had pursued them off the highway, dipping in and out of the drainage ditch, and powering over the rolling hills.
 
   “Go to the hangar!” David jumped inside the SUV. “Let’s hope he left her.”  
 
   Thatcher sped down the runway. A fuel station with rusted petrol tanks stood to the left of the hangar. Brian had constructed the airstrip around it. The station looked straight out of the 1950’s with a dilapidated gas pump island and a vintage garage. On the other side of the hangar towered a radio mast with thin metal legs. Affixed to its top was a radar jammer. Highly concentrated energy pulses transmitted a sweeping cover of background noise that concealed any aircraft flying in or out of the field. The device jammed every frequency within a 15 mile radius. It was the most expensive piece of equipment on the property. Beyond the hangar, wild terrain continued east and then abruptly ended at the coastal cliff.
 
   David jumped out of the SUV and forced open the hangar door. Brian was paranoid, but he never locked anything. He helped Thatcher and Asor out of the car and inside. 
 
   They stared up at the cargo prop plane with skepticism. Constructed mostly of American C-119 parts, the twin-engine was a genuine bucket of bolts. Brian had built the thing from the ground up, fashioning missing parts out of welding scraps. It was airworthy. That’s all that mattered.
 
   David opened the hatch. 
 
   Thatcher climbed inside with an ‘are you crazy’ look on her face.
 
   Asor had stopped at the rear of the plane. He pulled the tarp off the duckbill nose of a retired British Air Ministry Anson. The Anson sat in a junk pile at the back of the hangar. It had been salvaged for parts and was missing a few odds and ends. The low mounted wings, each with rounded tips, were covered with scrap wire and metal debris. The entire heap was buried in dust.
 
   “Come on!” David yelled, pushing the old man into the cargo plane. They climbed into the cockpit. Asor sat by the fuselage and Thatcher in the navigator’s seat.
 
   David pressed the hangar switch, and the massive metal doors began to retract. He dropped in the captain’s chair and turned the overhead knobs to start each engine. The propellers coughed and then whirled to life. He flipped on the fuel switch. The starter cut out as the engines reached self-sufficiency. 
 
   “Come on.” He flicked the gauge with his finger. It read empty.
 
   Thatcher buckled herself into the seat. She took in a deep breath. Whatever militia force was following them, they weren’t far away.
 
   The gas level rose. They had a full tank. He flipped the wing flaps into the up position and winked at Thatcher.
 
   She didn’t see him. Her mouth fell open. 
 
   “Where’d they come from?” David asked incredulously.
 
   At the opposite end of the runway, heavy artillery lined the airstrip. There was an army of short range munitions. Guns, launchers, mortars. No one was fooling around this time.
 
   A bang resonated across the runway. There was a flash of light. A missile slammed into the gas station. The petrol tanks lit up like roman candles, erupting in a monstrous fireball. Another missile shrieked across the pavement and ripped through the radio tower, crippling the legs. It curled the metal as if it was ribbon. The tower collapsed under its weight, landing on the hangar roof. The ceiling caved inward. 
 
   This wasn’t going to work.
 
   “Get out of the plane!” David yelled.
 
   “Are you crazy?” Thatcher shouted back.
 
   The roof began to fall apart around them. Thatcher ducked as if that would help.
 
   David unbuckled her seatbelt. He flipped another switch and the plane rumbled as its cargo door lowered to the ground. He forced them out of the plane and down the ramp. “Trust me!” 
 
   “David?” 
 
   He ran back into the plane without them.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Come on.” David slowly increased the throttle to 2,000 rpms. 
 
   The cargo plane lurched out of the hangar. Its propellers screamed, picking up speed, guzzling air and siphoning it out. With the throttle fully open, he moved into position for departure. The open cargo ramp dragged along the cement.
 
   He wedged a wood block against the pedal, keeping the plane pointed at the armada. Making his way back to the cargo hold, he supported himself with both hands on the fuselage while the plane bounced over potholes. A trail of sparks followed behind the ramp as it dragged over the pavement. He zipped up his jacket and took in a deep breath. He dove down the ramp, tumbling as he hit the landing strip. His body spun over the cement. He cradled his head with his arms, but the ground was unforgiving, bruising everything it came into contact with. He rolled to a stop.
 
   Sprinting for the hangar, he could hear the plane charging the taskforce behind him.
 
   They fired off another missile, hitting the aircraft broadside and knocking the engine off the wing pylon. The right wing exploded, throwing David to the ground. Debris showered overhead. There was another detonation as the plane hit the armada. The sky was raining metal. Isolated fires broke out across the landing strip.
 
   He forced himself up again. His heart was beating in his ears. 
 
   There was the cough of another motor. Hesitantly, the engine groaned awake. Thatcher drove the Anson out of the east end of the hangar. Asor held open the door and waved him inside.
 
   David took the pilot’s seat and steered toward the cliff. He checked the breaks and rudder pedals, then hand on the throttle he pulled it full open. The ailerons on the wings moved up and down. Wing flaps were up. Increasing the back pressure, he lifted the nose, trying to reach 70 knots on the air speed indicator. They were going to need a hell of a lot of speed to takeoff before reaching the cliff. 
 
   The radial piston engine fired and misfired. Neither engine was reliable. The entire flight would be touch and go. Wing flaps extended, the nose lifted into the sky. The wind was in their favor but they still weren’t fast enough. The wheels touched back down and dipped along the uneven surface. It was a hell of a runway.
 
   David fought with the yoke.
 
   The plane popped into the air again as land dropped out beneath them. The engines were shrieking—it was a miracle they worked. The fuselage groaned under distress. The twin-bladed propellers sputtered and stalled. The takeoff was too abrupt. With a stomach-sinking lurch, the plane dropped toward the sea. The wings fought with the wind, and the world began to spin. 
 
   David pushed the yoke forward in a belligerent struggle against gravity. The left engine restarted. Smoke tailed from its turbine. They were inches from the water. Sea spray splashed the windscreen. Picking up speed, the plane groaned as it leveled out. It banked sideways. David pulled the wheel back and the elevators moved upward. The plane pulled up, away from the rocky coastline. The landing gear tucked into the bottom of the engine nacelle.
 
   They’d made it.
 
   With a sigh of relief, he looked at Thatcher. She was equally dazed. 
 
   He smiled.
 
   Apparently, Asor wasn’t the only one capable of pulling off miracles. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 72
 
    
 
   After the initial brimstone, the fiery opiates left his muscles warm and relaxed. His body was acclimating to the drug. When he wasn’t moving, the fugue was almost pleasant. Over the course of the day, he had managed to turn onto his stomach. He stretched over to the ventilation shaft where he could see the world below. 
 
   Moonlight reflected off the ocean. They had been flying southwest for a good ten hours, across the Atlantic toward Mesoamerica. During the last half hour, the plane had dropped in altitude to a few thousand feet above sea level. The floor vibrated as landing gear lowered into place. He could see ocean currents break into wave crests as saltwater swept the beach. Then the sea disappeared altogether, giving way to dense jungle, where the plane descended onto a private runway.
 
   A few minutes after landing, the cargo door opened.
 
   Ian rolled away from the vent. The liquid fire Javan had injected into him churned and blazed inside every nerve bundle throughout his body. His eyes blurred from the severity of pain. Movement was blinding agony.
 
   Dettorio untied Ian’s bindings and carried him out of the plane. He set him on ground. 
 
   Ian stayed motionless. The pain wouldn’t dull unless he was perfectly still. He could hear men arguing a short distance away, but his eyes were all fireworks and auras. It was impossible to see anything. 
 
   Javan’s accent intruded upon the conversation. The word padre was repeated several times. They were discussing Ian. He could barely make out the shapes around him. The longer he lay on the ground, what was blurry became recognizable. They were at the end of the landing strip, which was lit by the high beams of four Unimog SUVs. A large sign painted on a derelict radio tower behind him read Dos Estrellas. He didn’t recognize the name.  Men unloaded supplies from the plane into the back of the Unimog truck beds. Box by box, they slowly cleared the area around Ian, until Ian’s view of Javan was clear. The Chancellor was arguing with two Hispanic men, also dressed in suits. The men didn’t say much as Javan ranted in Spanish. His movements were flamboyant with rage.
 
   Something had gone wrong.
 
   “What are you doing awake?” 
 
   Ian saw Dettorio out of the corner of his eye.
 
   The henchman lifted the butt of his pistol and knocked the side of Ian’s skull.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 73
 
   SUNDAY 1:59 p.m.
 
    
 
   The tiny pin-prick sores on her hands were festering. They had swollen into cankerous ulcers. She stared down at her fingertips and studied the marks. The tissue was inflamed with a red spotty rash. It looked like measles but she knew better. She casually slid her sleeve up her arm and noticed the rash extended far beyond her elbow. Her stomach sank. She quickly lowered her sleeve to hide the sores from the passengers around her. Her worst fear was confirmed. No longer acral, the boils had spread across her body, bubbling along her arm, her torso—she could feel them on her back. The creeping contagion spread in a serpentine pattern that was easily recognizable. If they knew she carried the disease it would mean chaos. Her extremities radiated heat. She was certain the man beside her could feel it. Her body was a convection oven, her sores vacuole plutonium. It felt like the transformation of nuclear fission across her flesh. The discomfort was hotter than hell. The disease was now systemic, which meant she didn’t have much time.
 
   The subway train swayed as it moved along the underground track. She grabbed the safety bar in front of her and stared at the digital sign above the door. The next stop was Grand Central Station. She was so close.
 
   Lights flickered overhead. The man beside her noticed her hands. He clenched his jaw. She pulled her sleeve down to hide her hands. The last thing she needed was a panic. 
 
   Fluid dripped down her torso. If it was blood, she wasn’t going to make her stop.
 
   A burst of sound exploded through the cavern. The rumble slammed into the subway car, knocking it off the tracks. The train was spinning. Most of the passengers were dead before they hit the subway wall.
 
   Asor had found her.
 
   He was already inside her head.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The whir of the airplane engines awoke Thatcher from sleep. She sat up holding her stomach and looked at the pinpricks on her fingertips. 
 
   It had been a vivid, disturbing dream, but nothing more.
 
   All the adrenaline-charged events from the last few days had left her body in perpetual state of panic. The few times she had slept, anxiety haunted her dreams. Everything could be explained away, though. The train car from her dream probably originated from her escape at basecamp. The violent subsonic detonation through the subway tunnel was similar to the lethality of the passage graves. Her contagion in the dream was derived from the sores caused by Asor’s bindings early that morning. It was just her imagination running wild. Then, there was the part of the dream when Asor found her. The thought still made her shiver. She looked across the cabin at him. The old man was curled in the seat, tucked in the fetal position, asleep. 
 
   Her skin was clammy. She was sweaty but chills ran up her spine. Her vision was spotty. It was hard to concentrate. It hurt just to move her leg. Reality was catching up with her, taking its toll. She could only run for so long. Worse, where they were headed, there would be no hospitals or doctors.
 
   Asor opened his eyes and returned her stare. His thin lips curled into a grin.
 
   For a moment, she was certain he was still inside her head. She could hear him breathing. He crowded her thoughts as he searched through them, looking for something. Was she crazy? Could he really be in her mind? Claustrophobia overwhelmed her. 
 
   “Stop,” she said aloud.
 
   For a moment, he released her. 
 
   All she felt was cold. She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.
 
   Asor mimicked her movements.
 
   “Stop it,” she insisted. She felt him reel away from her thoughts, leaving a trail of despair behind him that he wanted her to follow. He tempted her with doubt.
 
   His eyes seemed to glow. “Aren’t you scared?” he asked.  
 
   Thatcher responded straight-faced. If he wasn’t inside her mind, she could mask her uncertainty. “I have nothing to fear.” 
 
   “Thy life shall hang in doubt before thee; and thou shalt fear day and night, and shalt have none assurance of thy life.’” Asor knew she was terrified. He fed on her fear with frenzy. He smiled, showing his rotted teeth. “Do you believe in God, Dr. Thatcher?” 
 
   She pulled Marek’s crucifix out from under her shirt. “Damn straight.”
 
   “I wonder...”
 
   “What?” She pulled her legs more tightly to her chest.
 
   “Will you still believe after God fails you?”
 
   They sat in silence as she absorbed his words. She didn’t know what he meant, but she was sure it was significant. Mostly, she knew Asor could not be trusted. She watched him fall asleep, unwilling to let herself dream again.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 74
 
    
 
   Ian tried to roll onto his back, but he was wedged between two crates in the bed of a Unimog truck. 
 
   The jungle canopy arched over the edges of the roadway providing some shade, but the middle of the truck bed was awash with sunlight. He groaned, feeling every bruise as his sunburned body bounced against the metal lining of the truck. 
 
   Dust spewed up from the road, amassing in a thick cloud that blotted out the trucks following behind. The haze cleared momentarily as they drove through a streambed, and Ian saw Javan in the passenger seat of the Unimog behind them.
 
   A person shuffled beside Ian’s head.
 
   Ian recognized Dettorio’s boots. 
 
   Sitting near the cab on top of a crate, Javan’s henchman guarded Ian with a rifle propped between his legs.
 
   Good grief.
 
   Ian closed his eyes. If he pretended to be unconscious, that might spare the last few non-bruised portions of his head.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 75
 
   SUNDAY 3:20 p.m.
 
   Wadi Musa, Jordan
 
    
 
   “Keep her up until she dies!” Asor was yelling over a sputtering engine.  
 
   Thatcher sat up and knocked her head on the roof of the cabin. It was a painful reorientation of her whereabouts. Despite her best effort to stay awake, she had drifted to sleep. At least it was a dreamless sleep—one where Asor did not penetrate her mind.
 
   Thatcher stood behind the pilot chair. “Are we stopping for fuel?” 
 
   It was daylight. How long had she slept? The sky was clear blue, the sun on the horizon, but her mind was in a fog. 
 
   Daylight penetrated the small porthole windows. They dipped to the left. Beneath the wing, water spanned every direction. The plane suddenly banked south, and she caught a glimpse of Jordan’s rocky coastline. 
 
   “We made it all the way to the Dead Sea without refueling?” she asked, buckling herself into the seat behind David.
 
   “Don’t ask me how.” David flicked the oil pressure gauge with his finger. The low voltage light blinked off and on. The needle stayed below zero. “Both engines aren’t generating enough electricity. They haven’t been for the last three hours.” 
 
   As if on cue, the turbines sputtered out. The propellers stopped spinning. The altimeter spun counterclockwise. They tipped toward the water. 
 
   “Hope y’all brought your swimsuits.” David gripped the wheel.
 
   The old man bounced up and down in the navigator seat. “Catch the wind!”
 
   “There’s no wind!” David snapped. 
 
   As they dropped, the Red Sea overtook the view of the entire windshield. There was nothing but water. Gravity played chicken with Thatcher’s stomach. A sudden updraft caught the wings. The plane was tossed back into the sky. For a moment, the sea disappeared, replaced by stratosphere. David adjusted the wing flaps, catching as much momentum as possible. They tipped downward and glided toward the coastline. The landing gear sliced through the waves, and the relic heap threatened to break apart. 
 
   They were so close to land.
 
   There was a terrible crack as one of the wheels broke off against the crags. They were a few feet above sea level with half the landing gear stripped away. Half a mile and they would make it.
 
   Asor pulled on the prickly twine around his wrist. He squinted in pain, and mumbled under his breath. 
 
   An unexpected burst of wind tossed the aircraft over the surf. The left wing collided with a boulder on the beach. With a gut-wrenching scream, the wing separated from the fuselage. The plane spun around backwards from the impact, tossing Asor into the windshield. The glass cracked. 
 
   They flipped left again and again over the sand. Landing upside-down, the Anson slid across the rocky seashore loam. The ceiling ripped apart like it was cardboard. The scream of metal grinding against rock was horrible. They finally came to a stop, the cockpit inches from another boulder. One fractional change in velocity, and they would have been breakfast for seagulls.
 
   David unbuckled his seatbelt and fell onto what was left of the ceiling.
 
   Thatcher rubbed her neck. Reaching above her head, she unfastened her seatbelt and caught herself in the sand.
 
   Asor stirred, face down on the ground. His body was speckled with glass from the bone-breaking force that had thrown him into the windshield. He sat up, unbothered. “We don’t have much time!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 76
 
    
 
   The Unimogs rolled to a stop beneath a camouflaged shelter. Vehicle doors opened and shut. Dettorio jumped from the truck bed, and relieved himself in the nearby brush. 
 
   The bed gate came down. Its rusted hinges squeaked as the door collapsed into position. Ian was pulled out by his feet and dumped on the side of the road. He kept his eyes closed until he heard a flimsy door swing shut. The men rejoined the others to help set up camp. They’d placed him inside a cage of branches. Crooked sticks, half an inch in diameter, were lined side-by-side to form a square five-foot tall enclosure. The structure was probably intended for chickens or pigs. If he tried, he couldn’t stand or lay fully extended in any direction. 
 
   Through the trees near the road, Ian could see Javan barking orders. Ian sat up slowly and leaned his head against the wood. His brain was throbbing. Surely his head was one gigantic bruise. He could taste dried blood within the cracks of his lips. His skin felt sticky and hot. He could tell Javan’s toxic substance had mostly cleared from his body. 
 
   Nobody seemed to care that he was conscious.
 
   He scooted to the back of the cage and attempted to pry apart the bars. The sticks were weather-beaten but strong. The cage didn’t budge. 
 
   Plan B.
 
   He noticed a rock partially covered with soil. Scooping out handfuls of earth, he clawed at the ground, trying to find the end of the rock. It was too big. He could never conceal something that large. He leaned against the wood frame, discouraged. The jungle canopy was too thick to see any significant distance. If he did escape, where would he go?  
 
   He looked at the stone protruding outside the cage. It broke ground again a few inches away. Although covered with pale green moss, he could see dark markings etched into its surface. Symbols, squares and circles, formed the shape of a cross. 
 
   Ian forced his hands through the narrow separation between the bars and brushed moss off the stone. He cleared dirt from its center. The rock was ornately carved, the surface flat and the symbols bold. The blocky, swooping figures were ancient Mayan. The vertical portion of the rock had the form of a tall ceiba tree. Thick lines detailed the trunk. Its branches opened into the sky, reaching for the heavens and toward the Mayan symbol for the Milky Way. The horizontal portion of the cross depicted a double-headed serpent, a representation of the ecliptic pathway of the moon and the sun. The ceiba tree’s roots delved deep into the underworld, stretching into the bowels of hell. 
 
   He realized exactly where they were.
 
   “The Wakah-Chan.” Javan startled him. “You found a Tzuk te’. Those rocks are scattered all over this area.”
 
   Ian scowled.
 
   “The Mayans believed the world was flat and had four corners.” Javan crouched beside the rock. “They had four gods, or four bacab, and each ruled a corner of the earth:  the north, the south, the east, and the west.” He pointed beyond the ceiba tree. There was another rock beside the petroglyph, inside Ian’s cage. Ian hadn’t seen it until Javan pointed it out. Smaller and roughly the size of a baseball, it was flat on top and composed of obsidian.
 
   “Each bacab was assigned a color. The North is white, the East is red, the West is black, and South is, of course, yellow.” He smiled. “A startling choice of colors, don’t you think? Exact to the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” Javan unlocked the cage. The door swung open. “Do you know where we are?”
 
   Ian’s voice was low. “Chichén Itzà.”
 
   “You’ve been here before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you’ve heard the legends?”
 
   “My father taught them to me when I was a kid.”
 
   “Did he tell you about the Platform of the Skulls?”
 
   Ian cleared his throat. “The Mayans threw human sacrifices off the platform into a pit as an offering to the gods.”
 
   “According to tradition, the few who survived and escaped the pit were considered chosen by the gods.” 
 
   Ian was tired of the cat and mouse. He came straight to the point. “Why are we here? We should be in Wadi Musa.”
 
   Javan smiled. “Why would I get caught up in one battle, when I can win the war?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “There’s more at stake than one seal. There are four of them, remember? We’re here to make an offering and receive knowledge.”
 
   Ian’s stomach churned with nausea. “You’re throwing me into the pit to see if I can escape—to test whether I am the Chosen?”
 
   “Do you think the gods will spare you?” Javan’s face was serious. It was the same look he had given Ian at the Lothian post office. “Death is the doorway to life, son.” He shook his head. “I don’t believe you’re the Firstborn Chosen, Ian. I know it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 77
 
   SUNDAY, 4:51 p.m.
 
   Wadi Musa, Jordan
 
    
 
   “Three flares, two light sticks, a climbing rope, and 24 hours-worth of food and water—for one person.” Sweat dripped down David’s forehead. His tongue was swollen, but he refused the luxury of a drink. 
 
   “We’d better be quick about it, then,” Thatcher said, hiking ahead of him.
 
   They’d found a backpack filled with emergency supplies under a seat in the cockpit. They were crudely under-equipped. The chance that all three would survive more than 24 hours seemed remote at best. Even if they managed to find the seal, they were miles from civilization. 
 
   Regardless, Asor led the way, increasing his anxious pace. 
 
   Thatcher struggled to keep up, hobbling between the two of them. David could see disease fester in her wounded leg. He could only imagine the pain of her swollen calf as it burned under the crushing sun. Spidery, vein-like lines of opportunistic infection zigzagged across her leg. The woman desperately needed medical attention. 
 
   Dread stirred in his gut. It was unbearably hot, and only midday. They were surrounded by dryness, miles and miles of nothing. Desolate sands, desiccating wind. His skin leather, taut over his bones, cracked in the heat. Beyond the blurry heat waves, he could see dark thunderheads gathering over the mountains of Wadi Musa. A rare desert storm was creeping towards them. He tried to shake the mirage from his head. It didn’t rain in the desert.
 
   “Let’s rest a minute,” he suggested, knowing Thatcher would never ask. He handed her the water bottle. “Sorry that it’s warm.”
 
   “It’s wet.” Gratefully, she took a drink.
 
   Asor found a spot of shade beside a boulder. He leaned against the rock and searched the horizon. 
 
   Thatcher took a seat in front of him, staking her own small claim of shade.  
 
   David removed glow-sticks from the backpack to lessen the weight of the load. He put them in the pockets of his cargo pants.
 
   “I must be going mad.” Thatcher pointed at the distant storm. “Do you see that?”
 
   David blocked the sun with his hands and squinted for a better view. “Unless we’re both going crazy, it might actually be raining in a few hours.”
 
   Thatcher took a larger sip from the bottle. “I guess that means there’ll be more of this.”  
 
   David smiled. It was an optimistic point of view considering the last place they’d want to be during a thunderstorm is the bottom of a slot canyon. Runoff from the lightest rainfall could build in the elevated portions of the canyon and wash through the narrows at breakneck speeds. He pulled the pack over one shoulder and looked at the mouth of the Wadi Musa. The canyon was a few miles away.
 
   Thatcher didn’t move. Hot, biting wind blew over the sand. 
 
   Something glittered near Asor’s feet. The old man picked it up and brushed off the sand. “Luck for me, eh?” he said, showing them the small Bedouin coin. He juggled the coin around his knobby fingers and made it disappear. To Thatcher’s annoyance, he reached behind her ear and pulled out the coin with a gasp. 
 
   Unimpressed, she looked away.   
 
   “I’m boring her, David,” Asor said. “She doesn’t like my tricks.” 
 
   He snatched her wrist. She tried to pull away, but his grip was too strong.  
 
   David stepped in to help her, but Asor stopped him with a wave of his hand. 
 
   “I know what she’s thinking.” He looked up at David. “‘How do I do it? Where do I get this miraculous power?’”
 
   “‘Miraculous?’” Thatcher scoffed. “Whatever you’re capable of, it’s perversion.”
 
   Asor was delighted by her response. “This power exists in everyone. It’s mind over matter, if you will.”
 
   Thatcher tried to pull away.
 
   Asor wouldn’t release her wrist. “What frightens you more, Dr. Thatcher, witnessing my power or considering the possibility that you possess the same ‘perversion?’” He tightened his grasp and placed the coin on the inside of her palm. “Tell me what you see there on your hand?”
 
   Thatcher scowled.
 
   “Look down at your hand and tell me what you see,” Asor insisted.
 
   Thatcher gave him a willful glare. “A coin in my palm,” she said through clenched teeth.
 
   “‘A coin in my palm,’” he mimicked her voice. “Where’s your imagination?” He waved his hand over the coin and it disappeared. “Now what do you see?”
 
   She looked up at David. “Nothing.” 
 
   “Are you sure?” Asor asked. “Close your eyes and tell me what you feel.”
 
   Thatcher looked down and then at David again. 
 
   David nodded, curious to see the trick. She hesitantly obeyed. After a moment, her nose drew up in a mix of wonder and disgust.  
 
   “You can feel it,” Asor whispered. “It’s still there, resting on your skin. You can feel the weight of metal in your hand even though your eyes betray you. Describe how it feels.”
 
   “Warm from the sun.”
 
   “Do me a favor, Dr. Thatcher. Empty your mind of all other thoughts. Feel nothing but the coin. Envision the physical forces that keep the coin on your skin. Gravity holds it down, keeps it in place. Energy spins around it. Faster and faster, the energy turns. It heats the coin. It changes the metal from warm to hot. Burning hot.”  
 
   Thatcher gasped and tore herself away from him. The coin fell into the sand, the metal a molten crimson color. A blister formed on her hand.  
 
   Asor grabbed her arm again and held it up for David to see. She started to pull away but froze. She looked up at David, wide-eyed. He knew whatever it was, she couldn’t tell him—not in front of Asor. 
 
   “When you learn to transcend pain, your body can transcend reality,” Asor said. “The human mind is enslaved by disbelief. ‘Ask, and it shall be given you, seek, and ye shall find.’”
 
   Thatcher stared at him defiantly. “‘I stood upon the sand of the sea and saw a beast. Upon his head was the name of blasphemy. And power was given unto him to overcome all kindreds, tongues, and nations.’”
 
   “Impressive,” he hissed.
 
   “I’m not finished yet,” Thatcher said. “‘Let no man deceive you, for the wicked shall be revealed, even him who is after the work of Satan…with all power, signs, and lying wonders.’”  
 
   David folded his arms and looked at Asor. “You’re not the only one who can quote scripture.”
 
   “A woman of hidden talent.” Asor gestured to her hand.
 
   “I didn’t do this,” she said.
 
   “It only works if you believe.”
 
   David took her wrist and examined the wound. “It’s an illusion, nothing more.”
 
   Asor raised an eyebrow. “Is it?”
 
   “A good magician makes his audience think it’s real.” David set the backpack on the ground. “The mind is powerful, I’ll give you that.” He took her wrist and cupped his hand over the burn. “But it’s merely the power of suggestion. There’s no blister, no burn.” He removed his hand from Thatcher’s wrist. The wound was gone. He offered her a hand up.  
 
   Thatcher stood on her own, annoyed at both of them. “Let’s get this bloody mess over with.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 78
 
   SUNDAY, 5:40 p.m.
 
   Wadi Musa, Jordan
 
    
 
   David whistled as he peered over the canyon ledge. “You think we can jump it?”
 
   “It’s over ten feet.” Thatcher shook her head. She’d half-expected a choir of angels to descend when they reached the entrance into Wadi Musa. Instead, there was the distant rumble of thunder. Asor led the way as they hiked the floor of the narrow, v-shaped rift. Their pace slowed when the canyon path turned onto a steep switchback along a ledge. Navigating the twists and turns, they kept a close watch on their footing near the gulch. Eventually, the trail lowered again, back onto the canyon floor, which was topped with arched ribbons of red rock. 
 
   Asor looked across the rift then up at the clouds blowing in overhead. “Hurry.”
 
   Unbothered by the drop, she kicked sand off the ledge and watched it fall onto an outcropping thirteen feet below. “Looks like there used to be some sort of natural bridge here.” She turned to David. “Let’s give it a go with the rope.”  
 
   He opened the backpack and handed it to her.
 
   She tied one end around her waist and the other end around David. “Give me slack when I say so, got it?” 
 
   “Sure.” By the sound of his voice, she could tell David wasn’t wild about the idea.
 
   She sat on the edge and dangled her feet over the cliff.  “Give me another fifteen feet.” She slid down the rock cliff to the overhang. David loosened his hold as she leaned over the lower ledge to judge the distance. Blowing into her hands, she pressed her back against the cliff, and taking a two-step run, she leapt off the ledge and caught the opposite wall. Pain shot up her injured leg like a knife severing a nerve. She clung to the wall, trying to regain her breath. Scaling the rock face, she made it to the top and pulled her body over the opposite ledge onto the path. 
 
   “Who’s next?” She looked over her shoulder. Both men were stunned. “Well, come on.”
 
   David tied his end of the rope to Asor and helped him down the ledge to the outcropping below.
 
   Thatcher anchored her feet behind a boulder. “Swing over and I’ll lift you.”
 
   Asor stepped off the ledge, dangled over the chasm, and met the other wall. He tried to climb as Thatcher pulled him up. He reached the ledge and climbed over. 
 
   Shaking out her arms, Thatcher moved beside him. She untied the rope from his waist.  
 
   “Hidden talents.” Asor clicked his tongue at her. 
 
   She ignored him and tossed the rope to David. 
 
   “I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold you,” she warned, bracing herself.
 
   “Plant yourself, and I’ll do the rest.” David slid down to the lower ledge. 
 
   She kicked the front of her boot deeper into the dirt, creating a rut for more traction. She grabbed the boulder and signaled for him to jump. “Okay.”
 
   He took a flying leap from the ledge and landed hard against the rock. Scrambling to find a crevice, he slipped down the wall instead. The rope went taut. Thatcher’s body slammed into the boulder that separated her from the ledge. She groaned, fighting to hold his weight. 
 
   David flailed, knocking her further off balance.
 
   The rope twisted down along the side of the boulder and to the canyon floor. 
 
   “David!” she yelled as the rope pulled her to the ground. Its coarse fiber scraped up her back, caught under her shoulder blades and dragged her toward the ledge.
 
   Dangling too far from the wall, David resorted to climbing the rope. The shift in his weight jerked her closer to the ledge. He dropped down another foot.
 
   “Stop moving!” she screamed. Her body teetered over the edge. She stopped short as Asor grabbed her feet. The momentum slammed David into the wall. This time he found a niche large enough for a finger hold. His feet met a subtle shelf and he scrambled up and over the top.
 
   “Brynne, are you okay?” He untied the rope around her shoulders.
 
   Rope burns zigzagged up her back in striations of torn tissue. “I’m fine,” she lied, sitting up slowly. She tenderly pulled her shirt down over the burns. “Pain gives me power, eh?”
 
   Asor’s eyes flashed with anger. He wiped himself off and continued down the trail.  
 
   David wound up the rope. “What’s going on?” he asked once Asor was out of earshot.
 
   “I saw the same spiral tattoo on Asor,” she kept her voice low. “The same thing that was on my uncle.”
 
   He met her eyes. “Vanderkam said something about a group that protected the seals. Abaddon. That they are all seeking the power of horseman for themselves.”
 
   Before she could respond Asor reappeared around the corner. “It’s this way!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Thatcher followed Asor into a wide opening within the canyon. The trail split into twelve separate pathways, each extending in twelve different directions. Asor studied the walls and frowned. He turned back to where they had entered. His face looked darker than usual, his eyes gloomier than the storm clouds converging overhead. Raindrops splashed onto the parched rocks. The water evaporated before it could seep into the ground. 
 
   “We’d better hurry,” David said, looking at the sky.    
 
   “I don’t remember!” Asor burst with anger.
 
   Thatcher turned to David, her brow furrowed. “Well, we’re not going back,” she said. Sweat broke across her forehead. Chills pimpled her skin. Crossing that wide fissure again was not an option.
 
   Asor ran his fingers along the canyon wall. He stopped over a pale Bedouin handprint. 
 
   The ancient graffiti had been painted on the fossilized stone centuries earlier. Five spindly fingers ascended from a misshapen palm. The impression had faded over time. Weather, wind, and sand had lightened the print to a coral color distinct from the blood red canyon. 
 
   Without warning, Asor spun around and shoved David’s palm against the print.  
 
   The wall darkened and in contrast the hand began to glow. Beneath David’s hand, the rock turned molten white, each fingermark glimmering with light. The light spread across the wall and soon hundreds of handprints were aflame inside the circle. The fingers reached in all directions along the rock.
 
   “David?” Thatcher froze in place. What was happening?
 
   Asor gasped as blisters bubbled along the back of his hand. Smoke wafted from where he held David in place, as if David’s hand itself was burning. With his hand up, Asor’s sleeve slid down, revealing the metal twine wrapped around his arm. The tiny razor wire seemed to hold his bones in place—he had no muscle or ligament tissue. It continued beyond his shoulder and underneath his jumpsuit. Beneath the wire on his arm, his skin blackened into charred crust. David seemed immune to the heat, but holding David’s palm to the handprint was burning Asor alive. Unable to hold him any longer, Asor let go of David and cradled his arm. He stumbled back, falling to the ground.  
 
   David stepped away from the wall in shock. 
 
   Almost all of the blazing Bedouin prints began to cool. They quickly covered over with ash and lost their glow. One single line of prints remained incandescent. They pointed to one of the twelve paths. 
 
   Asor hissed at them. “After all you’ve seen, how can you not believe?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 79
 
   SUNDAY, 6:01 p.m.
 
   Wadi Musa, Jordan
 
    
 
   Rain fell in random, infrequent drops. The light precipitation cooled her skin and wetted her shirt, soothing the rope burns on her back. She stared at Asor’s hands as she followed him along the twisting path. Unlike his other wounds, the blisters from when he had forced David’s palm against the wall had not healed. What did that mean? Everything about the repulsive, emaciated man was unbelievable. The handgun from the church was tucked against her hip. It was a cold comfort, but if Asor was no longer impervious to injury, the weapon might come in handy.
 
   The path began to wind inward, and Asor quickened his pace. At each bend, the trail curved more and more tightly, and at times Asor would disappear altogether. 
 
   They were close. Thatcher could feel it. Judging by the flattened look she had seen on David’s face, he probably sensed it, too. There was an electric pulse stirring the desert air. An almost imperceptible friction made her hair stand on end. The path felt like a twisting seam separating earth from hell. Wadi Musa was a fitting place to find an apocalyptic key.
 
   Asor vanished around the path, and she whispered to David. “Keep walking. Don’t look back at me.”  
 
   Asor came into view again.
 
   Thatcher quieted until he rounded the bend. “Brenton was here when he died. Look at the sand.” It was the same color and texture of what she’d seen inside Brenton’s lungs.
 
   They could see Asor again, so David couldn’t respond. She wished she could see his face. 
 
   The path narrowed. 
 
   She had a moment to speak again. “Sound killed Brenton. Sand killed Brenton. But who shot him?”
 
   David stopped. His face was pale.
 
   “He was here with Asor,” she said. “If Asor killed your father, what happens to us after we find this seal?”
 
   “Vanderkam said Brenton died to protect me.”
 
   “To protect you from the seal or protect you from Asor?”
 
   The old man reappeared around the corner. His eyes were glowing. Ten feet ahead, the canyon path ended at a stone archway. The archway opened onto a sandy mound covered with human bones.
 
   Asor pointed to the mound. “It’s there.”
 
   Thatcher took David’s arm and whispered. “Tell me you have a plan.”
 
   He nodded nervously. She could tell his mind was racing. 
 
   They joined Asor at the arch entrance. At the center of the mound, a clay pot protruded from the earth. The white seal lay beside it on the sand, scuffed with age. It hardly looked like a gemstone key capable of destroying the world. The pot leaned towards the seal as though unsettled by their separation.
 
   Asor’s lips were quivering.
 
   Wind blew up the canyon, sending chills down Thatcher’s spine. David looked at her, unsure what to do. She felt for the handle of the gun at her hip. Warm raindrops pricked her face.
 
   Asor sensed their hesitation. “Go,” he said to David. “It’s yours.”
 
   Thunder crashed in the distance. Large, splattering droplets pelted the ground.
 
   Stepping through the archway, David climbed up the mound, leaving deep footprints in the sand. His face was utter confusion. He knelt beside the seal, brushed its surface. Large gemstones formed a spiral. Rounded at the edges, flat and dull in color, the seal fit in his palm. He scooped it off the ground, and wind whistled off the canyon walls.  
 
   “Come back quickly!” Asor yelled.
 
   David turned and froze. He stared at the ground. 
 
   His footsteps disappeared. Sand filled in each indentation, from the arch entrance to his feet, as if erasing his intrusion.
 
   Asor leaned through the archway and reached for David. “Give it to me.”
 
   A mind-numbing roar shook the canyon walls, and the sky released a downpour. Wind roared up into the circle. Thatcher grabbed her ears. Just like the human cochlea, the canyon was a funnel for sound. Her eardrums pulsated like that night outside of Stenness. The pressure made her head spin. The canyon floor flipped upside down. The sky became the ground.  
 
   Helicopters appeared overhead. Their throbbing rotors stopped her heart. 
 
   From out of nowhere, men poured over the sides of the canyon, rappelling down the walls.
 
   Asor grabbed the twine around his wrist.
 
   Thatcher shoved the gun against the old man’s head. “Stop!”
 
   Asor lashed out in desperation. His jagged fingernails sliced through her shirt. She doubled over. Asor caught her arm and twisted the gun to her head. He screamed at David. “Give me the seal!” 
 
   The prickly rope surrounding Asor’s bones tore at her throat.
 
   Confused, David stumbled backwards across the mound in the opposite direction. His back hit the wall. A rumble erupted down the path like an approaching herd of beasts. A flash flood swept through the canyon. Its tidal wave swallowed Thatcher and Asor in a single, explosive gulp.
 
   Thatcher’s lungs filled with water. She choked, struggling to escape Asor’s iron grip. The current forced them apart and flipped her upside down. She kicked toward the surface, wherever the surface was—gasping as she broke through. The whirlpool sucked her body down. She spun passed David, who was reaching for her as he climbed the canyon wall. One of the uniformed men was pulling him up the cliff. The seal was in David’s hand. Rushing water swelled over his legs.
 
   Some of the men were swept off the rock. A body slammed into her, knocking the remaining air out of her lungs. She gulped bubbling quagmire until the swarming waves sucked her under.
 
   Someone grabbed her ankle and pulled her deep into the abyss. She reached for the surface, stretching, begging for air, but her body twisted downward. Her brain tingled. A burning sensation flooded her mind. Movements became slow. Everything sluggish.
 
   The hand grabbed her throat and pulled her to the canyon floor. Asor stared at her, his eyes ablaze in the dark water, delight on his wiry lips. The current coiled and entangled their bodies together. She felt the prick of his twine on her arms. The edges of his bony cheeks were pinned against hers. 
 
   Thatcher tried to scream.
 
   He forced his mouth over hers. 
 
   The wintry kiss froze her throat, her lungs, and then her heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 80
 
    
 
   An approaching helicopter startled Ian and he stopped digging. Rotors cut through humid air with a rapidity that resonated off the lush overgrowth. Even at night, the jungle swelter was unbearable. Dettorio walked by, a cigarette hanging crookedly from his lips. Ian waited for him to disappear inside Javan’s tent, and then returned to unearthing the rock. 
 
   He dug furiously around the obsidian bacab in the floor of his cage. The stone pointed out by Javan would work as an effective weapon. Beneath the dark topsoil, the mountain dirt was leached, compact granite mixed with quartz grit. It was abrasive and difficult to dig through. It cut open his fingertips, but he didn’t stop. He pried it up with both hands and held it into distant light. The rock was chipped on the underside, and had a sharp, jagged edge. It would work.
 
   The helicopter lowered into the canopy a short distance from the encampment. 
 
   Javan rushed from his tent. Dettorio followed with three men from the local village. Dressed in filthy rags, the men carried lanterns and machetes. They looked like local farmers—hardly the type that Javan would associated with. 
 
   Because of the brush, it was impossible to see what was happening by the helicopter.  
 
   After a minute, Javan yelled to Dettorio.
 
   Ian tucked the rock under his palm as Dettorio approached the cage. The henchman unlocked the door and tossed Ian outside.
 
   “We’ve got it.” Javan yelled as he ran over. He clutched a small box. He opened it and smiled.
 
   David’s Mayan ring was clasped to the felt cushion.
 
   Ian had no time to comprehend the significance of what that meant. Dettorio picked him up off the ground and they were on the move.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Javan unbuttoned his shirt and folded up his shirt sleeves. Scar tissue stretched from his missing ear down his neck and then branched off in two directions. One keloid vein extended along his arm down to the wrist, the other wrapped across his chest and stopped directly over his heart. It was a hideous wound, in some places pitted and in others tumorous. The purple, necrotizing tissue had splotches of cankerous black that spread like tiny branches off the initial injury. He unclipped David’s gun from his side holster and attached it to his belt, away from his irritated skin. He threw the side holster into the jungle and then turned to the native leading them. “How much further?”
 
   Two of the villagers led the way, trailblazing through the undergrowth. The third brought up the rear as protection. They conversed in Spanish in a local colloquialism and too quickly for anyone to understand. The men didn’t answer Javan. They had their own way of doing things. 
 
   Everyone just continued forward. Dettorio forced Ian into step behind Javan. 
 
   Even after the men cut their path, there was still not much of a trail—only prickly brush. The thick canopy squelched the moonlight. Branches and dead leaves crackled underfoot as they climbed one hillside, and then another.
 
   Certainly, there were simpler ways to get to Chichén Itzà. During the day, it was a tourist attraction with crowded dusty roads. A highway ran along the northern end of the ruins. Javan had purposefully set up a remote camp and wanted to approach the ruins from the less populated southeast. Whatever he was planning to do, no one was meant to see it.
 
   Lanterns swept across the ground as the guides searched for the easiest path. Dettorio shoved him forward, and Ian tightened his grip on the stone. They stopped again at the foot of a tabletop plateau while the men argued. When the discussion ended, the first guide scrambled up the rocky ledge. Ceiba roots protruded from the steep embankment like ladder rungs. The second guide followed, and then Javan, single file up the cliff. Dettorio pushed Ian onward.
 
   Ian slipped, sending a rockslide of gravel into Dettorio’s face. With a grunt, Dettorio grabbed Ian by the shirt collar and flattened him against the dirt. He climbed past, forcing Ian to the rear by the last guide. 
 
   Ian stared at the back of Dettorio’s head. It was such an easy target, the balding, bulging cranium. Compact with lead, his brain contained no meaningful intelligence. Ian clutched the rock. Holding it made the climb more difficult. His timing would have to be perfect.
 
   During his stay in the cage, Ian had regained his bearings. Valladolid, the City Built of Stone was the closest inhabited area. Once the group reached the ruins, if he found the main road and headed east, he could find the village and disappear. He clung to a root and looked back at the guide below. The man was ten feet away and Dettorio was an arm’s length ahead. When should he strike?
 
   “Estamos aquis!” The first guide reached the precipice.  
 
   Javan peered down at Ian excitedly. Sweat and dirt had formed a layer of gray paste on his neck. “Ian, look at this.”  
 
   Dettorio climbed over the ledge and lifted Ian onto the plateau. 
 
   The view was stunning, an acropolis illuminated by starlight. Walkways of compact sand and uneven stone blocks led to five towering temples. Javan pointed at the largest temple, a step stone pyramid of gray slabs, which stood nearly two-hundred feet high at the center of the ruin. 
 
   “El Castillo,” Javan said. “There are ninety-one steps on each side, and one last step onto the platform at the top. That’s 365 steps in its entirety, one solar year. Maya is a remarkable culture, so precise.” 
 
   He pointed at the foot of the northern balustrade where the face of a snake was carved into the stone. “On the summer and autumn equinoxes, the sun casts triangular shadows off each step, and it looks like a fiery feathered serpent is descending the pyramid.”
 
   Across the plaza were hundreds of collapsed pillars and bricks from walls. Javan grabbed Ian’s sleeve and pulled him north. “We haven’t come all this way to see Kulkulcan’s pyramids.”
 
   They stopped at the edge of the ruins. A short hedge marked the perimeter. Just beyond the short stone wall a raised path of limestone stucco disappeared into jungle.
 
   Javan gestured for the guides to lead.
 
   “Bolontiku,” one man whispered. His voice quavered. He wouldn’t move. 
 
   Dettorio shoved them forward. One man spun away, dropping his light.  
 
   “Fine, get out of here.” Javan snatched up their lanterns. He stepped onto the walkway, holding a light in each hand.  
 
   Ian hobbled behind him. The bumpy path ran north to south. Copal trees draped over them, their elliptic leaflets hiding the view of the Castillo the farther they traveled away from the acropolis. After ten minutes of walking, the path ended on a wide stone platform that protruded out over a massive pit. Nearly one-hundred feet down and the size of a football stadium, the Mayan cenoté was filled with murky green water that stunk of decay. Even from a distance, Ian could tell the sand walls were impossible to climb. When the sacrificial pit had been excavated in the early 1900s, human bones of all sizes had been recovered from the mud.
 
   Javan raised an eyebrow. “How about it, Ian? You feel like a swim?”
 
   He placed the lanterns on the rock hedge, leaned over the waist-high barrier, and tossed a flashlight into the pit. The light hit the water with a tiny splash, disappeared, and then floated to the surface. It flickered below, casting a murky haze across the pool and making visible the sludge growing on top of the water. 
 
   Ian stepped away from the ledge.
 
   Javan laughed. “Did you really think I’d make you jump?” He pulled the stone ring from its box. It was still attached to David’s chain. “Dettorio, I need the rope.” 
 
   Dettorio set his pack on the ground. 
 
   Ian tightened his grip on the obsidian stone. He slammed it against Dettorio’s forehead. 
 
   Dettorio toppled onto the path. Blood coursed down his face. 
 
   Ian pushed Javan against the hedge and pulled the gun from his holster. He pressed the weapon against Javan’s head and pinched the trigger. 
 
   To his surprise, Javan was laughing. 
 
   Dettorio stood, holding his head. There was a large gash over one eye. Brushing blood off his eyes, he pulled his gun from the backpack and aimed at Ian. 
 
   “Drop it!” Ian yelled.
 
   “Go ahead,” Javan taunted. 
 
   Ian pointed the gun at Dettorio instead. “Put it down!”
 
   “Dettorio is expendable, Ian,” Javan said. “Meaningless.”
 
   It was like the Chancellor was walking him through this. “Shut up!” Ian’s voice cracked. His words sounded more like a plea.
 
   “Go ahead! Shoot him!”
 
   Ian fought back tears of frustration. Every muscle was tense, but he could not pull the trigger. Trembling, he moved the gun back to Javan’s head. “Who killed my father?”
 
   “You ask all the wrong questions.” Javan clicked his tongue.
 
   A bruise had already formed on Javan’s temple where Ian pressed the barrel of the gun. 
 
   “I’m offering you unimaginable power,” Javan said. “There are forces far more evil than me on this earth, and the seals must be protected. Brenton knew that. He was murdered trying to protect you.”
 
   Ian’s mind circled around the narrow platform. The ground dropped out from under his feet. He bit open his lip.
 
   “Just do one thing for me. Go to the edge of the platform and look over—not at the water, but at the Holy of Holies.”
 
   “The Holy of Holies?” The world stopped spinning.
 
   Ian pulled Javan across the platform. He looked down into the pit.
 
   “Below us is another precipice, an outcropping of yellow rock. Do you see it?”
 
   Halfway between the platform and the bottom of the pit, a narrow finger of rock protruded outward from the wall. Ian squinted, noticing the tip of the ledge.
 
   “It’s just like the Rabbi said, all you have to do is place the ring on the altar,” Javan insisted. “I will take care of your father’s killer, Ian. I will give you justice.”
 
   Ian’s breath caught in his throat.
 
   “Let me help you.”
 
   Ian looked at Dettorio. “I keep the gun. He gets rid of his gun and goes down before me.”
 
   Javan nodded in compliance.
 
   Dettorio threw his gun into the brush. He pulled the rope and a harness from his pack. He pulled on the harness, attached one end of the rope to the base of the platform, and connected the rope to a karabiner at his waist. In a matter of seconds, he dropped over the precipice and rappelled to the base of the pit. 
 
   “Give me your gloves.” Ian pulled the ring on the chain over his neck and tucked the gun into his belt.
 
   Javan obliged, and Ian pulled the gloves over his hands. He found another harness and tightened it around his waist. He clipped his karabiner to the rope and slowly climbed over the stone barrier. Taking in a deep breath, he emptied his mind, replacing his thoughts with a single goal. Place the ring on the altar.
 
   Before Ian had descended below the hedge, his arms were already burning. He slid down the line, foot by foot. His gloves clawed at the nylon rope as he tried to control his downward speed. It was hard not to go quickly. Too much momentum and he wouldn’t be able to stop. A rush of adrenaline sustained him. Reaching the crook of rock, he steadied himself and lifted the ring off his neck. He couldn’t feel his legs anymore. Strapped tightly in the harness, they had gone numb. He reached, his hand trembling, and placed the ring against the ledge.
 
   Javan leaned over the ledge. “Put the ring on the altar!”
 
   “I did!” Ian’s arms shook. He wouldn’t be able to maintain this position much longer.
 
   This was the Holy of Holies? What was supposed to happen?
 
   He couldn’t help but feel disappointed. He slid the ring across the granite, searching for some magical position, something that would make the Holy of Holies activate or come alive. 
 
   With an exasperated gasp, he yelled up at Javan. “It didn’t work!”
 
   A sudden wind swept across Chichén Itzà. Rushing from the ruins, it burst over the precipice above and circled inside the cavity. Ian let go of the ring. It settled on his chest. He grabbed the rope with both hands as the noise gained momentum. Displaced whispers, like echoes from the pyramids, reverberated off the walls. The sacrificial pit generated cascading sound upon cascading sound. In the dimness, he could see air fluctuating and moving like a heat wave. Atoms surrounding him split into chaos. 
 
   Above, Ian could see Javan turn and face the ruins, his back to the ledge. He was looking at something, watching something approach. He shrank away from the platform, out of view. 
 
   Gunshots rang out, cast into the sky and finding no target. 
 
   Javan appeared again with Dettorio’s gun. His good ear was bleeding, his eyes large and frantic. “Climb Ian!”
 
   Ian looked down at Dettorio. Their eyes met. More gunshots were swallowed up inside the noise. 
 
   They raced up the line. Ian’s thin biceps burned as he pulled himself upward, arm over arm, inch by inch. Dettorio reached Ian’s feet and started to climb over him. Their weight split the nylon and the rope began to fray, unraveling at the top ledge. They were close to the bottom of the platform.
 
   Javan shouted over the base of the platform, blood gushing from his ear. His words were lost in the commotion. The sky was charged static discord. Everywhere Ian looked, noise was physically visible. 
 
   The nylon split again, pinning Javan’s hand against the ledge. He screamed as the rope severed his fingers.
 
   As the rope untangled, Ian grabbed the base of the platform. His hands found holds within the rock. He fought to unclip the karabiner.
 
   The rope snapped. Dettorio plummeted into the well. His body hit the water with a terrible crash. He surfaced, choking and hacking, trying to yell for help over the noise. His face was pure confusion. The monster of a man was drowning as he tried to swim to the wall. Ian couldn’t hear him, but he saw the sense of panic on Dettorio’s face.
 
   Clinging to the ledge, Ian struggled to inch upward. His muscles were locked in spasm, his legs still numb. There could be no mind over matter. He simply did not have the energy to climb. He lowered his head against the cliff and stared down at the water.
 
   Javan reappeared at the ledge, cradling his wounded hand. He grabbed Ian’s arm and pulled him up. 
 
   Ian rested his stomach on the rock hedge. He was safe.
 
   With a ravaged stump of a hand, Javan tore the ring from Ian’s neck. He stumbled backwards and looked up at Ian. In his other hand was Dettorio’s gun, aimed at Ian’s head. 
 
   “You’re not the Chosen One!” Javan squeezed the trigger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 81
 
   MONDAY, 12:34 a.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   David rested his head against the helicopter window. He searched the fog for familiar landmarks, but the haze was too thick to see much of anything. The world felt strangely out of focus. The earth had stopped its perpetual motion to prepare for the end. The atmosphere smothered the ground in a cloud of hopelessness. Thick, numinous clouds gathered on rolling grasses. A wet chill radiated from the window as water droplets slid diagonally across the glass. 
 
   The chopper dropped in altitude and touched down at Stenness Basecamp. Maeshowe was barely visible through the fog.
 
   This was it, the grand finale.
 
   He was forced outside onto the soggy ground. The men were government officials of some kind, although he didn’t recognize their uniforms. Some British Military special operations force. He paused for a moment to take in the landscape. Stenness was reduced to No Man’s Land. It looked worse than he’d pictured from Thatcher’s description, completely obliterated humanity, the wreckage of military haste, hell on earth. There was nothing recognizable.  
 
   They went directly to an elevator shaft. Without a word, the men clipped a harness to David’s waist and belayed him down the vertical tunnel. Steel girders lined the corners of the shaft. The metal was twisted and fractured in places, but mostly intact. Below, pieces of the destroyed boxcar were strewn across the floor. 
 
   Morning light shrank as it became more and more distant. It was merely a rectangular glow by the time he lowered into basecamp. His feet met the floor, and a man stepped forward and unclipped the harness. 
 
   Opaque walls separated the corridor from what David guessed was the morgue. Thatcher said the Stenness dead were still down there. He could see the shadowy outline of body bags lining the wall. Marta, Darwin, and many others, would be buried in this tomb. The smell of death permeated the walls.
 
   The hulking silhouette of Hummer appeared down the walkway. The width of the man’s shoulders filled the narrow corridor. As he passed below the blue halogen lights, David could see how apt Thatcher’s descriptions were—the man was an imposing presence in any space. Undeniably, Hummer seemed entirely capable of carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, and without flinching.
 
   The militiaman handed Hummer the seal.
 
   Hummer clenched his jaw. He met David with a toxic stare. 
 
   David’s handcuffs were secured. The man disappeared down the corridor as Hummer led David into the helm. Shrapnel cement and rebar obstructed most of the floor. Broken computers, cracked sound equipment, boxes of explosives—everything was in piles against the splitting walls. The place was ready to crumble. He and Hummer were the last remaining occupants.  
 
   They stopped beside a door a short distance from the living quarters. The door was made of metal composite very different from the rest of basecamp, something from the original structure. The underground mine didn’t look anything like the place he had stayed in during his quarantine. 
 
   Hummer unlocked the door and shoved David inside. 
 
   David landed on his knees. The floor was damp. Muddy cement soaked into his pants. It smelled like earthworms and the bodies he’d passed on the way inside. The door slammed shut and he was left in the dark. 
 
   He felt around the room with his hands. It was nothing more than a large closet. He could reach the ceiling with his fingertips. 
 
   The floor chilled his bones. 
 
   For the first time, the end suddenly felt real. 
 
   Would Hummer leave him here to die?
 
   He closed his eyes. All he could see was the look on Thatcher’s face as the flood swept over her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 82
 
    
 
   Air bubbled from his mouth and nose. He tried to scream but water flooded his throat. There was no up or down. Just water. Murky darkness. He could barely see his hands in front of his face. He flailed his arms, expelling the last amount of air from his lungs. The bubbles percolated upward and broke through the surface. He followed them, gasping and spitting. How long had he been submerged?
 
   He found the surface. The water was free of debris, anything large enough to keep him afloat. Walls of chalky stone towered overhead on every side. The world was silent. Eerily quiet. That horrible sound had ended. Even the chirping frogs and buzzing crickets had stopped. Above, all he could see were millions of stars. The pin holes of light were more than a trillion miles away. The universe was holding its breath, waiting for him to die.  
 
   He swam for the rock wall, his lungs burning. There was a foul taste in his mouth from swallowing too much water—if it could be called water. He felt sludge on his head and realized it was blood. He wiped it away from his eyes and felt the back of his skull. His head was wet and cold. There was no pain. Above his right temple was a gash deep enough to reveal bone. Firing at point blank range, Javan had grazed him. The laceration wasn’t fatal.
 
   But the pit was.
 
   Now death was less of a matter of how and more a matter of when. 
 
   Ian swam to the wall and felt along the surface. There were only a few small divots and cavities, no hanging vines where he could rest his body. His fingers scraped rock. Sand fragmented and crumbled into the water. There was no leverage.  
 
   His next impulse was to scream. But who would hear him so many miles from civilization? 
 
   The ruins would be filled with tourists in the morning. They would find his body floating on the surface of the sacrificial well. 
 
   He kicked his legs to keep adrift. The cold water was stiffening his joints. Soon his muscles would fail.
 
   The flashlight Javan had tossed into the pit floated just out of reach, its light dim. He swam to it and pulled it back with him to the rock. His heart stopped as he held the beam toward the wall. There were gouges from fingernails cut into the sandy surface, perhaps centuries old, some more than a half-inch deep. Flesh must have been torn from bone. He slammed the end of the flashlight into the cliff. Blow after blow, sand just crumbled into the water. He couldn’t make a dent. 
 
   Time passed. Apathetic and unhurried.  
 
   It was a good hour before the flashlight burned out. 
 
   After that, everything went dark. His legs became lethargic, slowing their kick. It was too hard to stay above the surface. His body started to feel illusively warm. These were the first signs of hypothermia. He was fully aware of this. Nonetheless, the counterfeit heat dimmed his thoughts with unusual comfort, almost with acceptance. He closed his eyes. His head dipped under water.
 
   He awoke, hacking and gagging. The water was putrid, acidic and dense. 
 
   Flipping onto his back, he gave another effort to float and conserve energy. If he could hold out until morning, people would come. They would see him.
 
   Pond water ignited the submerged gunshot wound, sending a lightning rod of pain down his spine until he swam upright. 
 
   Ancient legend said that gods had saved some from the pit.
 
   How had the others escaped? The Chosen Ones. There must be some trick. 
 
   There must be some way out.
 
   He forced himself to follow the perimeter of the pit again. The hole was a perfect deathtrap. Certainly, his watery tomb. On his third trip around, his fingers were too numb to feel the walls. He succumbed to the sensation and looked up at the stars.
 
   This was not how he was supposed to die. 
 
   Muscles hardened to rock. Joints stiffened like boards. His body slipped under the surface. Liquid death rushed over him. There was no fear this time. He was numb, and his feet weighted, tied down with sand bags of indifference. He sank and let the Mayans claim him, mind, body, and soul.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 83
 
   MONDAY, 1:00 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Hummer sat alone in the basecamp lab—or what was left of it. He stared at the countdown clock. It registered 4 hours, 0 minutes, 0 seconds, and 0 milliseconds remaining before AVX annihilation.
 
   Javan’s voice sounded over the comlink, cutting through the static. “Abort the operation! I’m returning to Britain. We’ve miscalculated.”
 
   Hummer lifted his arm radio to his mouth. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Ian wasn’t the Firstborn Chosen.”
 
   Hummer looked over at David’s cell door. 
 
   “Brenton has taken me on a goddamn wild goose chase!” He was furious. “David has to be the Firstborn Chosen.”
 
   Javan’s decision to send David to ground zero was a serious mistake. The risk of having the Chosen One, the seal, and the eternal stone so close together was unnerving. Immortality, the power of Conqueror—all of it was a short walk from basecamp.
 
   “Abort the operation and get out of there,” Javan said. “AVX was a precaution, a failsafe. Now I need that grave intact. I need to get David to Chichén Itzá.”
 
   Hummer remained fixated on the door.
 
   “This is an order.”
 
   The few working monitors overhead displayed the targeted graves and a menu of logistics, including the option of a manual abort.
 
   “I sent a helicopter,” Javan said. “They’ll be there any—”
 
   “What about Brynne?”
 
   “Brynne?”
 
   Hummer gritted his teeth. “You promised her safety.”
 
   Static filled the void. Javan was talking to someone else. He came back over the comlink. “I’m sorry, Director, she didn’t make it out of Jordan.”
 
   Hummer closed his eyes. 
 
   “Confirm abort of Operation Silence,” Javan ordered.
 
   The yells of the promised rescue team echoed down the corridor. They were already there.  
 
   Hummer lifted the radio device to his mouth. For a moment, he couldn’t speak.
 
   “Abort confirmed,” he stated. 
 
   He shut off his CB radio and slammed it on the desk. The device broke into pieces.
 
   Two men entered the lab. 
 
   “Director Hummer?” one man asked.
 
   Hummer pulled the gun from his belt and shot them both down in a single sweep of his arm. His fingers hovered over the abort option. He typed the command for manual system lockout. 
 
   There would be no abort. 
 
   The graves, the seal, and the Chosen One would all be destroyed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 84
 
    
 
   There was a stabbing pain in his palm. 
 
   Ian stirred awake. 
 
   He couldn’t remember if he was dead yet.
 
   Through the dark waters, the Hebrew mark scratched into his hand glowed vibrant white. Its sting surpassed the numbness. He flailed his arms and legs in one final struggle to survive. He stopped, confused as to the direction of the surface. 
 
   There was a light, a short distance away. The glow penetrated the haze, extending outward from a hole in the bottom of the pit’s rock wall. It was a passage, a tunnel just wide enough for his body.
 
   Ian’s feet touched the floor as he forced himself in the direction of the light. The scum of the bottom was hideous. Piles of decomposed skeletons—the sacrifices not saved by the gods—protruded from the earth like ghosts above the murky sand. He pulled himself inside the tunnel. The light was more vibrant inside. He followed it. 
 
   Oxygen depleted from his bloodstream, and a shower of sparks was cast over his eyes. He paddled forward until his hands met a boulder. He felt around it, up the rock, higher and higher. He broke through the surface, gasping for air. Blood warmed and circulated through his body, reviving each limb. He lay strewn upon the boulder, wheezing in exhaustion. The mark still glowed on his hand. His sight returned and he realized it was bleeding.  
 
   His surroundings came into view. He was inside a cavern, an underground chamber a dozen or so feet adjacent to the Pit of Sacrifice. Water pooled at the end of the room, where he had entered through the tunnel. It glowed unworldly green. Tree roots and stalactites hung from the looming ceiling. Blood-red water dripped down the dome’s formations. A tiny hole in the far corner of room invited the first ray of morning sunlight inside the chamber. 
 
   Sometime during his harrowing swim, night had ended. 
 
   The beam of light cut directly across the center of the cavern and landed at the tip of a stalagmite protruding out of the water. The stalagmite looked like a finger. The ring would fit perfectly on it. Ian held his breath. 
 
   This was the Holy of Holies.
 
   He reached for the ring, and remembered Javan’s bloody hand tearing it from his neck. He crawled toward the stalagmite altar and stopped. Something cold rested against his hip. He pulled up his shirt.
 
   Javan’s gun was still tucked under his belt.  
 
   He looked down at his hands. They no longer trembled.
 
   In a single moment, everything changed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 85
 
   MONDAY, 2:19 a.m.
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   Dust stirred off the ground. 
 
   Thatcher sputtered and sat up. Her head wobbled with vertigo. Darkness twisted around her. It was impossible to focus. Everything was black. Her clothes were wet and her skin peppered with sand. After a few deep breaths, she moved her head slowly. This time there was no spinning, just scattered images. A gun to her head. Helicopters. Water, lots of water.  
 
   David? She sat up in a panic.
 
   There was stabbing pain. Her head, her leg. She dropped into the dirt and held her skull. 
 
   Where was David?
 
   A faint glow reawakened her focus. She crawled towards it, reaching the stone wall, finding it with her fingertips. It was a spiral of light.  
 
   Maeshowe.
 
   The shock rolled over her, and along with it more images. Asor had kissed her. He had forced her into the sinking sands of Wadi Musa. Bodies of the dead had thrashed around them like some hellish spin cycle of a washing machine. She sank into hell, dragged down by Asor. Water turned to sand. Sand became darkness.  
 
   Brenton was right. The graves were portals. People could pass through them. 
 
   Chills spread across her body. She commanded her legs to crawl toward the passageway leading out of the chamber. Her hands met something hard and round. She pulled the object from the dirt and set it on her lap. It had a switch along one side. She flipped it on.
 
   A sudden stream of light blinded her. 
 
   She recognized the soundsuit helmet.
 
   Inside the cracked face shield were the remains of Bailey’s head. She covered her mouth to stifle a cry. The helmet dropped and rolled away.
 
   A hand reached out of the dark and grabbed her festering leg.  
 
   She screamed, scrambling to break free from the grasp. 
 
   The helmet light flickered out. The chamber plunged back into darkness except for the glow of the eternal stone. She forced herself to stand. Her swollen calf buckled. The wound was riddled with infection. She grabbed at her leg, unable to escape. She looked at it in shock. Her blood was glowing white. It was just like David’s description of Brenton’s palm on the night he identified the corpse. 
 
   Something grabbed her good leg and flipped her onto on her back. She kicked wildly, striking with her wounded leg. Pain exploded through the bone. Scooping fistfuls of dirt, she threw it at her attacker and dragged herself into the passageway.  
 
   A shadow stumbled in the darkness behind her. She tripped over Bailey’s helmet. 
 
   Light from the soundsuit helmet flickered off and on as it spun in circles, illuminating Golke’s corpse. The dead scientist blocked her path.
 
   Thatcher froze against the wall. She held her legs tightly to her chest. 
 
   Bailey’s light flickered out. 
 
   She stared into darkness at a beast with glowing eyes.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 86
 
   MONDAY, 4:28 a.m.
 
   Stenness Basecamp
 
   Orkney Island, Scotland
 
    
 
   David hunched over on the floor of the cell. He curled into a ball. 
 
   It seemed that everyone who mattered died because of him.
 
   He was ready to surrender his soul, if hell existed. But Thatcher wouldn’t have given up. It seemed a dishonor to her memory to quit.
 
   He rolled across the cement and slammed his feet into the door. To his surprise, it wedged open an inch. He gritted his teeth and kicked the door again, this time breaking it open.
 
    
 
    
 
   The helm was empty except for the computers. The AVX countdown flashed on all the monitor screens. 
 
   00:00:31:21.  
 
   Everything would be gone in thirty-one minutes. There had to be a way to override the system. David stopped at a keyboard. The monitor displayed the images from several security cameras around basecamp. The corridor, the elevator shaft, the morgue, personnel quarters. He couldn’t see Hummer anywhere. He hit the escape key, but the screen was locked. 
 
   Hummer’s reflection appeared in the monitor. His gun was pointed at David.  
 
   David dropped as the trigger snapped. 
 
   A bullet exploded through the screen. The glass shattered in a blaze of sparks. Hummer missed his head by a fraction of an inch. The gun clicked empty, and Hummer tossed the spent chamber aside and pulled another from his belt. 
 
   “The AVX discharge in minutes, Dr. Hyden,” he said.  
 
   David slid underneath another broken desk. He wrapped his handcuffs around the protruding rebar and tried to break them apart. The rebar just bent sideways. There was nothing that could free his hands. There was only shattered concrete and broken electronic equipment.
 
   The helm was quiet. 
 
   He’d lost track of Hummer. 
 
   Lowering flat to the floor, he searched for Hummer’s feet. He looked at the countdown clock in agony.  
 
   00:00:30:10. 
 
   What the hell was he going to do?
 
   A broken chunk of cement caught his attention. He tossed it across the room. The debris crashed into a pile of explosives.
 
   Hummer opened fire. Bullets ricocheted off the walls, dangerously close to the ammunition. Shrapnel cut through active electrical cord and caught fire. Flames spread along the rubble toward the equipment racks. Papers on the shelves went up in fury. 
 
   There was a rapid succession of gunfire, a round of explosions that made David’s ears ring. Hummer was a few feet away behind a burning storage rack. David kept his body low to the ground. The smoke was toxic. Diving under another desk, he slid to the rear of the rack and quietly scooted around the corner. The fire got bigger, smokier. It was hard to breathe, even harder not to cough.   
 
   Hummer stopped shooting and searched the room, rubbing his eyes with his sleeves. He yelled over the fire. “Do you know what it feels like when AVX explode?” 
 
   The man was drunk. His words were slurred and his movements slow. That was probably the only reason David was still alive.
 
   “First is the thermobaric explosion,” Hummer yelled. “It happens above your head, midair. It’ll split you in two, turn your insides bloody out, invert and implode what’s left of your conscious brain.”
 
   David crawled along the back edge of the storage rack behind Hummer.
 
   “And then comes the nanofuel, energetic particles, a nightmare plume from a secondary burster, so whatever didn’t catch fire in the initial explosion lights up what’s left of you like a roman candle. And the vacuum, if you’re unfortunate enough to still be alive for—”
 
   Throwing his entire weight into the rack, David forced the heavy cabinet over. Metal cracked as the huge rack snapped against Hummer’s back. Equipment spilled across the floor, breaking into pieces, bursting with glass shards as everything slammed into the ground. 
 
   The gun toppled out of Hummer’s hand. 
 
   It slid beneath another rack, inches from his reach. 
 
   David dove for the gun. 
 
   A chair broke across his back. His spine flattened and his face bounced off the ground.
 
   Hummer was lightning quick. He lifted David off the floor and tossed him effortlessly into the wall.  
 
   Ribs met rock. Upon impact, David’s lungs felt paralyzed. Air vacated his chest. His diaphragm was in intense spasm, a terrible pressure on the solar plexus. The wind was knocked out of him—a condition that would clear in a moment or two, but by then Hummer would have the gun and David would be dead. David toppled to the floor, clumsily wiping blood from his mouth and struggling to his feet. His legs were rubber, his handcuffed arms worthless. Pain exploded in his knee from the Stenness injury. 
 
   Hummer attacked, pummeling his ribs.  
 
   David reeled sideways, and Hummer missed, connecting with the cement wall. 
 
   There was a solid crack of shattering bone. Hummer’s wrist hung unnaturally to the left. His hand was broken.  
 
   This evened the odds.
 
   Swinging wildly at Hummer’s face with both arms, David knocked the man into the wall. He hit Hummer again, a blow to the ribs then the kidneys. 
 
   Hummer caught David’s arm, twisted backwards, and snapped David’s wrist out of joint.
 
   To hell with the odds.
 
   David cringed. He threw an elbow into Hummer’s face. The blow sent the man reeling. David stepped away, looking for the gun, cradling his dislocated wrist. His chest heaved. Oxygen was illusive. There was no catchable breath. His lungs had to start working or he would pass out. It seemed as if he had forgotten how to inhale. The organs inside his chest were throbbing. There was no way he could survive with his wrists cuffed together. 
 
   Growling, Hummer came at him again. The brute force of his weight slammed David into the wall again. Whatever remained of David’s lungs collapsed into his ribcage. Hummer held David by the throat and picked him up off the ground. 
 
   Strangled against the wall, David felt his brain burning. He could taste the smoke from the fire raging around them. Sparks fizzled across his vision, blurred the room. Bursts of black popcorn erased portions of the scene, starting in the periphery and working inwards, luring him into unconsciousness. This was suffocation, a crushed trachea from a vice-like grip. There would be no thermobaric death. His legs and then his arms went limp. In one final effort, he smashed his forehead against Hummer’s skull. 
 
   They collapsed. Hummer tumbled backwards over the desk.
 
   The seal toppled out of Hummer’s pocket and landed beside David.
 
   There were no thoughts. Only action. 
 
   Both men dove for the seal, oblivious to the flames. David snatched it up. Hummer grabbed his leg, reeled him in like a flopping fish. He gripped David’s throat again, pinning him against the floor. 
 
   Something caught David’s attention. Less than five feet away, fire illuminated a sharp piece of rebar protruding from cement. He threw his fists into Hummer’s face. There was a scream on impact—his own, following the excruciating crack of his displaced wrist. 
 
   Somehow, the blow dislodged Hummer’s superhuman grip. They began to spin, rolling across the floor, grappling, clawing, and then suddenly stopping as rebar stabbed through Hummer’s back. His grip loosened around David’s throat.
 
   David slunk backwards, gasping for breath. He held fast to the seal.  
 
   “Please…” Rebar pinned Hummer’s body to the wall.  
 
   Fire reached the pile of explosives at the end of the room.
 
   There wasn’t much time.
 
   Hummer grabbed David by the shirt. “Don’t do it.”   
 
   Smoke choked the room. David’s mind spun with vertigo and dizziness. He squinted at the countdown clock. 
 
   00:17:07:13.  
 
   The night at the church in Boghole Farm. Thatcher was clear. “Postpone the end of the world… Save as many as we can.” 
 
   He had to believe delivering the seal to Maeshowe meant something.
 
   David searched Hummer’s pocket for the handcuff keys.
 
   Hummer’s face was pale, his eyes like glass. “Brynne…” he whispered.
 
   David found the key and carefully opened the lock. His right wrist was bulging and swollen. He tossed away the handcuffs and tucked the seal into his pocket.
 
   He had to try.
 
   As the explosives caught fire, he sprinted down the corridor. 
 
   Ropes dangled into basecamp from the top of the elevator shaft. He grabbed the line and tried to climb. With a groan he dropped to the ground. It was impossible. His dislocated wrist hung from its socket. Cringing, he popped the bone back into place. He tore a strip from the bottom of his shirt and tied it around the joint. Taking hold of the rope, he pulled himself upward. His legs walked up the vertical rails. His only focus was the dimming light topside.
 
   The tunnel shook as explosives detonated in the helm. 
 
   He lost his footing and swung wildly across the shaft. 
 
   Another explosion rocked the earth. A wave of fire consumed the corridor. Heat surged up the shaft. The elevator channel was a chimney for the inferno below. An even hotter wave radiated up the shaft, singeing his eyebrows. 
 
   Stenness was ten feet away, barely visible through the smoke. 
 
   He climbed the wall as flames spiraled below. 
 
   Sparks crawled up the edges of the shaft. They stretched after him, snapping at his legs. 
 
   A tremendous boom rocked basecamp as the largest alcove of ammunition caught fire. 
 
   David reached for the ledge. 
 
   The pressure tossed him out of the bunker. A fireball snarled up the shaft and the neon blaze burst from the ground. The last AVX ignition fuels ruptured 40 feet below.
 
   David stumbled toward Maeshowe, holding the seal in his good hand.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 87
 
   MONDAY, 4:55 a.m.
 
   Stenness, Scotland
 
    
 
   A bewildered pilot yelled from a helicopter at the edge of the village. The chopper sat idle, still waiting for Hummer. David ignored him, sprinting around dead sheep toward Maeshowe. He glanced at his watch.  
 
   Less than five minutes.  
 
   Ducking under the arch doorway, he slid sideways down the tunnel and squeezed through the narrow passage into the chamber. Across the room, the eternal stone had a faint glow. Most of the ruin was lost in darkness. Cold sweat trickled down his face. A chill moved up his spine.  
 
   What was he supposed to do? Just put the seal in the hole?
 
   His foot caught on something heavy and he stumbled to the floor. 
 
   There was something in his pocket. The guards had never taken it away. Pulling one of the emergency glow sticks from his pant pocket, he cracked the wand over his leg. The vial chemicals intermixed and glowed bright yellow. He lifted the wand over what had tripped him and retracted in horror.  
 
   A corpse stared back at him, wide-eyed, gory. It was one of Thatcher’s men, whose indented forehead and cheeks peeled away revealing a mess of imploded brain. 
 
   David retched.
 
   “It disgusts you?”
 
   He looked up to see glowing eyes between him and the eternal stone.  
 
   “I thought you enjoyed studying the dead.” Asor stepped into the light of the glow stick. His tattered jumpsuit revealed portions of his emaciated, twine-wrapped body underneath.  
 
   David’s heart stopped. 
 
   Thatcher stood beside Asor, bound and gagged with the same prickly cord.  
 
   Asor pulled her closer. “Your father called these ruins passage graves, portal tombs for those who believe.”
 
   Thatcher’s face was pale, her eyes dazed. Blood dripped from her fingers as she struggled against the twine. Asor noticed their connection. He stroked her neck. “She has more potential than I realized.”
 
   A large explosion sounded in the distance as an AVX discharge detonated hundreds of miles away. One of Maeshowe’s sister graves was wiped from the earth. The ground shook. Dust and rock fell from the walls.
 
   David lifted the seal towards Asor.  
 
   The old man straightened his back. His chest heaved. He clicked his tongue. “You thought you were so different from Brenton, but in the end, lacking faith will have killed you both.”
 
   Thatcher blinked down at the ground. Her gun was in the dirt, hidden behind the corpse.  
 
   The ground shuddered with another AVX eruption. This one was much closer. As Maeshowe’s walls crumbled, David dove across the floor. He grabbed the hilt of the gun and pulled the trigger. 
 
   Five slugs ruptured Asor’s chest. The force of the bullets threw him into the eternal stone, but he clung to Thatcher, carrying her back with him. He looked at David with a smile. One of his teeth had broken from the impact. 
 
   Dust swirled off the dirt floor. The room came alive.  
 
   “Give me the seal!” Asor shouted over the noise. 
 
   Thatcher cringed, trying to press one ear into her shoulder. 
 
   David grabbed his ears. The sound reverberated inside his head, like his conscious mind had betrayed him by conjuring clangorous thoughts. His teeth chattered. Vibrations cascaded along the sinew of his tissues, a reverberation that liquefied his marrow. His muscles felt as if they could drop off his bones like overcooked meat. The cacophony was bizarre. Shrieking ghosts—their cries warped and distorted—soared around the room, winding in his ears and pulsing inside his throbbing brain. Their message was clear: Come mightily, come with horror, my Horsemen!
 
   Asor threw Thatcher to the ground. He pulled at the twine at his wrist. His chant mixed with the Maeshowe’s crescendo.
 
   Thatcher’s eyes widened with terror. 
 
   “It’s not real!” David yelled. “Brynne, it isn’t real!”
 
   She tore at her throat, desperate to remove an invisible hand.  
 
   David lunged at Asor, knocking the old man off his feet. Thatcher dropped and writhed on the floor. She couldn’t breathe. 
 
   A third tremor rocked the passage grave, splitting the western wall. Isbister was gone.
 
   Asor snapped under David’s weight. He could feel the old man scramble madly beneath him, lashing out with razor-sharp fingernails and teeth, biting and scratching, everywhere at once. David flipped Asor onto his back, but dropped the seal into the dirt.
 
   The old man twisted unnaturally. With a harrowing crack, he broke the vertebra along his spine to reach for the seal. 
 
   Close to the eternal stone, the diamond seal began to glow. 
 
   Subsonic noise intensified resonating throughout the chamber. Asor dug his fingers into David’s cheek, clawing his way to David’s eyes. He wiggled free, dragging his broken body across the floor with his arms. He held up the seal. The black of his pupils caught fire. 
 
   David reached for Asor’s feet, but the old man was out of reach.  
 
   Asor pulled his body to the eternal stone. He inserted the key inside the lock.  
 
   The voices muted. The world was silent.  
 
   David reached for Thatcher’s hand. She was unconscious at the center of the grave. His watch alarm beeped the end of Maeshowe’s countdown.
 
   00:00:00:00  
 
   David pulled Thatcher to him. 
 
   In a deafening burst, the AVX exploded. 
 
   Fluid fire engulfed them, lifting them toward heaven. To his surprise, there was no pain, only warmth and blinding light and Thatcher in his arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 88
 
   MONDAY, 5:02 a.m.
 
   Wiltshire, England
 
    
 
   Rain pelted Thatcher’s face. A moment earlier, she had been soaring through the clouds. In her dreams, she was high above the earth. Everything was peaceful. 
 
   She lifted her head from a puddle. The prickly twine was stuck to her body. David lay on the ground beside her. Surrounding them, dawn illuminated a tall circle of rectangular boulders. The giant sarsen stones, bearded with gray moss, were stacked in arches or standing solitary. 
 
   “Stonehenge,” she whispered, carefully sitting up.  
 
   David moaned. His wrist was broken. She lifted his head into her lap. 
 
   The warmth of her dream slowly evaporated from her body. The morning chill took over. She shivered and brushed the mud off of David’s face. 
 
   Somehow, they had survived.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 89
 
   TUESDAY, 9:49 p.m.
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   Javan twisted the Mayan ring through his bandaged fingers. His face was knotted with anxiety, his jaw tightly clenched. The graves had been destroyed, the voices silenced. The first seal was lost, its final resting place unknown. Perhaps, like Maeshowe, it had been obliterated. His office was a disaster. It had been vandalized by intruders, most likely someone who rallied for his position as the leader of Abaddon. His authority over the largest remaining splinter group had come to a disappointing end. No one could be trusted. Now that the first seal was gone, only three could claim the post of Horseman and be saved from the Apocalypse.
 
   He set the Mayan the ring on his desk and looked through the papers stacked before him. A manila envelope near the bottom of the pile caught his attention.
 
    
 
   CONFIDENTIAL:  HIGH PRIORITY - OPEN UPON RECIEPT
 
    
 
   The British Ministry of Defense had sent the letter days ago. He opened the envelope and removed a packet of medical results.
 
   There was a knock at his door.
 
   “What is it?” He looked up from the report. His face paled. He jumped back in his chair, away from the desk.
 
   A gun fired from the doorway.  
 
   Blood spilled from Javan’s chest. He fought to lift his head. 
 
   The pistol was placed against Javan’s forehead. 
 
   “Please, I’ll tell you who killed your father!” Javan begged. “Ian, wait—it was you!”
 
   Ian pulled the trigger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 90
 
   WEDNESDAY, 3:04 p.m.
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   Grave markers spanned the rolling hills of Westminster’s Royal Army Cemetery. Around the line of tombstones were a dozen mourners, at the edge of the funeral party stood Thatcher. 
 
   “God will call thee by thy name, William Marshall Lang,” the officiating priest said. “And when the trumpet shall sound at long last, awakening the dead, God shall beckon thee to wake saying, ‘Arise my beloved, my beautiful one, and come.’”
 
   Four uniformed policemen draped a British flag over Lang’s coffin. 
 
   Gunfire blasted in salute. 
 
   One by one, the crowd placed flowers over the casket and dispersed.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ian sat in the driver’s seat of a car. He watched the memorial service through tinted windows. His mother’s Mayan ring fit snugly around his thumb. 
 
   The manila envelope from Javan’s desk sat open in his lap. The contents were interesting to say the least.
 
    
 
   CONFIDENTIAL: HIGH PRIORITY - OPEN UPON RECIEPT
 
    
 
   He skimmed through the analysis of DNA data.
 
    
 
   TEST SUBJECT:  WILLIAM DAVID HYDEN
 
   IN COMPARISON TO:  BRENTON GERALD HYDEN
 
    
 
   He stopped at the bottom of the page.
 
    
 
   CONCLUSION:
 
   SUBJECT is of no relation to Brenton Gerald Hyden
 
    
 
   Ian tossed the letter onto the passenger seat. He shifted into drive and left the cemetery. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Dressed entirely in white, the old man hobbled through the grave yard. Many things had changed, but his disfigurement stayed the same. It was a disappointment. He hid the malformation beneath an oversized suit coat. A white top hat was pulled low over his eyes, its brim shielded his face from the sun. He shuffled forward, dragging behind him an ivory cane. 
 
   As Ian drove by, the old man looked up with a smile. His eyes were pearl oblivion. Entirely colorless, they lacked both a pupil and an iris. Regardless, his vision was perfect. Power pulsed through his body. Energy vibrated from his pores. It was a subsonic hum, unrecognizable to the human ear. It merely disturbed the natural balance of things, unsettled nature around him. Strangers became dizzy, animals panicked.  
 
   He turned in Ian’s direction. Soon, they would collaborate. The priest desperately needed direction. Few were aware of the approaching Apocalypse, and only the White Horseman understood the grand orchestration that was prepared for his Chosen. 
 
   Three more were already selected. Asor had no doubt they would ascribe to his will.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 91
 
   WEDNESDAY, 5:26 p.m.
 
   Box Cemetery in Swindon
 
   Wiltshire, England
 
    
 
   Thatcher walked along another line of gravestones. Moss-ridden, cracked, and buried under overgrowth, these markers were far more antiquated than those at the Royal Army Cemetery.  Sunlight danced through the trees, illuminating portions of the soggy grounds. She stepped over the mud, careful not to slip. Passing under the thick boughs of a willow tree, she entered a familiar area encircled by eroded cherubim statues. 
 
   “Thought I might find you here,” she said. 
 
   David looked up from a freshly dug grave. 
 
   “I report for work Monday, but it looks like my job has already been done.” She handed him a copy of the London Globe. The headline read: 
 
    
 
   Hundreds of Thousands Return Home After Ebola Scare Ends
 
    
 
   He looked up at her. “So you decided to go back to work?”
 
   She shrugged. “What about you?”
 
   “Can I slip back into the mundane as if none of this ever happened?”
 
   Thatcher met his eyes.
 
   David frowned. “I can’t think of anything I’d like more.”
 
   “What would you study now that Maeshowe is gone?”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow to consider the alternatives. “Frogs, I think.” 
 
   “I heard Cambridge has an impressive biology department.”
 
   “I heard that, too.” 
 
   The footstep-sounding wind blew through the trees.  
 
   “Lang’s ceremony was respectful,” she said, pulling a strand of hair behind one ear. “A little long-winded, but you would’ve appreciated it.”
 
   “He was a good man,” David said. He looked down at Brenton’s headstone and read the engraving. “‘Arise my beloved, my beautiful one, and come.’ What do you think that means?”
 
   Thatcher stood beside him and studied the marker. “I don’t know. Perhaps that the dead aren’t truly lost to us. Maybe, it’s only a matter of time before they’ll be with us again.” She looked around at the other graves. For some reason, the place no longer felt diabolic. Instead, it held nostalgia, a strange type of serenity. This was somewhere she wouldn’t mind being buried. She looked at David. There was something different about him. The sadness he hid away had found its way to the surface.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” she whispered.
 
   He lowered his head introspectively. “I’m not the only one who has lost someone.”  
 
   Thatcher took in a deep breath. David knew how to quiet her. 
 
   “Marek was a good man,” she said.
 
   “And your uncle, too,” David said. “I think Hummer wanted to rectify his mistakes, especially when it came to you.”
 
   They stood in silence for a moment, listening to the wind.
 
   “‘Everything has an end, even death…’” Thatcher recalled the words of Mrs. Ehrman. “I think I finally understand what her husband meant. Those aren’t words of despair, but of hope.”
 
   “How so?” David buried his hands in his pockets.
 
   “If the Apocalypse is the end of all we know—we can fear it, fight it, run from it, or we can accept it as something good.”
 
   “‘The death of death into an eternal Spring?’” he asked.
 
   Thatcher turned to him in surprise. “You do know your scriptures.”  
 
   “Tell anybody, and I’ll give you hell.”
 
   Thatcher snorted and shook her head. “What is the end of times but a transformation from death to life? There’ll be earthquakes and plagues, but our beloved dead will rise and return to us.”
 
   “So how do we survive to see those things?” 
 
   “Maybe we aren’t meant to…” She paused, uncertain. “But I think we should try. What if we have a role in how things end? What if our ancestors need us?” 
 
   “How would we help them?”
 
   She paused a moment. The conclusion was difficult. It was one thing to say it, and quite another to mean it. “We could start by forgiving the ghosts that haunt us.”
 
   David nodded. “Redeem the past to save the future?”
 
   What lay ahead suddenly felt overwhelming. 
 
   A scripture came to her mind. She took his hand. “‘The dead shall save the living and the living shall save the dead.’”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
   WEDNESDAY, 1:44 p.m.
 
   Cayo District, Belize
 
    
 
   Deep in the jungles of Belize, the Mopan River snaked through acres of wild forest. Branches of leafy canopy drooped over the river. Catamarans crowded every dock along the sandy banks. Natives formed lines like work ants that spanned from the boats up to the Xunantunich ruins. They carried equipment into the hills. Archeologists, geologists, task men, laborers, everyone was working to unveil the lost city. The excavation was tremendous, both in size and in cost. Some were willing to pay any price to uncover the secrets buried in the earth.  
 
   “Ven aca! Ven aca!” The voices of the workers echoed out from a cave inside the mountain.  
 
   One of the task men ran into the tunnel. The chamber air was comfortably chilly compared to the outside heat.  
 
   “Trae la luz!” the worker called. 
 
   The path twisted into the mountain, a network of passages to a myriad of rooms. The task man flipped on the overhead beam of his construction helmet. Rock carvings reflected in the light on passage walls, stone faces with wide-eyed expressions, wild and frightening. The visages guarded the path as it forked into two partially excavated rooms.   
 
   “Ven aca!”
 
   The task man followed the yells into the smaller of the two chambers. His worker held a small flashlight over the area where he was digging. A stone box was partially buried within the dirt.  
 
   The task man knelt beside it. He dug around the edges. “Abrelo!” 
 
   The worker joined him with a shovel.  
 
   He tucked the metal end under the lid and threw his weight over the handle, forcing the box to unseal. A rush of air escaped, the exhalation of dust. They pushed the lid aside.
 
   “Dios mio.” The worker made the sign of the cross.
 
   An oblong clay pot rested in the corner of the box. A dusty seal clamped the casing together at the middle. The task man brushed dirt off the seal. It was entirely rubies, with a string of darker gems forming a crimson spiral that wound toward the center of the seal.  
 
   “Tomalo—seremos ricos.” He reached into the box, pulled the seal off its container, and held it into the light. “Tiene que valer mucho dinero.” 
 
   His lips curled with a greedy smile.
 
   The seal began to glow.
 
   The task man’s hands began to tremble. They would not open. He couldn’t let go of the seal. Every tendon and muscle twitched, and then froze in place. He collapsed in seizure. An excruciating, squeezing pain wrung his body like an invisible olive press. His sinew liquefied. Blood began to trickle out of his pores. Beginning at his fingertips, up his arm, across his chest, and then along his neck and face, blood seeped from every vesicle.
 
   The seal dropped from his hand. It rolled through the dirt and stopped beside the worker’s feet.  The worker dropped his flashlight and ran out of the room. 
 
   “Demonios! Espiritus!”
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