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Аннотация
While on assignment in England, investigative journalist Sam Cleave helps to avoid a woman being stoned to death in a Muslim residential area, leading to the killing of the men who stoned her. Rescuing the woman, he had no idea what kind of world he had just invaded. Thinking nothing of it, Sam returns to Scotland.
Only when the bodies of the men are taken to the local morgue, do the medical examiners realize that the corpses are part of a sect that all share the same sigil tattooed on them. Out of curiosity, they elicit the services of historian Dr. Nina Gould. What Nina discovers about the bodies is mysterious and ancient, but as she calls her local Catholic priest, Father Harper, she is kidnapped by a violent gang of criminals affiliated with the dead men.
While billionaire playboy, David Purdue, attends the Bilderberg Conference, he is approached by a beautiful woman who hires him to help her locate an ancient heirloom, a crown once hidden on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.
Sam soon gets a message from the men who have Nina, and by some coincidental chain of events, realizes that Nina’s inadvertent investigation at the morgue had plummeted her headlong into the underworld of legend. Nina’s kidnappers are looking for the very thing Purdue is trying to locate for the mysterious beauty by his side.
When Sam finally gets Purdue to help him find Nina, along with Father Harper, they uncover the horrific truths hidden in the myths of the Templar Knights and their idol, Baphomet, a demonic goat-headed statue.
Will they retrieve the lost Crown of the Knights Templar before Nina is executed by her captors? Or are they part of some sinister snare by the Order of the Black Sun, set to eliminate Purdue and his friends from the stage… permanently?


Preston W. Child, Tasha Danzig
The Lost Crown of the Knights Templar


1
Bad Things Happen When Good Men Do Nothing

One by one, the men cast rocks, broken bricks, and even pieces of concrete at Toshana. All she could do was cower away from their inescapable ruck, while praying out loud for salvation from under her burka. Her back was bleeding. She could feel the warm wetness seep from where the pain came, slowly painting the inside of her black garment and making it stick to her skin. She hid her face under cover of her forearms, but she knew it would not save her.
Another large brick struck the side of her skull and her ears hissed under the sound of her screams. All she could hear outside of herself were the hateful cries and vulgar accusations hurled at her like the very stones she was being lapidated with.
“Zina! Zina!” they shouted in between their spitting and condemnation. They called her a fornicator, whore… filthy bitch, at least when she was able to hear above the barbaric grunts among them. Toshana clutched her head, opening up her ribcage to the boots of those who stood to her right. Trampling the woman, a hail of boots came down on her back and scuffed down her sides, cracking a few ribs. Her weeping profited her nothing, yet it was all she could do.
Around the group of attackers, only a few passers-by glared in terror, not daring to film it on their cell phones. Even with the atrocity unfurling before them, they were reluctant to help the dying woman for fear of persecution or even arrest.
“My God, this can’t be happening!” one man said to another as they hastened to their vehicles parked under a nearby freeway. “For fuck’s sake, this is London, not Babylon!”
“Ignore it. Just now we’re the ones under the stones, Gerold,” his colleague warned. “Let them sort out their own shit. Do you want them to torch our cars like they did to those French tourists last week? I don’t think so.”
“But we have to do something,” the man insisted, being tugged hard by his colleague to move on swiftly. “Are we just going to watch a woman being murdered?”
“Jesus Christ, Gerold! What do you want to do? Do you have a gun? Do you have backup? There are easily twenty of those animals over there. They’ll kill you!” his colleague growled, shoving him forward as the pack of refugees rained down rocks on the defenseless female on the concrete. The blood from her burka was smearing the cement around her as she tried to move out under their onslaught, but it only excited their odium.
The two men raced for their cars as the evening sky darkened over the decrepit buildings outside the Barking business center, still hearing the clatter of stone on concrete among the furious cries. Putting the chaos behind them, they pulled away and didn’t as much as glance in their rear view mirrors where the woman was now lying motionless in the deserted street.
As Gerold turned onto the freeway, he could not help but feel horribly guilty for his inaction. Without thinking it through, he turned his SUV around and headed back to the scene of the terrible execution. He was feeling an unfamiliar fire rapidly fueling his racing heart.
“You are insane,” he told himself as the group of men came back into view at a small distance away. “What are you going to do? Think, think!”
Just run them over, his inner voice suggested nonchalantly. Just put down your foot and flatten them all. Come on. Run them all down and carry on driving. They’ll never catch you and you will have done something — something — to equalize the wrong that the goddamn governments allow while countless people perish at the hands of evil bastards like these.’
While Gerold and his Ford Expedition idled a block away, contemplating his morals in the funhouse mirror of impotent laws that served everything but justice, a figure appeared from between two tenement buildings. He perked up to see what was about to happen, catching sight of a powerfully built man charging out into the street about half a block from the black heap of a victim the pack had left bleeding. His hands held two grenades that he promptly flung at the celebrating assemblage of killers as they walked away from the woman’s broken body.
One was a stun grenade, detonating with a thunderous bang that punched Gerold in the ribs even at this distance. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed as the group of men grabbed their ears and fell about, disorientated and blinded by the potent flash. The man slipped on a gas mask just before releasing the second hell upon the already scampering group. Gerold revved his car in excitement and the lone man with the mask hastened through them to get to the woman.
Effortlessly he lifted her limp body in his arms and made for the alleyway. But another group of refugees responded to the unholy clap they mistook for a bomb. They came from the direction in which the masked man was trying to escape, trapping him in the street where he had just rescued the woman.
Now, Ger, now is your chance to make a difference! the voice urged.
“What if I fail? If I get arrested… my family… my wife will…,” he stammered, swallowing hard at the dryness in his throat. You always see this shit on the news and shake your head, remember? the voice persisted. You shake your head and remark about the lack of testicular fortitude men suffer these days to take back their country, civility, and justice, Ger. Now, prove it. Prove that not all men have gone soft, lapdogs of an ass-backwards system, the bitches of political correctness! Is what happened here right or wrong?’
“Wrong,” he said aloud.
Right then, bollocks to the rest. Do what is right, for once! it commanded. Remember, bad things happen because good men do nothing. But it was what Gerold saw next that slammed his foot down. The other group of men had assembled around the masked stranger and were moving in on him.
Aimlessly, he turned to find a way out with the black shape of the woman still in his arms, but they had him surrounded. Suddenly a speeding SUV came from nowhere, roaring as it came speeding at the congregation. Without warning or relent the huge V8 charged through them, sending most hurtling through the air before they fell on the hard concrete like puppets released by the hand of their master.
While some had recovered and stumbled toward the vehicle, Gerold opened his passenger door to the masked man. “Get in! For Christ’s sake, get in the car! Hurry!”
The man threw the woman’s body onto the back seat as gently as he could before propelling himself into the car and slamming the door just in time as force-flung rocks started pelting the back windshield.
“Christ, mate! You saved my life just then!” the masked man panted heavily, tearing off the heavy rubber mask and discarding it on the floor. “Thank you.”
Gerold smiled, although he was pretty certain he had just soiled himself. “You’re welcome. Couldn’t let that escalate while there was help at hand, you know.”
“Aye,” the exhausted stranger said. “The very sentiment I shared at witnessing this mobbing. She needs to get to an ER or she’s not going to make it.”
Gerold gasped, “She’s still alive?”
“Aye. Breathing, but just,” the response came.
The battered SUV turned into the King George Hospital emergency area, where the stranger jumped out to summon help from the staff. Promptly, emergency personnel rushed out to collect the battered woman, virtually dead.
“Will you please fill out some details for us?” the nurse asked.
“Oh, we don’t know this woman,” Gerold asserted. “We just… found her like this and brought her in.”
“I understand, sir, but we just need one of you to give us some particulars so that we can treat her, you know, the site and circumstances of her assault and so on?” the nursing sister persisted. The two men reluctantly exchanged glances, then Gerold’s passenger laid a hand on his shoulder.
“You go on. I’ll take care of the paperwork,” he winked. Gerold was beyond relieved, shaking the stranger’s hand. “Thanks a mill, mate,” he said. “The coppers… my wife… must never know what happened tonight or I’ll be up shit creek, hey.”
“I figured as much. Look, here is my card. Please call me within the week. I would like to interview you, anonymously of course, for a story I’m covering regarding the recent uprising in the area,” the stranger told Gerold. “And again, thank you.”
As the rugged man walked into the emergency reception area Gerold looked down at the card and read, “Sam Cleave.” The name rang a bell far off in Gerold’s head, but he was more of a sports man than a news man, so he shrugged it off as some reporter who could seal his fate if he did not grant the requested interview.

2
For the Love of God

Oban, Scotland
Father Harper sipped a dry sherry from the vigil of his office at St. Columbanus Church. Staring from the stained glass window, he regarded the melting sun, barely coloring the ocean that consumed it. His arm was in a sling, but apart from that small injury, he was healthy and strong. It had been several weeks since an intruder from his past had attempted to kill him under command of a sinister individual by the name of Joseph Karsten, a man that since had allegedly gone missing.
In his absence, Karsten had been relieved of duty as the head of British Intelligence, pending an investigation into claims that he had been abusing his position to put in place a global catastrophe that would have enabled his organization to plummet the world into ungovernable chaos. Father Harper had become a target only after he’d been involved in a rescue mission saving Karsten’s nemesis, David Purdue, from Karsten’s order.
With a troubled sigh he lapped up the sweet burn of the sherry, his stern eyes looking over the coastal town of Oban. He felt liable. He felt responsible for the people here, more than ever since he had been privy to the darker world some of its citizens frequented. Father Harper felt needed, a keeper of the people of Oban.
“I like that,” he muttered to himself as his gaze caressed the beauty of the ocean on the other side of town. “The Keeper of Oban.” Father Harper smiled at the moniker, pleased with the image it instilled. “Now only to get it to catch on,” he said with a smile.
It was a Friday evening and a fresh sea breeze was dressing everything in cool serenity. The priest watched in silence as people went about their plans, excited to meet up and kick back after the week’s work. Distant were the memories of his own stint as a regular Joe twenty odd years ago, when he still considered the mundane things important. Long before he’d discovered that the world was layered like skin, getting stickier and more raw the deeper it went, he’d been just like the blissfully unaware people of Oban he was watching.
All Father Harper hoped for them was that they would never delve into the darker recesses of existence, because down there things became complicated. Down there, the networks of sinew, nerve, tissue and vein were a twisted mass of highways that lead to a myriad of destinations. He sighed and adjusted his collar, checking the time on the mantle clock. With a start he realized that he’d been standing at the window for almost an hour.
“Dr. Beach!” he gasped. “I can’t be late.”
The tall priest locked his office and went to his small home in the back yard of the church grounds to change into plain clothes. On his way out, he encountered Mr. Hayes, the verger-come-sexton-come-general keeper of St. Columbanus. The frail old man smiled and lifted his open hand in greeting.
“Father,” he acknowledged the priest. “Where are you running to as if the devil were chasing you?” Choice words.
“Mr. Hayes, how are you this evening?” Father Harper inquired cordially, trying not to show his haste for fear of coming across as impolite. “Just off to lay a fresh wreath on the Beach’s tombstones before dark. Did you get the package?”
“No, no, still has not arrived, Father,” the old man sighed, running his hand through his thick head of grey hair. His oversized blazer made him look like a pauper, and a hungry one at that. There was no substantial flesh on his bones anymore, which did not look strange, given he was only five feet tall.
“I’m sure it’s just held up somewhere, Mr. Hayes,” Father Harper reassured him with a hand on his shoulder. “Children are sometimes tardy with such things. They have such hectic lives these days.”
“Even the thirty-five-year-olds?” Mr. Hayes asked wearily.
Father Harper chuckled, “Even the thirty-five-year-olds, aye. Don’t fret about it. It should get here before your birthday. Just have faith.”
“Oh, yes. Faith,” Mr. Hayes muttered as he nodded gratefully for the empty reassurance given about his son’s promise to send him a birthday parcel from Perth. He smiled as he made his way up the back steps into the church vestry. “Have a good evening, Father.”
“You too, Mr. Hayes. Don’t lock up too late,” Father Harper said as he skipped onto the smooth green lawn towards his home. Under his breath he added, “And stay out of my sherry.”
On his way across the grass, he couldn’t help but cast a rapid glance at the daffodil patch in the garden under the wych elm trees to the right of his cottage. Most of his parishioners praised his newfound affinity for gardening, but a few of the older male congregates reminded him that his heterosexuality would be challenged by this new-found flower planting hobby.
This had Father Harper in stitches for so many reasons. His sexual orientation was hardly pertinent in his vocation, but even if it were, his appearance was certainly masculine enough for the whole notion to be put out as humor. The moist soil yielded beautiful foliage, especially with the rich nutrients often associated with decomposing matter. But that was not a matter to be dwelling on right now, and the priest entered his cottage to shower and change clothes.
While under the soothing hot water trickling from the showerhead, he closed his eyes and tried not to be too concerned about his recent bed of flowers and what was never to be discovered beneath. Father Harper was no stranger to the ways of the world. His religious duties had never blinded him to the cruel reality of society and the underworld that waited like a trapdoor spider to jolt up and snatch the unsuspecting and the naïve. And with being perfectly aware that the majority of creatures on this earth were predatory in nature, his oath to God never strayed to obligatory falsehoods to preserve the dogma.
Father Harper did what he had to do to save lives, to maintain order, to prevent malice to innocent people, and he did not once second-guess his methods. It was his duty as keeper of the flock to destroy all threats to his people, regardless of the techniques he needed to employ to conserve their peaceful oblivion.
When Joseph Karsten sent his assassin to kill the Beaches, he made the mistake of thinking he could get rid of the priest shortly after dispatching the late Dr. Beach and his lovely wife. It was one thing to shock Oban with the deaths of its prominent couple, but it was quite another thing to leave their children orphans. In his recollection, Father Harper figured that the latter was the primary motive he had for wasting the killer when he showed up in the church office to do the same to the priest.
Murder was sometimes a necessary evil perpetrated by good men for the sake of justice. If anyone ever confronted Father Harper about the hypocrisy in his acts, he would surely remind them that history was filled with such paradoxes. Did the church not kill countless people under the pretense of witchcraft or heresy or for not converting? If genocide could be justified in the name of God, why could a man of the cloth not commit murder to save the lives of his brothers and sisters?
“You know that is a twisted argument, don’t you?” he mumbled in the rush of the water, chastising himself for the admittance of his deeds and the clandestine motives of the religion he served. He opened his eyes and almost jumped at his own reflection in the hazy mirror. Looking back at him was not the man all the people here knew. That chaste, kind, patient man was absent in the face of the real Harper. Features of hardship and scars of experience reminded him of where he had come from, and why he had become a priest so many years ago. Father Harper was not fussy about the church he served, as long as he could serve his god. That need was what took him to Ireland, where he completed seminary and served as deacon until he was sent to Scotland to preside over St. Columbanus in Oban.
He had travelled a long and perilous road on broken glass, barefoot for his god and grateful for the privilege. How could he not find solace in the excuses offered for his occasional lawless deeds in the name of Good?
From the wet tiles of the shower, he stepped out after shutting down the taps. He grabbed the towel and started drying off his huge frame, carefully avoiding that likeness in the looking glass. Father Harper knew that facing the man in the mirror would mean a flashback of every unsavory act he had ever committed for the love of God.

3
Patient #1312

In the wards of King George Hospital, the light murmuring of visitors entwined with the footsteps of medical staff and members of the public, trolleys, and general announcements. Sam was anxiously waiting outside OR1, seated on a cold, steel bench next to a plastic potted plant. Inside the operating room, the doctors were trying to save the life of the woman he had rescued from the streets of Barking less than two hours before.
When asked to furnish details of the incident that had caused the patient such injury, Sam had kept his answers vague. Not only would it serve as an alibi for his own legal transgression, but it would give him more insight into the truth of what happened before he took action. In truth, he really didn’t know much about the cruel act of the gang of immigrants, only that he’d had to interrupt an interview with one of Barking’s new business owners to help the woman.
Parked off the side street from the gruesome crime, Sam had a bag in the boot of his car containing stun grenades, two handguns, some teargas, and a few gas masks he’d prepared for a riot he filmed earlier that day. The firearms were licensed in his name, but he feared that the mob may have discovered them and used the serial numbers to determine his identity. At the time, Sam did not appreciate how spot-on his intuition for trouble really was.
“Mr. Cleave?” a doctor said from the swinging double doors that led to the operating rooms. “Are you Mr. Cleave?”
Sam jumped to his feet. “Aye, that’s me. How is she?”
“I am Dr. Lindemann. I operated on your lady friend. She will live,” the doctor replied while wringing his wet hands into a paper towel. “But there is significant damage to her brain due to the blunt force impact. She is conscious, but I’m afraid she has no recollection of anything.” He hesitated. “Do you know who she is?”
“I don’t. She is a complete stranger. I just helped her escape the gang of attackers and brought her here. I have no idea who she is. I’m sorry,” Sam explained.
“That’s a pity,” the doctor lamented. “Neither does she. For now we’ve issued her a number, 1312, to identify her until she remembers.”
“Wait, do you mean to tell me that she is suffering from amnesia?” Sam asked.
“That would be accurate, yes,” the doctor replied. “We’ll let her rest for now, and I suggest you get some rest too. Come see her tomorrow. Perhaps she’ll be able to remember something about the incident.”
“I’ve already reported her assault. An officer from the precinct came down to take my statement while I was waiting,” Sam informed him. “So please make sure to include every bit of medical observation in your report, Dr. Lindemann. We shouldn’t let these monsters get away with attempted murder.”
“Absolutely. You can count on that, my friend,” the doctor agreed. “I’ve seen way too many of these cases lately. They used to come in once or twice a month, but now they’re escalating to an alarming consistency.”
“Thank you, doctor,” Sam said. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
* * *
After spending the night at a local hotel, Sam forced himself to get up after no more than three hours’ sleep. Insomnia had tormented him with the unsettling replay of the violent incident the day before and he found it impossible to stop the whirlwind of thoughts that incited more anger and helplessness in him.
The assignment was for the Edinburgh Post, a quick freelance job about the new businesses popping up everywhere in Barking to inject new economic life into the local job market. He’d elected to take it since he was here to cover a political riot in another part of London — to do both stories in one trip. Sam hadn’t expected to find himself right in the middle of a primitive killing ritual hiding behind religious approval. All he could do was to react.
He sat up and sank his unshaven face into his hands, making the room dark for a long moment before throwing his head back and exhaling heavily. “Yesterday everything was business as usual. Today I’m in deep shite again. Jesus, Sam, how do you manage to get yourself into these situations time and again?” he asked as he fumbled in his pockets for the last fag in a crumpled packet.
No smoking in this hotel, his mind recalled the sign he saw downstairs. Sam hesitated to ponder the magnitude of such an offence before popping the cigarette into his mouth. “Fuck it.”
He lit the cigarette and walked toward the window. Around his waist, his unzipped jeans slumped down under his chiseled abdomen as he moved. His muscular body gleamed in the morning light that permeated through the curtains as he sat down with one ass cheek on the windowsill to enjoy the smoke before checking in on the injured woman.
While looking down on the hotel courtyard, Sam could not help but think the worst of the day was to come. After visiting the woman in hospital, he should probably travel back to the site of the mobbing to recover his car and all his belongings inside. Thankfully, he’d had his wallet and cell phone on his person, otherwise he’d have been stranded. But still, the thought of having to go back made him nervous.
Not even the local police went into those areas anymore; the blatant attacks put their lives at stake. Sam could hardly ask for a police escort to accompany him to the site where he’d hurled illegal weapons at the locals and had been an accomplice to the yuppie Mad Max, who in all probability had killed a few men yesterday.
Electing not to think on things not yet happened, Sam tried to hope for the best. There was no use in overthinking, in analyzing the psychology of a herd and still expecting the worst outcome. The deal was simple. The bottom line was, he had to go back to collect his car, regardless of the consequences. It had to be done. It had to be done swiftly and the sooner the tedious, dangerous task was completed, the better. There was no reward in procrastination.
With this in mind, he decided to collect his vehicle first, before checking on the unknown woman in hospital. Sam flicked his cigarette butt out and got dressed. From the cupboard top in the corner, he brewed himself a heavy caffeinated cup of black complimentary java and drank it down with two sugars.
“Perk up, laddie,” he rasped as the hot liquid punished his throat. “This may well be your last cup of coffee.”

4
Pilate’s Basin

Sam tried to keep as calm as possible. Even after all his years in investigative journalism, he still had not refined the ability to shed apprehension before entering dangerous places. Usually a cigarette or a double shot of something unhealthy helped pacify his demeanor, but even those things were now pointless as his anxiety kicked in.
Through the streets of Ilford, Sam’s taxi took him along N. Circular Road towards the area where he’d almost met his death the day before. Adrenaline coursed through Sam, but to his surprise, its effect was more encouraging than terrifying now.
“Left here, please,” he told the driver. “I’ll just get off on the next corner, thanks.”
Where Sam stepped onto the sidewalk it was relatively quiet. It was mid-morning in the business part of town with most people inside, working, leaving only the unemployed job seekers and the senior citizens to roam the streets to meet up or shop around. The buildings on both sides of the street reached to several stories and their static towers accentuated the movement of the gray clouds overhead.
One block over and across the railway lines, Sam remembered, is where he had left his car. Dressed in his jeans and coat, the latter functioning to hide his Beretta, he walked briskly through the small walkway between buildings, meandering his trail through refuse and plumbing rubble. As he drew closer, his previous negative expectations grew more legitimate. His car was still there, but its tires had been slashed and all the windows smashed.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he sighed, yet he was not as surprised about the damage as he was of the fact that they had not torched his car. He looked carefully around and above to survey the immediate vicinity. There were no hostiles present that he could detect, only a few people crossing the street of sporadic traffic. Sam used his old cell phone to call Roadside Assistance, the one business contact he always had on speed dial thanks to the hazards of his profession.
While he waited for them to arrive with three extra tires, he used the time to estimate the damage to the interior of his car. There’d been nothing inside worth taking, unless the plundering maniacs wished to acquire a second hand car radio from 1991 and a dozen empty cans of Monster. Reluctantly he moved towards the trunk of the car, unsure of what awaited inside the place he’d stashed the military toys from the riot coverage, along with his camera equipment. Sam had to check before the assistance he summoned would arrive, so he cracked open the trunk, somehow expecting a booby trap or a trip wire.
“No fucking way,” he muttered as he lifted the lid higher to reveal his gear still intact. “Not a goddamn chance they left it.” He frowned as he examined the equipment and weapons still in the same place he’d left them. Admittedly he was relieved, but not without some suspicion. Why would they sow this much destruction on his car without bothering to score from the raid?
* * *
After Roadside Assistance had fitted new tires and added the steep cost to Sam’s account, he was finally able to drive away from the wretched place with only a freshly depleted credit card and bad memories. At least, he thought, he didn’t have to go through the unbearable annoyances of lodging an insurance claim for all his gear.
He arrived at the hospital just before visiting hours and picked up a newspaper in the cafeteria while he waited to see the woman he had rescued. Taking a seat at one of the lopsided plastic tables, he sat down with coffee, eager to peruse the catchy byline of the front page heading “Suspected Muslim Terrorists killed in Barking” to see what the authorities knew. Sam could feel his heartbeat hasten as he read about the incident. The journalist who wrote the piece, Jan Harris, was of the mind that the group of men were killed in an apparent hit, enforced by a rebel leader of the Women’s Liberation Action, Heidi Rechter. However, it was mere speculation.
“Jan Harris,” Sam scoffed, shaking his head as he recalled the woman he’d once collaborated with during an investigation into illegal trading of contraband in central London. “Fucking know-it-all.”
Sam and Jan had not gotten on well at all, to the point of compromising the assignment. She didn’t like his reckless and almost primal instincts pertaining to the subjects he was investigating, and he couldn’t understand how she always made excuses for criminals while lashing out ignorantly at those who took bad men to task. It was safe to say Sam and Jan were natural enemies. Now she was doing it again, just outwardly naming an unconfirmed suspect in print, pairing it with an ill researched opinion.
The only good thing Sam found about the blatantly erroneous report was that it threw all suspicion off Gerold the Yuppie. After all, the man had not only served justice by dispatching a handful of killers, but he’d save Sam’s life as well. As long as Jan Harris pointed her crooked fingers at the wrong people, Sam and Gerold’s involvement would remain undiscovered.
After reading the article that mostly made the incident out to be an undercover hit on immigrants, Sam folded the paper under his arm and went up two floors to pay Patient #1312 a visit. When he entered the single room she was in, Sam found her awake and quietly examining the walls and ceiling of her room. Her head was heavily bandaged and most of her face was blackened and swollen, hardly allowing her eyes to open.
“Hello,” Sam smiled.
She seemed to start at the sight of him, but he quickly disarmed her with a smile and a gentle tone. “My name is Sam Cleave. I’m a friend. How are you feeling?”
With difficulty she licked her lips to be able to speak. “I have no friends.”
“Then how do you explain being in hospital, instead of being in a morgue fridge?” he said bluntly, but his charm repelled any animosity dormant in his reply. She had to think about a retort, but finally she wearily conceded that he had a valid point.
“I suppose you’re right,” she said slowly, trying to focus on the rough-hewn stranger with her dark eyes. Her nostrils flared slightly, followed by an almost imperceptible gasp. “I remember you,” she said. “You have a distinctive scent, the same odor I smelled yesterday when you carried me.”
A little flustered and somewhat embarrassed, Sam replied, “I did take a shower this morning. That odor should have been gone by now.”
Had her face not been swollen, she would have smiled, but instead, she only managed a grotesque wince. “That’s not what I meant… Sam. Must be your coat or something. It smells of cologne and bad cigarettes.”
Sam didn’t quite know how to take the remark, so he just gave her a coy scoff and looked away. As he did, he noticed the identification number on her slate and it reminded him of something he was supposed to ask.
“Can you remember anything at all about your attack?” he asked. “I mean, why were you sentenced to death? Do you have a husband? Was he involved?”
Whoa, give her time to think! It’s daft to hail down so many questions! his common sense implored. The woman fixed a wide-eyed stare on him, prompting Sam to apologize. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m just obsessively curious, you know,” he shrugged, “because of my profession.”
“What is your profession?” she asked plainly. “Snitch? Inspector? Inquisitor?”
Sam smiled. “No, investigative journalist.”
“Snitch, then,” she replied indifferently.
“Why is that? Reporting on injustices is important to those suffering it, including yourself, as we saw yesterday,” Sam explained, trying to be nice.
“Journalists stick their noses where they do not belong, Sam,” she sneered. “They interfere and corrupt the truth to fit the expectations of their governments and appeal to their self-righteous moral high ground.”
“Had I not interfered yesterday, you would have been dead, lady,” Sam snapped.
“Ah,” she nodded, “was that your journalistic duty or your high morals at work, then?”
“Does it matter? Really, does it?” he asked impatiently. “Does there have to be an agenda behind helping people? Does everything have to be the result of some indoctrinated decision based on prejudice?”
“Would you have asked me this if I were not at the receiving end of Sharia Law when you found me?” she inquired sharply. It was that very comment that sparked Sam’s suspicion that she recalled more than she had let on, but he said nothing about this inkling. Instead, he simply rose from his chair and straightened his coat, his eyes cast away from her and smoldering.
“Well, now that you are safe and healing on, I guess I should get going,” he said cordially, his words tinted with sudden emotional distance. He turned and gave her a courteous nod. “I’m glad you are okay. Best of luck.”
Sam left her behind without even remote feelings of guilt. She may have sustained brain damage to her memory receptors, but if she could remember that she was being stoned — if she could recall by which laws she was being punished in such specifics, and odors from his coat — she would have no reason not to remember her own name.
Either she was selectively injured, or she was a liar. Whatever her motives for deceiving the doctors, Sam didn’t have time for feminine mind games, especially when a simple thank you shouldn’t have been too much to ask. Her hostility towards her rescuer was uncalled for, regardless of her injuries, and Sam Cleave was not the type to entertain her blooming resentment.
Leaving the ward felt like a weight lifting off Sam’s shoulders. Of course, he felt sorry for the woman after all she’d been through, but her attitude liberated him from the responsibility he felt toward her, the responsibility that kept him from completing his assignment for submission to the Edinburgh Post. Now he could concentrate on his work and put the stressful incident behind him, with no small amount of thanks to the misguided journalism of Jan Harris.
Sam owed the woman nothing. As he skipped down the steps, he felt light. He had done his part. In fact, he’d done something that hadn’t even been expected of him, and that peaked the balance of his emotional account to leave him all paid up, proud that he’d made a difference… and grateful that he’d survived it.

5
Secrets Scribed in Skin

At the same time that Sam and Gerold were bringing Toshana to the King George Hospital, another laborious delivery was being arranged.
Upney Lane boasted a new state of the art morgue, aptly called Nirvana Public Morgue, mainly serving the London Borough of Barking and Dagenham. It was here where hospitals like King George and Barking Hospital dumped most of their expired patients straight after decease. However, it was the crime victim variety in particular that found their way into Nirvana, since the institution possessed ample space in which to keep unidentified bodies while the police tried to track down their relatives. Due to its extended wing playing host to six forensic laboratories, Nirvana was the preferred destination for police-inquiry autopsies and forensic analysis from crime scenes.
Dr. Barry Hooper was Nirvana’s head medical examiner, and he was on duty with another colleague, Dr. Glen Victor, when the bodies of eight men were brought in for processing.
“And what is this?” Barry asked as he looked for the morgue register.
The patient transporter, a wiry adolescent with an annoying habit of chewing gum, answered, “These are those blokes that was run over in Barking.”
“What blokes run over?” Barry frowned as the EMTs helped trolley in the deceased men for sign in.
“Oh,” the juvenile muncher replied, “yeah, I heard it on the police scanner. They say there was a call from someone in Barking, saying a gang of blokes was stoning a woman. But you know the cops are not easily moved to mess with the Muslim communities, so they took their time.”
“And?” Barry barked, frowning at the senseless religious persecution. “What happened to the woman?”
The wiry lad shrugged, “Dunno. She was gone when they got there, but the caller said a SUV came out of nowhere and just run the bastards down. This is them.”
“Jesus Christ,” Barry said, “this shite is getting out of hand. So these men are Islamic extremists?”
“I guess,” the driver drawled through his spittle. He held out his clipboard to the medical examiner, who wore a face of abject repulsion. Barry grabbed the board and checked the particulars before signing off on the new arrivals.
“Here,” he said bluntly, shoving the clipboard into the young man’s abdomen, “and for Christ’s sake, spit that crap out. You look like a roadhouse waitress.”
Barry walked off to call his staff for help with the influx, and as the adolescent idiot left, Barry murmured, “Fucking imbecile.”
“All these?” the morgue attendant asked, looking taken aback.
“No, just the dead ones!” Barry shouted from the next office. “Glen, you have to see this.”
“What is it?” his colleague asked.
“We are going to have our hands full tonight,” Barry revealed dryly, and dropped the register on Glen’s desk. “Look at that. Eight Muslims.”
Glen looked up. Barry was well aware of Glen’s open intolerance toward the Islamic faith and its ‘harsh rites,’ and he could not wait to see his colleague’s reaction. “You can’t be serious. Why don’t we just fire up the incinerator?”
Barry chuckled, not disappointed in Glen’s response. “I knew you would suggest such a thing, but unfortunately we are not a private institution, so we have to play by the rules.”
“Why?” Glen asked forcefully. “Just chuck the fuckers into the oven and claim they never made it here. Problem solved.”
Barry laughed uncomfortably, shaking his head at how easily Glen would come up with these ‘problem solvers,’ as he called them. “We have to get their relatives to collect them. You make the calls.”
“Fuck you, Barry,” Glen grinned.
Barry walked out and called the attendants. “Remember, boys, just lay them out so that we can plug and stitch ‘em before their families collect them.”
“No washing?” one morgue attendant wanted to know.
“Nope. Their religion forbids it. But we have to at least straighten them out. Jesus, they look like smashed tarantulas, man. Straighten them out, put their clothes back on, and wrap them in sheets, clothes and all,” Barry instructed the younger staff members, who all seemed a bit perplexed at the deviation from their usual procedure. “I’m getting some coffee. Call me when they’re laid out for stitching, okay?”
“Yes, sir,” James, the confused diener, answered as Barry walked away to check on Glen’s progress in the office. Nighttime always made the assistants nervous, but they enjoyed the peace and quiet outside. To add to their uneasiness at the sight of the shattered Muslim bodies, a storm was brewing outside.
“Oh, great, just what we need,” James moaned. “Frankenstein weather.”
He’d worked at Nirvana the longest of all the dieners, so he knew the procedure pretty well. The problem was just that James was also a great fan of paranormal studies and the occult, which often woke his mind to unnecessary scenarios.
“Suck it up, Jay,” his friend snorted. “The sooner you plug ‘em, the less likely they’ll be to rise and eat your brains.”
“Oh, shut it,” James sighed, and proceeded to prepare the first cadaver.
In the office, Barry found Glen more worked up than he’d expected. Glen looked vexed by the lack of information. He looked up at Barry. “I suppose I have to do the cops’ work for them again. After I take their prints and note identifying features, you can stitch them together.”
“No problem,” Barry replied. “Are you alright, pal?”
“Just been sick since last night, man,” Glen complained. “Fever, oh, and I puked my guts out three times today. I just don’t feel well.”
“I was going to remark on that earlier, actually. That wan complexion of yours could get you shoved into a fridge here if you fall asleep for too long,” Barry jested.
The two physicians heard some excitement in the other room where the cadavers were to be prepared. Echoing voices from the morgue attendants drowned in the sharp hammering of thunder, especially when the lights flickered from the force of the gales outside.
“Doctor Hooper! Could you have a look here, please?” James cried from the hollow walls.
“Be right there!” Barry answered. “Probably saw one twitching again.”
Glen snickered, “Take him some holy water. The flickering light is bound to be a sign of evil spirits, Barry, don’t forget.”
“Oh yes, the flickering lights,” Barry laughed as he exited the office.
Moments later Glen heard Barry call him to the slabs. Feeling thoroughly under the weather, Glen did not rush for fear of upchucking again.
“Are you coming?” Barry hollered through the rumbling of the heavens.
“Yes, yes, keep your pants on,” Glen muttered.
He entered the room, finding the young morgue assistants looking less terrified than he had anticipated. In fact, they actually looked intrigued, much like Barry.
“Glen-o, this is rather interesting, but I’m not sure. Need your expertise here,” Barry told him, his face reflecting amusement and fascination.
“What is it?” Glen moaned.
“They all have permanent tattoos, doctor,” James chimed in.
Glen frowned. “So what? Depending on Sunni or Shi’a, mostly tattoos are allowed, I think.”
“You know, for someone who loathes this culture, you certainly know more than most,” Barry teased under the blinding pale white light that made him look like a blue alien under a UFO beam.
“Only when you know much about a subject can you truly judge, my friend,” Glen retorted. “I decided I detest all of it. I fail to understand people killing each other over speculative historical figures who allegedly order them to be miserable.”
“Well, it’s not that that they have tattoos that makes this interesting, Glen,” Barry explained. “It’s that they all have the same tattoo. Do Muslims have gang ink?”
“Who knows?” Glen sighed as he nudged in closer to his colleagues to get a better look. “Nothing about these fellows would really surprise me.”
Although each man had his marking in a different place, the symbol on all was the same. One corpse had his on his iliac crest, while the next had his on the skin between his thumb and index finger. Another had it on his foot and so on, fascinating the educated eye of the intolerant physician.
“Well?” Barry asked suddenly, startling Glen.
Glen uttered some sort of confused murmur that had the rest of his company convinced that he, too, had no idea what it meant. However, this was not the case. “Uh,” he mumbled as he scrutinized the symbol with a surreptitious shake of his head, “it’s not the symbol that baffles me, mate.” He looked at Barry with a perplexed frown. “What’s odd is that this is the mark of an ancient order that has quite the opposite creed from what we thought these blokes were about.”
“What the hell does that mean?” James uttered inadvertently, eliciting a hard look of reprimand from his superior, forcing him to correct his address with some respect. “I mean, what the hell does that mean… Doctor?”
“I could be mistaken, but I’m almost ninety-nine percent certain I am not,” Glen reported. “This symbol has its origins in the Templar Knights.”
“Ha!” James laughed, clapping his hands together and wringing his entwined fingers. “Pull the other one, sir!” Reluctantly the other assistants chuckled nervously in the ominous rumble of the thunder, unsure if the doctor was serious.
“I’m serious, boys,” Glen replied. Barry knew his colleague very well. They’d come a long way together, even since their college days. He knew when Glen was genuinely sincere and by the looks of him, there was no humor in his response.
“Wait a minute,” Barry frowned, “do you mean to tell me that these men are affiliated with a Christian order of knights from Jerusalem?”
“This is so cool,” one of the dieners whispered as he nudged James.
“They were protecting 12th Century pilgrims who visited the Holy Land, yes, but they were not necessarily from Jerusalem,” Glen corrected his colleague. “From what I know, and I am no expert, the Knights Templar were mostly from France…” he gave it some thought, “…well, the man who founded the order was French, I believe.”
“And this is their symbol?” James asked.
“It deviates slightly from what I remember, but yes, the cross and the crown was known to be one emblem, while many variations of these red Maltese crosses have served as their emblem,” Glen said in retarded words as he realized the omission in the actual pictograms he had seen.
“What’s the matter, then?” Barry inquired.
Glen shrugged and sighed. “You see, half is missing from these markings, even though the emblem is entirely that of the Templars. That is a bit peculiar.”
“Then maybe they’re not from the order of Templars, sir?” James speculated. “Maybe they just have a similar badge?”
“Makes sense,” Barry muttered.
“I’m practically positive that these red Maltese crosses represent the Templar Knights,” Glen protested, sounding rather defensive at it. “It’s just that… there are omissions in the wording around the emblem.”
“What exactly is missing? Is the red cross not enough?” Barry asked under the flickering lights of the mortuary. “It seems that anything more should be considered an appendix, no?”
“I understand what you’re getting at, Dr. Hooper,” Glen replied as calmly as he could muster the words, “but what I’m saying is that the slogan is, well, wrong.”
“What does it miss, Doc?” James asked.
“It is a Crusader’s Cross, but the Latin on it says something different to the Templar’s most prominent slogan, Sigillum Militum Xpisti?” he said hastily as the intrigue possessed him more and more. He looked up and was met with blank stares all round. Impatiently, he clarified, “It means ‘Seal of the Soldiers of Christ’ or something to that effect. But here,” he pointed out with a shivering index finger as the apprehension mounted among them, “it says simply ‘Sigillum Militum’, which means that, either they are wannabe Templars who know bloody nothing about authenticity, or they…” he shrugged, trying to find an explanation.
Young James leaned in to look at the markings and said softly under the guide of thunder, “Or these Templars are soldiers of something entirely else.”

6
The Rowback

Sam arrived in Edinburgh just before midday of the day following his visit to the hospital where the nameless woman had put him off. Without reservation, he inhaled a long and deep breath when he stepped off the plane, as if reacquainting himself with the foggy air of his city. She was always pregnant with rain and pollution, but Sam wouldn’t exchange her for the world. He knew every neighborhood, every graveyard, every warehouse, and most certainly every pub worth its salt… and whisky.
The Scottish wind was welcoming, clawing its delightfully frigid finger through his dark tresses. Not even taking his hair back and tying it could keep it from becoming unkempt. That was fine with him. His rugged, slightly unshaven look felt good, and according to Sam — and a few sycophantic adolescent girls in his apartment building — the rough wildness suited his reckless nature in pursuing a good story or gallivanting in dangerous places on excursions.
For now, though, all Sam wanted to do was get home, kiss his cat, and check his gear. He still couldn’t fathom why nobody had confiscated his exuberantly expensive cameras and lenses, recording equipment, and riot gear while the car had been abandoned in Barking.
When he got home the clouds had grown heavy and a light drizzle had erupted overhead. Nothing new for Edinburgh. Still, for some reason Sam felt a feeling of dread overcome him with every step closer to his front door.
“Hallo Sam,” said his neighbor, Mr. Coughley, a war veteran somewhere in his eighties. He was right next to Sam when the journalist lugged his bags to the post boxes. “Fed your cat, as you asked.”
“Geez, Mr. Coughley, you gave me a fright,” Sam gulped, trying not to cuss at the friendly, emaciated old man who was pulling his mail from the little open door of his post box with shaking hands. “And thanks for feeding Bruich for me.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, lad,” he laughed at Sam. “I didn’t think the likes of you ever got a fright for anything, not unless the whiskey runs out, hey?”
“That’s true, sir, that is true,” Sam chuckled as he fumbled through leaves of unimportant junk mail and pamphlets. “On that note, I see Hailey’s Off-License practically burned down while I was gone.”
“Aye, son,” the old man replied morosely. “Fifty years that place has stood there and now, two days back, some immigrant nonsense about Muslims killed in England recently wells up here and,” he motioned with his hand what looked like an explosion, “…poof! There goes Hayley’s after being declared a national heritage site by every self-respecting alcoholic in Edinburgh.”
“Religious unrest, coming to our neighborhoods,” Sam said, shaking his head as he locked the box. “Looks like soon I won’t have to travel at all to cover terrorism.”
“Aye, son, aye. Sad state of affairs, by God,” the old man agreed. “In our day those immigrants would have been put square in their plotters by now, but I fear the world has gone to the dogs.”
“I agree, Mr. Coughley, but we live on the edge of too much information and too little practical assistance, it seems. Believe me, I’ve seen my fair share of plundering go unnoticed, and it sickens me,” Sam said, feeling his words come to life in the pit of his stomach. Was this perhaps the sickening feeling of impending doom his gut had picked up when he arrived? “Well, I have to go. Got some footage to sift through for a report. You have a good day, Mr. Coughley.”
“And you too, lad. Nice chat we had. See you, then,” the old man smiled cordially and walked into the ground floor hallway with a shaky wave. To the opposite side of Mr. Coughley’s corridor a double flight of broad stairs ascended. Covered with thick, dark red carpet and bordered by an old, faded variation of gold, each flight sported twelve steps that took considerable upkeep by the housekeeping company to keep out the mold in such a damp, old apartment building.
Sam laboriously lugged his heavy gear up, his legs burning with each step. It surprised him, since he was currently in the best shape of his life, bar his late teens/early twenties when he had quit gymnastics after a serious injury to his rotator cuff and right knee put him out for good. Yet here and now, after years of being in great shape on Purdue’s often life-threatening fun and games, Sam felt his body deny him for the first time.
Without warning, Mr. Coughley’s seemingly unimportant mention reverberated to his recollection. Did he say Muslims recently killed in England, just then? Sam wondered. Could it be the very same…?
“You forgot to put your phone on charge again, idjit,” a stark female reprimand greeted him as his head reared up from the landing just outside his front door. Sam didn’t care about charging his old Nokia as religiously as most, and since it got her to physically appear at his door, he was elated for the flaw.
“Hey Nina,” he smiled boyishly, trying to look fitter than he was, easing his huffing to a less troublesome cadence. “And to what do I owe the honor, then?”
The petite brunette was sitting on the edge of a large plant pot, one of two that flanked his door. Having a smoke at her leisure, she took her time in answering him.
“When you don’t reply by e-mail or text, I will naturally hunt you down at your nest, Sam. I was worried, ye bastard. Been waiting with baited breath and worry for hours and here you are, casually marching up the stairs from God knows which war you poked at again.”
“War?” he asked, roughly setting his bags down to unlock.
“Aye!” she said, her dark eyes flashing sharply as she scanned him from crown to sole. “You look like you lost a fight with a chimney sweep, love.” Nina rose to her feet, flicking the butt of her fag into the moist soil of the plant pot. Her hair was tucked under a dark purple knitted hat that completely clashed with her blue jeans and tapered, tan leather jacket. Pearls of water droplets still adorned her wool scarf, reminiscent of the rain she had just come through.
“Oh, come on, Dr. Gould. Your scarf betrays you,” Sam teased. “We both know you’ve not been here longer than thirty minutes. Tops.”
“Forty-five, actually,” she retorted.
“Thir-ty,” he persisted without looking at her.
Nina breathed in for a comeback, but abandoned the endeavor.
“You’ve never been a good liar,” Sam grinned as he pushed open the door, reveling in Nina’s sudden scrutiny of the accessory. “Now, help me with my luggage and I’ll whip you up a good warmer, alright?”
Nina sighed. Sam’s skills of observation could prove tedious at times, especially when she was trying to apply some hyperbole for pity’s sake. “Alright, Sherlock,” she conceded, taking to the arduous task of lifting the black and green duffel bag containing unknown contents she did not dare guess at. “Jesus, Sam! What do you have in here?”
“Oh that?” he answered as he plodded into the apartment, dodging the affections of his large ginger cat. “That’s just some stuff from the war I just came from, as you rightly reckoned.”
“Oi! Bruich, darling!” Nina exclaimed at Sam’s pet as it approached her for what Sam did not yield. “Let me get a cuddle in, eh?” Unceremoniously she plonked down the duffel bag right there to pick up the whiny animal. The bag fell open and a hunting knife and gas mask spilled from the neck. “Oh my God! Where the hell were you, Sam?”
“Told you. In a war,” he replied dryly, trying to get the TV on with an unwilling remote control. “I have to get new batteries for this bloody thing.”
Nina frowned at his glib report and buried her nose in Bruich’s remarkably soft fur. Dare she ask for more information? She was awfully curious, but she knew Sam better. He would have babbled on about it if it had had any significance. Therefore, bearing in mind that he was covering a story out of Scotland, she assumed that a story was all it was, regardless of the heavy artillery that slept in the bag on the floor.
“I’ll make us some tea, I suppose,” she mentioned, attempting to remind him of the warming beverage he had promised. “Sam?” He appeared to ignore her, focused entirely on the problematic remote control. “Sam!”
“Aye?” he swung around, rattled from his trance. “Oh God, yes. Sorry, I forgot. Let me make you some Irish Coffee.” Tossing the remote on the couch, he hastened past the perplexed historian.
“Are you alright, Sam?” she asked sincerely.
Sam knew Nina would pry until he came clean — and she could tell when he was bluffing or playing down the urgency of his toils. Exhaling lengthily, he confessed. “I’m just worried about my equipment… not working.”
Nina wore a stone face, not daring to comment on Sam’s equipment being alright in her opinion, but she was dying to jest. Without reading into her amusement at the pun, he carried on, “Long story short, my equipment was left in my abandoned car in Barking the other night.”
“Aye?” she nodded, waiting for the rest.
“And let’s just say I left it after a heated disagreement with a bunch of immigrants living there,” he continued. Sam lifted his perfectly intact DSLR and examined it, rotating the thing to all angles of scrutiny. “Yet, none of my cameras suffered for it. Nothing seems to be damaged, broken, or stolen, Nina. How fucking weird is that?”
Nina shrugged. “Maybe they didn’t know there was stuff in your boot?”
“They knew,” he insisted a little loudly before Nina even finished her sentence. “They knew. They took time to slash my tires and fuck up my upholstery and smash all the windows, Nina. You mean to tell me they would not have bothered with the boot?”
He leered at the dark-eyed beauty as she mulled it over in her mind. Nina looked at Sam in conclusion, the tip of her tongue playing inside the wall of her cheek. “I get what you mean. Why would they not tamper or destroy your belongings? Best be grateful and let it go, maybe? Why? What else do you think could be wrong with the gear, Sam? There it is, in your hands. No problem, right?”
“I just don’t trust it.” He sighed. “Besides, I have to transfer the footage to my MotionCap program to edit it all into a proper report. No need to fret over a lucky break, right?”
“I agree. After I’ve had my Irish Coffee, I’ll leave you to your work,” she said. “After all, I only came by to make sure you weren’t dead.” Nina smiled and winked, forcing Sam to return the gesture.
“Many thanks, Dr. Gould,” he smirked, whipping out the whisky and two dusty glasses for the promised drink. A puff of hard breath made for a cheap eradication of dust from the glasses and he set them down on the counter, feeling quite a measure lighter after discussing the matter of the video equipment with Nina. She could see that the hyperactive Sam was rushing to get to the footage like a teenager charging a cell phone after a night of rock concert selfies.
“You know,” she said, leaning against him, “I would be happy to finish making these if you are in a hurry to start working over there.”
Sam’s face swung towards her, looking decidedly cheered. “You wouldn’t mind?”
Nina smiled and shook her head. “Nah, go on. I’ll bring the drinks.”
Sam grabbed her hard and thrust her body against his. He planted a solid kiss on her thick, soft lips and let go so suddenly that it sent her reeling. Not a moment later, he had disappeared into the dark hallway and she could hear the sound of clanking equipment and jacks sliding into line-in ports.
Vaguely, as Nina carefully poured the cream over the back of a teaspoon to form the frothy crown on the black coffee, she could hear sound coming from the computer. It sounded like an address, a speech, by some important man about some important issue. Assuming Sam had engaged in an interview with one of the significant representatives of his assignment, Nina walked in with the two glasses of delectable Irish Coffee.
“I hope I got the sugar part right, since…,” she stopped talking instantly as she watched Sam’s face glaring at the screen, frozen in horror.

7
Cutting the Wrong Bait

“Sam?” Nina pressed carefully, her eyes momentarily regarding the dark-haired young man on the screen, looking nothing like some important bigwig she imagined. Softly she trod past Sam’s static frame and set his drink down on the desk without a word. Instead of throwing questions, the curious Nina elected to listen.
On the screen she saw a plainly dressed man in his thirties with hair much like Sam’s, unkempt and curly at the ends of its wild cut. But what disturbed Nina about his face was the lingering smirk that constantly threatened to emerge on his face while his black, hateful eyes pierced the camera. She disliked him immediately, but kept the fact to herself. After all, she had previously misjudged an Ethiopian military man by his look and conduct, and barely managed to remove her foot from her mouth when he turned out to prove her horribly wrong.
The man on the screen had a deep voice, his accent British, mostly, yet certain inflections on some words revealed a distinctly French flavor. The combination baffled the historian, since it was rather out of place on the image of what struck her as a Taliban rat. Sipping the strong punch of the coffee she had prepared, Nina listened to his strange monologue — not resembling at all an interview with Sam Cleave.
“…and you are quite pressed for time, Mr. Cleave. We know who you are. We know where to find you. I need not dwell on idle threats in any attempt to frighten you into cooperating, but we must impress upon you the gravity of our demand. Because I am a reasonable man, and we take into account that you were unaware during your intervention of the incident, we have decided to give you twenty-four hours to deliver the woman.”
Nina scowled heavily as her heart jumped. “What woman?”
“Shh!” Sam snapped at her, keeping his eyes firmly on the man as he concluded his message.
“I implore you to comply, Mr. Cleave. Do not force our hand. We have some footage of our own and it could be dispatched to the authorities with a raise of my right hand,” the man warned, his face still sickeningly confident as his voice remained even, dripping with cool authority. Nina held her breath and her pounding heart troubled her sense of comfort. In the shadows of the dark flat, her uncertain eyes rapidly dashed from the screen to Sam’s face with every stinging reprimand, but the journalist showed no signs of agitation, only focus.
“I urge you to deliver the woman and pretend that none of this ever happened, and we shall show the same courtesy. I am sure that we all wish for this entire matter — and its related…,” he hesitated, murmuring with his eyes to the floor for the first time, finding the right words, “misinformation, its associated misdemeanors, to be kept out of the limelight, eh?”
“Jesus,” Sam whispered, his hands forming a spire over his nose as he contemplated the man’s request.
“Do be assured, Mr. Cleave, that we have no desire to kill you, only to get back our… privacy,” he informed Sam, directly contradicting what Sam thought his message conveyed. “Keep to our appeal, and you will never hear from us again. I give you my word.”
“S-Sam?” Nina stuttered, hoping not to get hushed so rudely again.
From under his hands, he spoke. “Aye?”
“Who is that? And who is the woman he is talking about?” she asked, taking great care not to sound snoopy or pushy. “Anything I can help with?”
Sam just shook his head, “No.”
On the footage, the man held up a map of London, simply saying, “By Thursday, midnight, Mr. Cleave, bring her to All Hallows by the Tower. Our agents are everywhere, out of sight. Any deviation from our demand will result in an instant distribution of our footage. I trust that we have an agreement, Mr. Cleave.”
With a rough displacement of frame, accompanied by a crackling din that startled both Sam and Nina, the recording was terminated, leaving the remnants of Sam’s own footage of the riots to play out. Now, all that juicy bullshit seemed so insignificant to Sam, the petty coverage of a local riot about wages and service delivery against a small municipality. Burying his hands in his hair, he didn’t even care about the mammoth task of editing before his almost expired deadline anymore.
Dying to pry, Nina knew that one wrong word would make her moody and wayward friend shut out everyone, so she finished her drink and got up. Playing it smooth while her mind screamed for answers, she headed for the kitchen. “Well, I’d better be off. Let me know if you need anything, alright?”
Nina waited for him to stop her as she rinsed out her glass, but the only cry for attention came from a hungry Bruich. He rubbed against her calf with a stretched out meow that broke her heart. For a moment, Nina imagined the feline conveying his master’s unspoken beckoning and she was desperate to hear him ask her to stay. To help him come to his senses and ask her to help him with this unsettling business, Nina elected to take a few minutes to dish up some kitty chow for big, bad Bruich. He had become a giant of a cat the more he aged, yet she’d never seen him fall ill or struggle with agility the way in which large, old cats sometimes did.
In the other room she could hear Sam, sliding open compartments, fumbling about in drawers. From the alert tones alone, she knew that he had switched on his trusty old Windows XP driven laptop and slipped a flash drive into his desktop computer’s USB port.
She felt the curiosity overwhelming her with every second that passed, and try as she might, she couldn’t keep it contained by focusing her attention on Bruich. In true Nina-fashion, she finally just walked into the room and planted her hands on her sides as she took a pose in front of Sam’s almost maniacal frame. “Alright,” she announced sternly, “spit it out.”
He briefly met her gaze, but otherwise carried on copying the file over onto his laptop to have a copy for his records.
“Sam!” she repeated.
“Nina, I know this might be a cliché, but it’s better that you do not know the details of this incident,” he paid her the courtesy of looking at her, “or of what brought it on. It’s for your your own safety.”
“For my own safety,” she mocked, sniffing and flipping her locks back, “like all the times I’ve been present on Purdue’s little treasure hunts with you? Like I haven’t been involved in every peril you have, if not more so?”
He rose to his feet, looking down on her petite form, but her eyes spewed fire. “I’ve a right to know when you’re in trouble,” she said in gentle reprimand.
“Is that a fact?” he asked, looking quite vexed by her confrontation. “How is that, then? Are you my keeper? Are you my goddamn mother now? What right do you have to knowing what’s up with my life?”
“Because I lo—,” she stopped, catching her breath and reshuffling her mind, “because I’m your friend, Sam. Don’t tell me that everything we’ve been through together doesn’t merit at least some trust?”
“It’s not about trust,” he frowned. “Jesus! It’s about keeping you locked out of something that can still be resolved without your involvement, knock on wood, and keeping you out of harm’s way. You have to understand that!”
Nina sighed, dropping her arms to her sides.
“Do you?” he pressed.
“Aye, Sam. But I’m not asking to be involved. I’m simply asking for some explanation, just so that I can have some peace of mind…,” she clarified.
“You’re curious, Nina,” he snapped, raising his voice. “It’s a simple case of feminine ego.”
“What?” she fumed.
“Aye, you women always have to know everything that is going on! You will press and push and pry until you get your information. It’s a byproduct of the gossip gene secretly attached to the X-chromosome. And if not to sow your opinions about everything, you use it as a weapon when you feel insecure.”
“Are you daft?” she growled. “Christ, what got into you all of a sudden?”
“Stop,” he virtually shouted now, “interfering in my business! You do not have to know everything that goes on in my life, Nina. Have some bloody sense, some respect for me, for the fucking pressure I’m under, without forcing your ear onto my door whenever you decide I need mollycoddling.”
The small brunette raised her eyebrow and folded her arms across her chest. Silence haunted the space between them before hardening into a thick substance neither could pass through. Sam did not back down at her threatening posture, but deep inside he knew he had just severed a silk thread. Which emotion that thread was connected to, though, he did not know, but he knew for sure it would be one of those he would regret tugging at before snipping it off.
By the time he thought of something to say, her hand was disappearing around the front door she was closing behind her as she marched out of his apartment. To Sam’s surprise, the feisty, quick-tempered Nina did not slam the door, as was her habit when she chose to let objects voice her discontent for her.
“Great, arsehole,” Sam muttered, surprising even himself with the outburst. But the latter was born from a genuine fear for Nina’s safety; all he had tried to do with his forcefulness was to dissuade her from trying to open him up. “This is going to cost you more than Purdue could afford, you fucking idiot.”
Bruich dodged past his frustrated human as Sam resorted to flinging a thing or two at the couch and floor. Sinking to the sofa pillows, he took a deep breath as his face rested in his palms. Sam’s fingers deformed his handsome features as he dragged his hands hard down his face in disappointment. “Ugh!” his nasal complaint sounded just before the laptop notified him that his video clip had been converted and stored on his hard drive.
As the minutes ran on Sam realized just how stupid he was for chasing Nina off. If anything, she was the best person to have bounced ideas off. She could have helped to ascertain if his reluctance to recover the nameless patient #1312 only to deliver her to her persecutors was a case of innate rebellion or indeed a true representation of logical reasoning.
Now he was alone in his decision, whatever it would be. Sam was on his own inside a clandestine chamber of doubt from which only he could facilitate his escape. It frightened him to death that he found himself dreadfully inadequate to make such a decision, but time was ticking away and he had limited time to get to the King George Hospital in London if he was going to have any leverage whatsoever.

8
Quest for Facts

Back in Upney Lane’s fancy morgue, things were looking bleak. After taking pictures of the peculiar markings on the cadavers brought into Nirvana Public the night before, Dr. Barry Hooper and his colleague, Dr. Glen Victor, sat down in the office for heavily caffeinated beverages and some discussion.
“They gone yet?” Glen Victor hummed like a dying engine over his mug of coffee.
“Yep, next shift is here, changing in the locker room,” Barry reported.
“Cup of black for ya,” Glen muttered listlessly. “My God, I’m so exhausted.”
“So, we’re off soon,” his colleague consoled, taking the cup from Glen with a grateful nod.
Shaking his head profusely, Glen disagreed with Barry’s nonchalant reply. “No, no, no, man, not from the shift,” he moaned, his coarse hand enveloping the hot mug and slipping two fingers through the handle for no reason at all, least of all grip. His skin was remarkably immune to direct heat, something that had always made Barry flinch. “I’m tired trying to figure out what these immigrants are part of. It’s like finding a Satanic seal on a Catholic nun, Barry. Something is going on, something we should take note of.”
“Oh, big deal, mate,” Barry sniggered as he stirred his coffee. “They were obviously part of some modern gang, locally, you know? Something affiliated with their culture. My God, man, not every cross is meant as some sort of religion or cult.”
Glen looked up, his sharp eyes on Barry. “True, but the same sign on several men?” He got up and took a folder from the pile of paperwork. “Several men who just happened to buy the farm at the same time, the same day, doing something that seems extremely ritualistic to me, Barry!”
“I think you’re thinking way too much into this, but if it bothers you so much you can take it up with the boss,” Barry suggested, looking through the thick plate glass at the fresh staff members coming in, greeting each other with an exchange of nods. “He might enjoy oddities of this nature as much as you do.”
“What do you mean?” Glen asked. “Doesn’t it strike you as strange that our deceased Muslim immigrants here have no family coming to get them?”
Barry hadn’t known this. He frowned, turning in his stance to face his colleague. “How do you mean?” he asked Glen. “You couldn’t get family to pick them up?” He shrugged. “Why don’t you get a family friend to sign the off, then? I’m sure their community works as a unit with such things relating to religious funeral practices and so on.”
“Barry,” Glen sighed, too tired to work up more stress, “what I mean is that these men do not have families. The leader of the Barking community that we usually have to go through to facilitate official procedures… he says these men are not from their community, Barry.”
Dr. Barry Hooper knew that the incessant repetition of his name was always a sure sign that Glen was beyond irritated with his laid-back assumptions. He could see that the peculiar occurrence had squarely uprooted what little peace Glen Victor had left in his waning personality.
“Alright, okay then,” he offered eagerly to accommodate Glen’s concerns. “Tell me what you think is going on here. I agree, usually Muslims are extremely attentive to their dead and their traditions, which does make this a bit disconcerting.”
“Thank you,” Glen accepted, like a very unhappy and bitchy wife. “I think we’re dealing with immigrants of another sort altogether. Look at us! We assumed. But based on what exactly did we assume that they were Islamic extremists? Their dark eyes and hair?”
“Um,” Barry dreaded the correction, but he was obliged to, “the fact that they were executing a woman in a burka by means of lapidation?”
“Oh, Christ!” Glen exclaimed in fury, much as Barry had expected. The annoyed medical examiner was perspiring terribly, beads of sweat dripping from his jaw as his livid face quivered at the rectification. “Don’t you think that was the perfect way to murder someone? Think, Barry, think for a moment. If you want to shoot your wife and you don’t want to get caught, you stage a robbery, right?”
Barry didn’t quite know how to answer such a harsh question, but he didn’t have to. His fervently spitting colleague presented more options to elucidate his theory. “Look, you would make it look like an accident, or a case of the wrong place at the wrong time! Don’t you get it?”
By now, the day staff had congregated around the last embalming slab to listen to the ludicrous argument which had them a bit shaken. Dr. Victor was ranting like a madman and until now, his raving had been countered by the calm dismissive tone of Dr. Hooper. However, Dr. Hooper had suddenly realized what Dr. Victor was aiming at.
“By God, Glen, you are right!” he replied.
“Listen, don’t be such a right cu—,” Glen seethed, but he was interrupted short of a vile simile the eavesdropping staff were bracing for.
“No, Glen, I genuinely fathom what you’re trying to tell me,” Barry insisted. Glen’s wild eyes stared stiffly at him. “If you wanted to kill someone without worrying about being arrested, you’d make sure it happened in a place, and by means or methods, where it would not seem out of place.”
Glen’s face lit up and he raised his hands in what was almost an embrace, but instead he simply slapped Barry against the upper arm, smiling, “That! That is it, old boy!”
“Like killing someone on Halloween, see?” the two physicians heard one of the assistants explain to the others outside the office. “You kill someone on a night where everyone is used to birds screaming, blokes full of blood, right bruv? Right?”
“Right, Brent,” Glen rolled his eyes and sighed as he peeked around the doorway of the office. “Dead right, son.”
“So who got their ticket punched like that? Someone what was coming in here?” Brent the day assistant asked to the back of Glen Victor who slumped into the office and shook his head. “Fucking Ali-G, working for us, Barry. I tell you, I weep for the future of the medical profession.”
Barry could not help but chuckle at that.
When the cups were empty and the debate had come to a point, the two had to decide on what to do with the bodies of the men who were not going to be collected. In their unofficial opinion, these men were plain and simple killers, foot soldiers hired to make a hit look like a form of religious punishment in an establishment where such acts were regrettably not frowned upon.
“Look,” Glen started, a lot calmer than previously, “I think we should call in someone who knows symbology or at least, obscure cults, to have a look at these tattoos. Maybe an expert would be able to tell us where they come from — if they are a militant group of assassins marked the same. You saw the credo. ‘Soldiers,’ but of what?”
Barry sat deep in thought, rubbing his neck as he stared past his colleague in contemplation. Then he nodded slowly. “I concur. It would be the best way to ascertain what we’re dealing with before we go off half-cocked and run the risk of attracting the wrong attention. I mean, if these boys are indeed a group of hit men, Glen, we’re playing with something deep and dangerous. I say we don’t tell anyone else about this until we know what that seal represents. Only then will we know how to proceed, right?”
“Right,” Glen agreed resolutely. “Now, who do we know who could analyze this thing for us without going out and telling everyone about it to get some sort of credit, if it’s important?”
“I can ask my wife. She works at the London Archives, knows a lot of academic rats who keep a low profile just lecturing and so on,” Barry suggested. “And she won’t send us to someone we cannot trust.”
“Alright, mate. You do that,” Glen agreed. “For now though, we keep our killers nice and out of sight. We don’t need the other MEs jarring about in the freezers and open the case up all over again.”
With that, Dr. Victor summoned two dieners to assist in the relocation of the eight bodies under the premise of extended storage period to accommodate retarded collection arrangements on the register and called it a day.
* * *
An uncharacteristically clear morning greeted Dr. Barry Hooper as he walked to his car. Thick eyes, plagued by fatigue after the full night he’d had during his shift, made the place look glaring and overly bright. To exacerbate his visual problem, the walls all around the parking area were painted white, reflecting the awful morning light. Like every other day, he unlocked his vehicle to the sound of the 8:35 a.m. train passing on the other side of the wall where the tracks intersected.
With a sigh to rid himself of the numbing onslaught of tiredness, Dr. Hooper tried to ignore the deafening noise of the clacking iron wheels punishing the metal beams carrying the monstrous engines. His ears ached from the din he had to endure after the tomb-like silence of the night shift. Although last night was probably the most eventful they’d had in a long time, the place was still eerily quiet compared to other offices, perpetually a stark contrast between his shift and his release from it.
All he wanted to do was to get home, take a scalding shower and heading for bed. The night’s strange discovery along with the storm had left him unnaturally cold. Barry felt as if he’d flayed one of the Muslim cadavers and put on its skin. A sensation lingered over his body, as if he wore a dead skin. Was it the weather or perhaps the projection of perplexity behind the pearly dead eyes of the new arrivals?
Claire, his wife, would be at work by now. Without her home, their bedroom was a cozy, messy haven of heaven where he could just creep into the unmade bed (she left it so for him deliberately) and doze off. The best part was her absence, the lack of shrill-pitched questions and the incessant warnings and commands of a bossy wife. It was an underrated pleasure for Barry.
Today he wouldn’t mind speaking to her because this time he’d have something to talk about. And it was something that had nothing to do with how many clean shirts he still had, if he had taken out the trash, or why he would rather watch the National Ten Pin Bowling Championships than accompany her to Madge, the widow’s couple’s bridge night. Today he would have a subject to throw at her to chew on. He needed information from her, information that would fill her jaws long enough to make her forget the mundane rubbish she planned to yoke him with.
Barry smiled as he started his car and pulled out of the parking area. The notion that finally he would have something to burden her with, for a change, miraculously alleviated his fatigue for the drive home. And he could sleep deeply for hours before having to confront her with the interesting task he’d have to coax out of her.
Claire Hooper was a battle-axe, of Irish descent, and could intimidate a great white shark with one scoff. But she could be really sweet when approached correctly and Barry already knew which angle to use — he would ask her expertise, in those words, he reckoned. That way she could not resist getting him the information he needed, even just to prove that she knew someone on the board or at the universities.

9
The Meeting

Two days after the renowned investigative journalist, Sam Cleave, collected his car from the Barking street, the man who sent him a video message was sitting in a bunker nearby. Surrounded by the rest of his local chapter, he called the informal meeting to order.
“He has not delivered Toshana, neither has he notified us of his intentions,” he declared to the few men. “I really, really hoped he would not call my bluff on this. I admire the man.”
“How could you?” his friend Gille asked, vexed at the leniency shown by their leader. “He killed our friends, our brothers! With his typically annoying heroic bullshit, he disrespected our ways! How could you admire him at all?”
“Listen, not all wars have only two sides, Gille! Sometimes you make alliances with enemies so that you can defeat the forces that wedged us apart in the first place,” he explained to a very angry Gille. “Yes, he and the man in the car killed our brethren. For that, I am deeply regretful and angry, but we cannot have a man like him killed without drawing international attention. Do you understand?”
Another of the men scoffed from the other side of the room, “It’s not like we can stone him in public, you know, Gille.”
To the mocker’s amusement, Gille flipped him the bird. He turned to look at his leader with a serious face. “What are you going to do, then? We have to find him before he gets Toshana out of the country, out of our reach.”
“Bitch,” one of the men groaned as he ate his sandwich. A hum of agreement filled the room from the other men. They were only six in total, what was left of the initial group before Sam and his unknown friend had reduced their numbers.
“For Christ’s sake, man. Why don’t we just kill him and be done with it!” Gille hissed.
The leader promptly slapped him across the face. “Do not blaspheme, Gille. I will not tell you again.” Gille recoiled, holding his face, but he nodded obediently. “I think you all ought to know that Sam Cleave is not a full-blown enemy of ours just because he killed our brothers to save Toshana,” he continued to explain the predicament to his men. “He is a member of the Brigade Apostate.”
“What?” an older man next to the scoffer gasped.
“What the hell is the Brigade Apostate?” Gille asked, his hand still firmly on his cheek.
The old man took the liberty to explain, since it looked like their leader was conceding him the chance. Blinking profusely as he recounted, the old man tried his best to give an accurate description. “They are a clandestine organization, one of many in the world, and they are based in the wild mountain ranges of Mongolia and Russia, mostly. In the time of the Second World War, Hitler, Himmler, and the other members of the SS High Command founded a small group…”
“The Thule Society, we know all that, Ben,” Gille sighed.
“Listen to him,” was all the leader told Gille, gesturing for the old man to carry on.
“Not the Thule Society this time, Gille. From the Thule and Vril Societies, along with remnants of others like the Brüder des Lichts.”
“Brothers of the Light,” the leader elucidated to accommodate those of them suffering from rusty German.
“Within the Thule Society, some the SS elite formed another secret society they called The Order of the Black Sun. Heard of them?” the old man asked his associates. Some nodded, others looked lost. “Well, the Black Sun was in pursuit of holy relics to facilitate the inter-dimensional arrival of the old gods who would obliterate the world’s nations and elevate the Aryan race to rule the world. I know it sounds preposterous, like something from a bad novel, but they truly believed that artefacts like the Spear of Destiny and the Ark of the Covenant could amass the ethereal thrust they needed to connect with the original master race they believe begot all pure Aryan races.”
He looked at his associates, all of whom were listening intently. “The Black Sun is reputed to have disbanded after the death of Adolf Hitler, somewhere in the late 1940s. But many people know that the Order of the Black Sun is still in existence, still pursuing world domination. They have boundless resources, including members of high society belonging to the order and funding their agenda. Now, the Brigade Apostate is a secret organization too, but what makes them a special threat to the Order of the Black Sun is that most of them once belonged to it!”
The men sat, spellbound at the revelation. In silence they took it all in, and the old man gave them time to learn what he was teaching. With a gruff voice, low in tone and drenched in mystery, he said, “The Brigade Apostate is the anti-Black Sun, so to speak, making it their sole objective to locate and quietly incapacitate and destroy all Black Sun endeavors. Using financial institutions, computer hackers, social media, and a plethora of other crippling modern methods to disable the foundations of what the Black Sun tries to accomplish, the Brigade Apostate is an enigma. In fact, they are untraceable except to those who know where to find them.”
The leader combed the congregation of loyal friends before adding the point he wished to make to Gille. “And Sam Cleave, my friends, is an esteemed member.”
With astonished expressions, the group of men in the bunker under Trinity Square Gardens realized why they could not act with haste concerning Sam Cleave. Gille dropped his face, feeling rather out of place after vehemently rallying for the ousting and execution of the journalist.
“You know how they always say in those gangster movies,” the leader smiled, “about not killing someone you don’t know? This is such a case. We have to move wisely, my brothers. We cannot just kill who we don’t know, you see?”
“So now what?” Gille asked. “What are you going to do, then, to get Toshana back?”
The leader shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know yet. I would hate to resort to using people close to him. Getting Toshana, though, is worth the risk of kicking the hornet’s nest.”
“The enemy of my enemy, and all that, seems to come into play here,” the old man reckoned. “That makes it hard for us to trust. But on the other hand our leader is right, brothers. We have to tolerate Sam Cleave and maybe use him to find Toshana, before we make him disappear without the Brigade Apostate learning of his sudden demise.”
“Wise words, Papa, wise words,” the leader acknowledged.
“So I shall track him and see if I can reason her away from him. If he resists, I will shoot him in the face and stone the bitch without much effort in some abandoned building,” the leader shared. “But either way I will remove her from this earth, with or without Sam Cleave’s help.”
The men all sat in silent contemplation of the new plan. They were used to sitting in wait while developments dictated their next move. From where they bided their time, their leader usually paved the way for their next endeavor and they had learned by now to trust him with all decisions.
“Just sound the charge when you need us, son,” the old man said.
“I will. I will leave in two hours for Edinburgh. The tracker I put in Cleave’s equipment points to a stack of mass cage-living Scots in some prime part of the city — just the place you would expect a cheap superstar to live,” the leader said. “No matter how this turns out, we will know which path to take within the next twenty-four hours.”

10
Nina Gets a New Gig

Nina tried calling Purdue, but his personal assistant told her that he was in the Netherlands for an exclusive meeting that she could not disclose. The information somewhat unsettled Nina, especially given that Purdue had previously stepped over very perilous borders during other similarly spun meetings. These gatherings usually involved shady dealings between high society members with agendas way beyond the next merger or lucrative proposition.
Purdue was, whether he liked it or not, a very prominent member of high society. Now that he had been absolved by most of the speculative types from his previous misdemeanors towards the Black Sun and other élite conglomerates, he was back in his old position as billionaire playboy. However, even with the political and business climate concerning his recent history settling, Purdue was far from the man they used to know.
With everything he had endured, learned, lost, and fought in the past five years or so, the jovial philanthropist and explorer had turned slightly. More cynical and apathetic these days, though equally fearless, he was now wary of those he used to charm into his business associations. Still, he was attending to assure those watching from the sinister shadows of the annually held private conference that he was back in charge of all his holdings and open for allegiances.
“Would you like me to ask him to call you back when he calls tonight, Dr. Gould?” Nora, Purdue’s new PA, asked Nina courteously. Nina liked Nora. She was Scottish, charming, and efficient.
“No worries, Nora,” Nina refrained. “I just wanted to say hello and catch up a bit. I’m on my way back to Oban tonight, so I will not be in Edinburgh by the time he gets back anyway.”
“Alright, Dr. Gould. Keep well and have a good trip home,” Nora beamed over the handset.
“Ta, will do,” Nina replied, ending the call shortly after. She shook her head and took a drag of her Marlboro. “Right back out of the frying pan, hey Purdue?” She sighed, surveying her clothing in piles on the bed, ready to be packed and lugged into the car. She knew which exclusive secret party Purdue was attending and it made something in the pit of her stomach stir. Like the punishment of a bad batch of seafood burritos and cheap wine, her stomach cramped at the thought of him plunging right back into the cesspool of super rich monsters and charlatans he had just managed to crawl free from. But like with Sam, she dared not say anything. She dared not pry, warn, or offer her help.
“Well done, Purdue. You just do what you do best, my darling. You just keep charming the the patrons at the Bilderberg Conference and see how quickly you end up in a fucking oubliette under the floor of some Nazi Mutti’s kitchen,” she grumbled as she tossed her once neatly folded garments carelessly into her suitcase. Nina was goddamn tired of trying to support Sam and Purdue, usually to her own detriment.
What did baffle her, though, was how emotional she was about both men and how she was unable to convince Sam to trust her enough. It was unlike her to give a damn about most things, especially the petty reactions of men, yet she felt uncomfortably unhappy about Sam’s rejection and Purdue’s unavailability. It was not so much that she felt locked out, but that she was weakened by loyalty and friendship, and Nina hated that.
For some reason her only consolatory thought was to see Father Harper. Nina, the heretic, the anti-Catholic, the shunner of religion, wished to see a Catholic priest to feel better? Nina scoffed at the travesty of her feelings, but she had to concede that it was her true desire to just speak to the giant in black robes at the St. Columbanus museum of historical repression.
“No absolution. Just talk,” she told herself as she closed the door of the Bed & Breakfast she’d stayed at.
* * *
When she arrived in Oban, the mid-afternoon sun was strong and unusually solitary in its presence above, with but a few clouds to populate the sky. The wind was mild, filling the town with the odor of the ocean and primrose flowers as she drove home. She decided to moor at her house first for a bit of a rest, unpacking and getting back into her domestic routine again before bothering the priest with her reluctant disclosure.
After all, she was a heathen, not quite an atheist, and generally just not a fan of organized religion. Still, she wished to speak to Father Harper in his capacity as counsellor, not for any spiritual assistance. Even though the esteemed Dr. Nina Gould was not a member of his congregation, Father Harper never turned her away. Perhaps he was of the opinion that he could eventually sway her to his god or even just to attend one service. On the other hand, he was far too intelligent to be that naïve. Anyone with a grain of perception of psychology could read that Dr. Gould was a resolute woman in all her opinions and beliefs, not that she could not admit when she was mistaken.
Her house on the steep slant from the street leered over her like a jilted lover. The porch light was burning, as she had left it on.
“Shit, electricity is going to be through the roof again,” she mumbled as she walked up the cement walkway, lamenting the lawn’s growth that she could simply not keep up with. Untidy stems reached across the cracked stone and concrete where she labored with every pace.
Getting old, Nina. Your temple at Ronnie’s Fitness down awaits. You didn’t even bother for a single workout at Masterton’s in Quartermile territory when you were in Edinburgh, you slothy bitch, she reprimanded herself. This is why you’re puffing like a locomotive up your own bloody walk!’
She finally reached the stair to the porch and flung her suitcase onto the top landing. The porch light was flickering ever so slightly, proof that her forgetting to set the timer while she was absent was taxing on the old bulb. Ignoring the burn in her legs and easing her breathing to dismiss the fact that she was a bit out of shape, she elected to skip the last three steps — successfully.
“That’s right, I still have what it takes,” she smiled through her gasps as she unlocked the front door. A frigid breath of air escaped the old stately home she’d purchased a few years before, overlooking Oban and its mostly serene blue waters.
It was dark inside, even in the pinnacle of the day’s brightness. Light was never a strong presence in her house, mostly due to the windows facing south and southwest. Their position evaded most of the sun’s course during the day, whereas those windows facing east and west had their light obscured by the large birches and rowans.
Nina liked the shadows. She worked much better in the dark, where her thoughts were contained in the musty confines of dimness, making her feel more distant from the true era she was living in. As a historian, she preferred to surround herself with old things: antiques, codices, and bureaus to store her academic notes, folders, and papers in. In fact, Nina only had a laptop because modern communication and the need for fast research merited the machine. She much preferred scribblings in her own hand and the typewriter to generate fact sheets.
As she stepped into the lobby, her inadvertent contemplation turned to the metaphors of her existence. Much as she hated that, she couldn’t stop it. The cold air in the house, along with the barren wooden floors, sporadically clothed with old Persian carpets, turned into a simile before she could direct her mind to other things. Loneliness, cold, and darkness permeated through the place she called home and Nina found herself wondering if solitude was really something she desired for the rest of her life.
Consciously, she did. There was no need or want for a partner or a pet. Freedom was pivotal, especially for someone as impulsive as she. But if she was alright with it, why did the thought even occur just because the quiet house that welcomed her felt more like Siberia than Shangri-La?
To facilitate the banishment of these morose notions, Nina happily switched on her iPod for some good and dirty hard rock while she woke up the kettle in the kitchen.
“No alcohol today. No alcohol today,” she repeated aloud as she fixed her coffee. Alcohol always made her emotional, and with the past day or two having been emotional pens of rejection and absence, it was unwise to drink at all. For the last two months, she had not done any concrete work; she’d written no dissertations nor lectured anywhere. In truth, Nina was tired. Not forever tired, but momentarily fed up with her vocation. She was worked to death on that which she hardly had to try to do well anymore, much as she loved what she did.
Black coffee and too much sugar substituted a good bourbon this time, as she dialed a number on her landline. Today, she thought, was not a good day to drink until she was useless, until she just called it a day after failing to try too many times over. It was rather demoralizing to know that one did not achieve anything the day before, especially because of one’s own timid resistance to the things that disabled productivity.
“Hello Benny? It’s Nina Gould,” she announced to the man on the phone. “Listen, not to be a pain or anything, but can I borrow your lawnmower again?”
As she bartered with the old fisherman about his lawnmower, a call waiting alert beeped in her ear.
“Benny…,” she she said, trying to ask if she could call him back. But the old man, who adored her, would not stop chatting. Nina could not afford to piss off the old Glasgow football hooligan of the 1960s or she would never get the grass cut.
Beep-beep
Beep-beep
“Listen Benny, let me call you back in a tick, okay?” she said quickly and ended the call promptly.
“Aye?” she said loudly as she took the waiting call.
“Hello? I am looking for Dr. Gould?” a man’s voice inquired.
“This is she,” Nina replied. “And you are?”
“My name is Dr. Barry Hooper and I hope you don’t mind me calling you at home, Dr. Gould, but I could not reach you on your cell phone,” the caller said.
“Oh shit!” Nina exclaimed, remembering that she had not yet switched on her phone after arriving home. Her purse was just out of reach from where her phone cord could manage.
“Excuse me?” he asked.
“No, Dr. Hooper, don’t fret. I just remembered something I forgot to do is all,” she explained cordially. “How can I help you?” she asked, stretching out her leg. With her toes, she tried to hook the sling of the purse and draw it closer as the man stated his business.
“My wife works for the London Archives and she referred me to you. My colleague and I have a bit of a conundrum on our hands and we need the expertise of a historian, I think,” Barry clarified.
Nina switched on her phone and set it down on the table, where, one by one the missed calls the doctor spoke of, came through. “And what is the nature of your predicament, doctor?”
“I would prefer if we spoke in person, Dr. Gould,” he insisted cautiously. “You see, I work for the city morgue in the Barking area in London and we may have… we think we may have stumbled on something… odd…”
Nina listened attentively, but when the missed calls on her phone yielded Sam’s number, she lost her focus.

11
Wake Up Call

Sam could not sleep for the third night in a row. The thing with Nina bothered him immensely, and to exacerbate his misery, he had no way to make up with her, since she was not answering her calls. He’d used the first sleepless night to complete the editing for his riot coverage for Channel 15, and submitted it the next morning.
Since then, however, only personal toils populated the night. Lying in the full moon that occasionally peered through the slow progression of dark clouds, he could not help but think how it controlled the brightening and darkening of the room. Just like his life of late, Sam realized that the light and dark repercussions of events, regardless of what they were, were out of his control. All he could do was to draw the curtains, but he couldn’t control what happened in the sky, naturally.
He had to sleep, but such thoughts permeated through his subconscious constantly, penetrating whatever veil Morpheus had managed to weave. It ripped the soft fabric of slumber into a clear wakening once more with every new notion, making it impossible for him to settle down. Hoping that Nina was not furious enough with him to maintain the aggressive stalemate for good, he refrained from calling her again. She would be awake at this hour, because she was a night animal, but if she still had not returned any of his calls by now he took it as a clear signal that she did not want to talk.
Sam sat up. The clock announced that it was just past 3 a.m., so he avoided the whiskey and went for a cup of chamomile tea like a good boy. He winced at the weakness of the beverage on first sip, but he had to be alert and the tea would hopefully calm him enough to make some clear decisions.
The LED screen on his desk glared ominously, still wearing the image of the Islamic persecutor on freeze frame.
“No fucking wonder I can’t sleep,” he hissed, sweeping the mouse across the pad and closing the player. Momentary reconsideration prompted him to set the tea down and open the player again. “Can’t believe I am doing this.”
Again and again, he watched the clip that had been secretly recorded over his footage. Much as he hated the nauseating feeling it brought him, Sam felt that he had to familiarize himself with the man’s face, mannerisms, and voice. In places, there was something sincerely amicable about the dark-eyed villain, but Sam also intuitively picked up on an unmistakable hostility just beneath the surface, waiting to be provoked.
Obsessively, the journalist reran the piece, forgetting about the rest of his tea. One thing was certain. The deadline had passed without incident, because, unlike the general consensus among the men who demanded delivery of the woman, Sam did not have to deliver in the first place. He could not give her up, obviously, and he was not about to return to London to try and save her once more after her less than grateful response the last time.
She would never agree to accompany him to All Hallows by the Tower anyway, let alone to be given back to her attackers. Sam lit a smoke, jumping at the brush of fur against his calf.
“Jesus, Bruich!” he mumbled around the cigarette as the tobacco took, illuminating Sam’s face in an orange glow. “You want to give me a heart attack?”
Suddenly the silence was shattered by his ringtone, jolting Sam backward a second time. “For fuck’s sake!” he moaned in frustration as the sharp, repetitive tone irritated his ears.
I told you so, he heard Nina say in his mind. Long ago, she’d told him that he should use a favorite song as ringtone, but he found that then he could not hear his phone ringing, or he would prefer to listen instead of taking the call.
Before Sam could reach for the illuminated screen to see who it was, it stopped short. The sudden silence was deafening. He looked at the clock. It was near 4 a.m. already. The phone screen revealed nothing but a private number notification. Bruich purred on Sam’s feet. He had a new thing to be befuddled by. Had it been Nina, there would have been a text at least. Her calls would bear her name and her calling from an unknown number was highly unlikely.
It would not be Purdue, because he and Sam had more than five different devices to communicate on. The billionaire genius had devised prototypes that he had finally perfected and built especially for times he had to get hold of Sam in tight situations. Apart from them, Sam was not really in contact with anyone personally.
“Oh my God!” he exclaimed, as it hit him out of the blue. “The fucking terrorist!”
That is what Sam called the man on the screen, just for convenience. He knew how extremely accusatory and discriminating such a moniker would be in public, but he could not help but see a Taliban interrogator every time he looked at the man. Sam was convinced, and with a secret number at this time of the morning it would be a safe assumption. Still, he couldn’t do anything about it. He could not call back, nor did he have any desire to do so.
“I may as well be up — officially. Hey, Bruich?” he told his cat, running his free hand through his hair. The cat was sleeping. Sam sighed, “Bastard.”
At once, the phone lit up again in its cacophony. Sam got such a start that his hand propelled the device onto the table with a clatter that sent Bruich speeding down the corridor to safety. “Christ!” he shouted, finally fed up with the intrusion on his fabricated peace. He grabbed the phone that still showed no caller identity and yelled, “What?”
A quick pause revealed a background of people talking and the ambient noises associated with an office, but at four in the morning? Sam frowned, momentarily contrite for his rudeness.
“Sam Cleave?” a woman’s voice exclaimed. By her tone, she was not inquiring as much as exclaiming in astonishment. “Sam? Is that how you always answer your phone, dearest?”
“Who is this?” he asked equally standoffish. He was exhausted, stressed about the video message threat and its possibilities. This was no place for politeness, not at this time of the morning. The voice was vaguely familiar, but he had no clue where to even begin recalling.
“My apologies for calling at such a dreadful hour,” she apologized unconvincingly, “but I knew you’d be up. You were always nocturnal, like the rest of us journalists and reporters.”
At once, it dawned on Sam, leaving him with an even more rancid taste in his mouth than before he’d taken the call. “Jan Harris,” he stated.
“Well done!” she cheered, her voice still vexing him with the same intensity that it had back then, if not more. “I’m flattered that you remember my voice so well.”
“As a dying man recalls the shriek of a mandrake,” Sam replied sarcastically.
“Play nice now, Sam,” she warned, “…because you never know the ammunition held by the one you choose to insult.”
“Actually, I am quite surprised that you even grasped the meaning of the insult, but I guess you’ve learned to look things up since I last saw you,” he snapped.
“Oh, I did,” she concurred with a gloat, “but it’s not only research that makes a reporter, as you well know. Congratulations on the Pulitzer, by the way. Even if it came at a hefty price.”
Sam swallowed hard, trying to keep his composure when Jan referred to his late fiancé, Patricia, being shot in the face and killed right in front of him during an exposé on a gunrunning cartel.
“So sorry to hear about… Pat… was her name?” Jan stabbed mercilessly.
“Leave Trish out of this, Harris. You didn’t even know her. She was twice the reporter you will ever be,” he retorted.
“That is true,” Jan agreed, gearing up for another low blow. “Apparently she even got shot twice, right? I hear that half of her pretty face was ripped clean away. My God, the poor woman — and you watched?”
“Fuck you, Harris,” he sneered, his heart racing with rage.
“Just before you hang up, dearest, I have a proposition for you that you might want to have a look at,” she said quickly.
“As always, you fail basic communication skills. I said, ‘Fuck you, Harris,’” Sam growled and without hesitation hurled his phone against the wall. It shattered into three pieces which landed over a radius around the couch and two coffee tables. Sam could feel it well up inside him — the breaking point.
He had not felt this bottomed since, well, since he’d seen the love of his life get half of her face blown away a few meters from where he stood filming it. But the hyperventilation and sweat did not come from reliving Trish’s death, or even from being reminded of it. He had lost Nina’s affection because he could not cope with a chain of events he had chosen to become a part of. All of this, his fight with Nina, his predicament with the attackers of the thankless bitch he’d saved, Harris reappearing for God knows what reason — all these things were weighting down on Sam in an unprecedented manner he feared he would collapse under.
He wanted to weep. In fact, he felt the ache in his chest as there were an iron rod lodged there. Tears begged release, but he refused to buckle and he elected to even rebel against drink, which was usually his first pacifier. Sam had had it with his own weaknesses, much as he could not deny the pressure on him for another second. It was not about unhappiness or ineptitude. It was about staying out of matters he knew nothing of, the very antithesis of who he was.
Sam’s nature was engaged in battle with his common sense and both sides were bound to lose more than a healthy portion. What was pivotal, though, would be which parts of which facets he would retain long enough to stay sane.
* * *
An hour later Sam emerged from the shower, feeling somewhat proud of himself. Not only had he not reached for the alcohol, but he’d managed to formulate some sort of plan for the next day or two. Losing his phone to a fit of rage was a remarkably light matter for him, especially since he would not be able to receive calls from that bitch, Jan Harris. A less cheerful thought was that he now could not be in touch with Nina, even after she would have calmed down. But overall, these were good things. With the women unable to distract him, he could focus his attention on the other woman who has been causing him hell — Patient #1312.
The least he thought he could do, was to ascertain her whereabouts in case he was confronted by more than he could handle in the way of the men looking for her. After all, Sam Cleave was not exactly unknown to the media world and he could probably be easily located with the proper resources available, which he was sure the man on the video clip had.
“Better safe than sorry, hey, Bruich?” he huffed as he tried to get his jeans over his half wet thighs and ass. “Better know where she is just in case they get creative with their threats. It’s not like I have a lot of work at the moment anyway, right?”
The large orange feline simply peered at Sam, curling up on his master’s bed to do a bit of grooming. Bruich seemed to scoff at Sam’s desperate grasp for reason, but other than that, he paid attention only to his own needs, as cats do.

12
Emergency Procedure at the King George

After Sam’s clandestine arrival in Barking, he checked into a small Bed & Breakfast to keep a low profile, even though he was convinced that the leader of the unsavory group of killers could find him if he wished. He’d come by train this time, opting for leaving valuable things like photographic equipment and cars behind in the safety of his home. All he wished to do was to locate the unknown woman for possible leverage, but when Sam arrived at King George Hospital, he was met with staff who behaved curiously, to say the least.
Even upon entering it appeared that the nursing staff and security people recognized him. Sam shrugged uncomfortably as he traversed the lobby toward the stairs to make his way up to the ward where he’d last seen the woman. Strange looks and murmurs lingered among the routinely executed chores and announcements, making him feel as if he had entered behind enemy lines.
“Can I help you, Mr. Cleave?” a man asked firmly as Sam skipped the last step onto the landing of the third floor. He turned, expecting a helpful countenance, but what Sam saw was off kilter on his register of expressions. As an investigative journalist, he had cultivated a flair for telling what was behind the mask of a face.
“Doctor…,” Sam sang, trying to recall the name of the attending physician that day, “Lin—?”
“Lindemann,” the doctor informed him. “Yes, sir. To what do we owe your visit here today?”
Sam frowned. The doctor had encountered him but once, yet he knew who he was and what he was here for, no doubt. “Just the man I was hoping to see, actually,” Sam said confidently.
“How so?” the doctor asked abruptly, slipping his hands into the pockets of his white coat with a ruse of interest.
“The lady I brought in the other day,” Sam started, but the doctor did not care to allow him the rest of his query.
“She has been discharged, son,” he explained. “Now, if there is nothing else, I have patients to attend to.”
“Wait,” Sam commanded, lowering his tone. “I’m not an idiot. Obviously, by now she will have been discharged. All I wanted to know was if she had returned to her family in Barking.”
“To the men who tried to kill her, you mean,” the physician sneered. “That, my friend, is none of your business. You are not even a friend, let alone a family member, so that information is private. Good day.”
“No, no,” Sam protested. “I came a long way to make sure she was okay, Dr. Lindemann, and the least you could do is to assure me that she is safe.”
“I am not her bloody babysitter, Mr. Cleave,” he hissed under his breath, his eyes fixed on Sam’s in what seemed to be fear of discovery. “Please leave now. On your way. I do not keep track of people once they leave this hospital. My job is not to hold their hands out in the big bad world. And if they choose to leave through some sewer leakage in their lives, that is their choice. Now, good day to you.”
Without another word, Dr. Lindemann brushed past Sam’s shoulder and hastened to the nurse’s station to collect a folder from the sister who was waiting for him. “Geez!” Sam said in astonishment as the man walked away from him. “I hope I never get sick around here. Asshole.” What irritated him most about the change in the doctor’s demeanor was how he accentuated certain words to put more disdain behind his sarcasm. But when Sam turned to go down the stairs, the doctor’s intonation of certain words became clear.
A man and a woman came up the stairs, looking by no means cordial. Sam’s keen observation skills led him to see through their charade as a couple. They were holding hands, but their eyes were dead set on him and under their jacket’s Sam saw the unmistakable bulge of a sidearm.
They are strapped? he wondered. What else did the doctor say? What the fuck did he say? Holding hands, and…?’
He pretended to know nothing, passing them on the steps and heading down past the elevators. In the mirrors of the ajar elevator doors, he could see them turn on their heels to follow him. Sam knew that the asshole in the white coat was in fact, trying to protect him. He hastened without being too obvious, electing to steer clear of the lifts so as not to allow his pursuers to trap him inside. Such momentary privacy could prove deadly.
The couple trailed Sam with equal inconspicuousness, still hand-in-hand.
“Hmm, that’s not creepy at all,” Sam muttered as he noticed. Still, he persisted in his mock-ignorance and went for the main reception desk, the one with the busy waiting area. From countless previous experiences, Sam reckoned he would be safe if he stayed in public, amongst many people, with cameras watching. His mind whirled with the words the doctor said all funny to warn him. Something about a shitty exit, he mulled. No wait. It was something to the effect a drain pipe?
He could not remember the exact direction the man’s words took, but while he was in the hub of the busy mid-morning bustle, he could take his time to recall it. Sam did not want to sit down. If he did, the couple tracking him could join him and introduce him to any wicked means of dispatch — a gun barrel under a coat, a switchblade to the kidney, even a well-placed hypodermic with the plunger chasing air into his jugular.
“Good morning, sir,” the receptionist greeted. Sam smiled, but he looked more like a mental patient with diarrhea, his brow glowing with beads of sweat in the daylight that was filtering in. “Can I help you?”
Sam was a bit pissed off at the manner in which the lady offered to help. Clearly she thought that he was admitting himself for some reason, because she sounded downright sympathetic. He forced out a desperate sentence. “I am looking for a patient.”
“Oh!” she replied, thoroughly surprised that the handsome man in front of her was not in horrendous pain, as his face suggested. “Name?”
Sam had no idea who Patient #1312 was registered as, but he used the sliding doors behind the receptionist to keep an eye on the two people chasing after him. He had to think quickly. “Um, my wife. I am looking for my wife. They called to say she had been admitted.”
The amicable receptionist nodded slowly, exercising great patience with him. “Alright? And what is her name, sir?”
Sam hesitated, preoccupied with the image in the reflection of the glass. “Sir?” she said again. A strong smell of perfume enveloped them as the woman of the couple approached with a wide grin.
“Maybe I can help,” she said to the receptionist, slipping her arm around Sam’s bicep with charming will. “This is my brother, Miss. He is a bit shocked, you see,” she explained. Her voice became soft and pitiful as she explained to the lady behind the desk, “His wife passed away this morning and I think he cannot process the disbelief yet. I’m sure you understand.”
Sam gaped at her as she sold the lie effortlessly. “Oh, but of course I do. I am so sorry for your loss,” the receptionist sympathized.
Sam had to think. He had to do it right and he had to do it fast.
“Where is your men’s room, please? I have to piss like a donkey,” he asked, adding his crass remark to make himself seem more unstable.
“I’ll take him, Sonya,” the woman’s partner butted in, looking just as convincing as she was. “And then we have to get going, alright?”
“Absolutely,” she agreed and gave the reception clerk a tap on the hand to assert her role. “I’ll wait here,” she said, looking right at Sam, grasping the object under her jacket, “with this kind lady until you both come back.”
It was a message Sam got loud and clear, but he honestly did not want to take responsibility for the safety of the staff as well. Unlike his usual protectiveness and sacrifice, Sam felt that this time would be the last time if he did not start looking out for himself. His plan was simple. In the men’s restroom, he would overpower the hitman and escape. How, he did not know yet.
“Come on, then,” he complained with a sneer. “I haven’t got all goddamn day.”
Approaching the sterile white stench of the restrooms with the eager assassin breathing down his neck, the doctor’s words came to Sam at once. Sewer leakage! And now it made sense. Just to the right of the toilet cubicles a door was cordoned off with plastic hazard tape, accompanied by a small printed sign, roughly typed out by one of the administration staff members.
No Entry.
Plumbing repairs.
Apologies for the inconvenience

* * *
Sam made sure that his malignant guard did not see him scrutinizing the parameters of the room, measuring the distance to the off-limits door.
“Smart move, Cleave,” the man told Sam in a heavy accent Sam could not place at all. “But you’ve already wasted too much of our time this morning.”
As predicted, he tugged at the sidearm at his short rib, giving Sam the green light to strike. The scarred and muscled journalist was surprisingly tough opponent for the trained combatant, but ultimately Sam did not have the training and precision of the meticulous killer. At the sight of the man’s weapon Sam instinctively did what Purdue’s former bodyguard, Calisto, taught him once. He did not try to take the gun from his assailant, but instead he delivered a hefty jab to the man’s gun-wielding forearm, fracturing his radius effectively.
“Jesus!” the man cried as his hand opened up to inadvertently let go of the gun. With his other hand, he grabbed at his forearm, a reflex he came to regret. In momentary response to his injury, he bent forward where Sam’s right knee came up under his chin. As the assassin staggered back, Sam grabbed his firearm and went straight for the door. But the attacker was upon him before he could reach the doorknob, striking Sam hard with a fist to the spine. With a yelp, Sam hit the floor, unable to move his left leg from the nerve damage sustained on impact. This man was not someone Sam could fight hand to hand, he realized.
The firearm was like nothing he had ever used, or even seen, before. It had no safety catch and no trigger.
“What the fu…?” Sam groaned.
“Don’t play with toys you can’t handle, Cleave,” the attacker growled as he drew a small device from his pocket. Sam had no idea what the deal with the gun was, only that an inscription on its butt spelled out Baphomet X in what looked like crude ivory. That was all Sam could see before the item exploded in his hand, plummeting him into a tumultuous hell of heat and oblivion.

13
Mysteries in the Mist

At the personal cost of Dr. Hooper and Dr. Victor, Nina took an early flight the next day to London. The two colleagues asked the historian not to disclose any information they had given her, including the reasons for her trip — at least not until they’d ascertained what, or whom, they were dealing with.
Nina was glad of the distraction, because she felt things dwindling unnecessarily between her and Sam since he was apparently refusing to switch on his phone. After receiving numerous notifications of missed calls from him, Nina had tried to call back to make peace. Finding that his number was unavailable left her somewhere between angry and sad, but played bewilderment right down the middle.
Such a small vexation between them was now becoming the foundation for mind games, it appeared, since Sam’s erratic reactions caused her to doubt their closeness. Why would he call her so many times, knowing that she couldn’t answer while traveling? Surely he wouldn’t be childish enough to see her non-responsiveness as a line in the ground, opting for war?
He was more intelligent, more logically minded, than that. But she figured not having his phone on gave her some hint of their crumbling relationship. At least a day or two working in England, away from Sam, would divert her emotions from the inexplicable change in her friend’s demeanor. Nina took a taxi to Upney Lane, but it did not save her from getting her dark locks wet in the persistent drizzle that hazed over the buildings and cars. From the window of the taxi, the entire world looked like a ghost town and pedestrians moving along the pavement looked like lost souls, wandering.
Nina wondered what the two medical examiners could have come upon that merited her attention and expertise, especially the request to be most discreet. What she did not look forward to, however, was seeing cadavers, especially after the medical examiner on the phone had disclosed their cause of death.
I don’t know if I could handle mangled corpses. Not today. That is the very word he used. Mangled. Christ! she thought as her taxi stopped in front of the state of the art public morgue. Through the white misty veil, she could read the name — Nirvana Public Morgue. “Nirvana. That’s a laugh,” she muttered as she passed the driver his fee in a thinly rolled note. “Thank you.” Nina stepped out of the car, hardly able to see a few meters ahead of her. Straining her eyes to watch where she was going, Nina had no idea what her surroundings looked like, save for a barbwire gate fixed with a rusty sign that designated a parking area to her right.
In her fertile imagination, she envisioned the stumbling frames of walking dead people emerging from the mist all about her. Her pace quickened toward the main entrance at the thought. Aye, and you are walking toward the dead people, did you know? she teased herself.
From nowhere a thunderous screech of metal on metal assaulted her ears. It radiated out of white obscurity, crashing through the peaceful environment with a harsh clacking that frightened Nina to near death.
“Jesus Christ!” she squealed in terror, her knees buckling at the terrible sound that seemed to come from all directions. She teetered sideways in her physical reaction to the fright, spraining her ankle between the concrete slab of the walkway and the well-kept lawn adjacent to it. A loud crack affirmed her pain as she fell to the wet grass.
Hands came from the whiteness, grabbing at her and Nina felt her heart explode with fear as dark shapes emerged around her. Mute with terror, she soon realized that it was not a gang of London zombies trying to tear her limb from limb, but staff from the morgue trying to help her up.
“Don’t step on that foot, Miss,” a young man advised as he propped her up against his body. A female assistant was picking up Nina’s travel bag and another man, older and more distinguished, gently took hold of her other arm to alleviate the weight on her ankle.
“I am so sorry, Dr. Gould,” he apologized as they helped Nina inside. “I’m afraid you fell victim to old Eighty-Eight Black, a freight train carrying coal on the line behind the building here. Makes a right racket.” He sighed laboriously, looking at the lawn. “The cement is wet and a bit elevated. Always causes problems for visitors who don’t know the place, and the mist always makes things even worse.”
“It’s alright, doctor,” she groaned. “Doctor Hooper, right?”
“Yes, madam,” he smiled finally, as they helped Nina past an old reception desk and its registers, a cold empty wall with warning signs, hazard rules, and a few pointless old posters rallying against smoking and drugs. “Oh, that is the old reception area,” Dr. Barry Hooper explained. “The new wing is far more agreeable and professional. We only use that entrance for, well,” he smiled sheepishly and lolled his head, “you know, the customers.”
Nina had to smile. “Aye, I understand, Dr. Hooper. I must be the only live one that ever came through it — and I do not intend to stay for the prize accommodations, I’ll have you know.” The staff on duty were relieved that the visiting expert had a sense of humor, dark and unapologetic as their own. With a chuckle, they ushered Nina into Dr. Barry and Dr. Victor’s office, setting her down in Dr. Barry’s posh leather chair.
“Put some ice on that, Liam,” he ordered one of the dieners, pointing at Nina’s ankle after he helped her remove her boot.
“That sounds vaguely disturbing,” Nina remarked, “you know, considering where we are and all.”
Barry snickered, shaking his head. “I just hope this injury is not so bad that we’ll have to cart you off to King George or Barking Hospital,” he said, wincing at the slightly swollen joint of the visitor. He caught Nina’s eyes combing the steel tables in the main room curiously. He lowered the volume of his voice considerably before clarifying, “Oh, the men I asked you to have a look at are not in there, Dr. Gould. Since the markings on them are all identical, I suppose you only need to see one of them.”
“Oh God, yes,” she agreed instantly.
“We are keeping them,” he looked around first, checking if there was anyone within earshot, “somewhere else.”
Nine nodded in acknowledgement and answered in a similarly secretive tone, “And that is because you reckon there is something… special… about them?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he affirmed sincerely. “You see, in the Muslim tradition, these deceased men would have been collected by their families so fast it would make your head spin. They choose to deal with burial rites and such personally, you see?”
“Aye,” she answered.
“But they have been here for the better part of a work week and still — nothing,” he informed Nina, looking properly suspicious of it. “Why? Their fingerprints yielded nothing, apart from one-name entries in what appears to be a confidential file at Home Office. The fact that nobody claimed them tells us we are dealing with something illegal, you know, in a national security kind of way?”
“Sounds like it,” Nina agreed. “Show me the symbol you referred to when we last spoke, Doctor. I just hope I can identify it.”
She placed her laptop on his desk, and put her bag on the other chair. Her foot pulsed with pain and frigidity, but Nina wanted to sate her curiosity and if it came to something insignificant, she would be only too happy to go home as soon as possible.
“Will you be able to step on that foot?” he asked.
“Here, Dr. Gould,” the female assistant said as she passed Nina two painkillers and whipped out a compress like it was a party favor. “I trust you have a high pain threshold?”
Nina rolled her eyes and sighed as she popped the pills. “Aye, I do, but not quite as high as the folks that shack up here in your establishment, so please love, be gentle.”
Amongst a cackle of joint amusement and laughter from the staff, the girl applied the ice pack to Nina’s ankle with care. The historian cringed and pursed her lips tightly, as she did with her eyes. She tried not to cry out, stifling the screech inside her throat and prohibiting its exit from her lips. Her hands clutched at the chair.
“I’m sorry, Dr. Gould,” the girl apologized contritely. “Only a few more seconds. Dr. Hooper, I think it is sprained, but at least it’s not broken.”
* * *
A few minutes later the painkillers had kicked in and Nina admitted that she was feeling doped enough to get on an embalming table for a striptease. Dr. Hooper and his shift staff enjoyed her company and her banter, so it was no surprise that the whole affair of the historian’s accident-prone visit soon developed into a bit of a social gathering.
When Dr. Victor arrived, he was quickly introduced and updated on the earlier happenings. With a piece of cheese bagel still lodged in the side of his mouth, he shook Nina’s hand before storing the small morsel in his cheek to speak. “Lovely to meet you, Dr. Gould. You came highly recommended.”
“Oh, that is good to hear,” she answered modestly, refraining from mentioning that, to be nominated by some lady in an archival office was hardly worthy of ego. “I think the medication Anya over there gave me will keep the pain at bay long enough to see the marking on the man you are… keeping.”
“Yes, yes, please,” Dr. Glen Victor invited, holding out his hand for Nina to support most of her weight. “Come, Barry!” he cried to his colleague, and he cast a stern eye on the day shift interns. “You lot, hold the fort until we get back, alright?”

14
Getting to know the Dead

Barry and Glen acted like chivalrous fools, over-zealous in appeasing the pretty, petite historian with the raspy voice. They were clearly competing for her attention, each trying to sound more in charge than the other, which Nina found utterly amusing. However, amongst all the endearing male jousting, all she could think of was the dead body she was going to see.
The environment didn’t help her feel better either. From the grand, upgraded parts of the morgue she had spent the last two hours at, the way to where the eight cadavers were kept was quite the opposite. To the rear of the new part of the structure, the two physicians escorted her into the smaller corridors of what appeared to be the older section of the first building, founded decades before.
“Cold,” she remarked. Both men jumped to remove their coats, but Nina halted them. “I meant, the ambiance, not so much the temperature, gentlemen. It’s awfully creepy back here. It even smells different.”
“That would be the odor of embalming fluid,” Glen explained proudly, sounding like he was even bragging a bit. Of course, his partner got some information in for Nina as well.
“Formaldehyde, methanol, and some cleaning agents like ammonia too,” he added. “The place might be old and decrepit this side, but we still need to keep the floors hygienic and the dead things dead, you know.”
Both Nina and Glen glared at the bewildered Dr. Barry Hooper. Their faces were contorted in astonished reprehension at the man’s macabre uttering. Nina looked positively unsettled, while Glen’s countenance conveyed a befuddled frown that only just held back a bout of laughter at Barry’s clumsy ejaculation.
“What?” Barry asked innocently.
“Nothing,” Nina answered, still shocked. “Just the thought of keeping dead things dead while we’re on our way into the murky darkness of a cold cement building to look at a corpse… it is a tad much for a novice such as myself, doctor.”
Suddenly it dawned on Barry that he may have chosen his words wrongly. He gasped, “Oh my God! I’m sorry! I didn’t realize how eerie that sounded, my dear.”
“Idiot,” Glen muttered, shaking his head.
They continued on through the adjoining hallway to the compact maze of old storage rooms and fridge units that occupied most of the rooms. Nina’s eyes scanned the arched corridor with the weak lighting and the bubbly, oil-based, green paint that prettified the rot of the grey walls underneath it. Her nostrils suffered the stench of sharp chemicals that apparently had no effect on the senses of the two men accompanying her.
Thank fuck for the painkillers, she thought as a cold waft of air permeated from the room they headed into. Never thought being high as a kite would be good for the psyche as well.
“There they are,” Glen announced.
“Oh sweet Jesus,” Nina whispered in ugly apprehension.
Before them, a mountain of white cotton fabric piled up over three tables. Behind them, Barry closed the door to contain the refrigeration temperature. The cold Nina felt reached way beyond her skin as she realized that, under the sheets, the mangled bodies of eight men awaited her.
“Just show her one, Glen,” Barry suggested. “There’s no reason for her to see them all. It’s just the symbol.”
Desperate to change their minds about showing her the dead man, Nina asked, “Are you sure you couldn’t find this symbol anywhere on the internet? There are hundreds of sites that can help you find out what it is.”
“We checked, Dr. Gould,” Glen chipped in with authority. “Don’t you think we would rather keep our hard-earned money and research this ourselves, instead of turning to an expert such as yourself?”
Barry winced at his colleague’s harsh statement, but Nina understood what he meant. She took a deep breath and nodded, gesturing her reluctant readiness.
On approach, Nina secretly prayed that her medical inebriation would not fail her before that sheet was lifted. Her heart pounded as Glen pulled aside the cover, saying “Don’t worry, he is fully clothed,” as if that would make it better. Nina shrieked inadvertently when she saw the protruding ribs of the broken man peek through the tears in his shirt. Glen had the good sense to keep his caved face covered for her benefit. Barry quickly distracted the horrified Nina by pointing out the man’s tattoo, located on his left hip. “Look, Dr. Gould! That is what it looks like.”
Nina squinted. Glen leaned in and whispered, as if he were afraid of rousing the subject from his eternal sleep. “It is Templar, right? Right?”
“Wait, just give me a second,” Nina snapped a bit, intolerant of his urging as she tried to make sense of the bizarre marriage between ancient Jerusalem and contemporary London. Glen backed off immediately, and took his place next to Barry. The two exchanged glances in silence as Nina scrutinized the sigil.
“The red cross is certainly reminiscent of the original Templar sigils,” Nina remarked, scowling as she tried to unravel the wording with a magnifying glass. “But the slogan is not quite right.” She turned to the two physicians. “Do they all have the same working or is this just bad research mimicked by a tattoo artist who needed weed money?”
“I am a bit of a theology buff, Dr. Gould,” Glen assured her boastfully. “I discovered that the wording around these Maltese crosses lacked the full ‘Sigillum Militum Xpisti’ and that is why we were not sure if it is related to the order.”
“Aye,” she concurred, leaning on the table edge to take some of her weight off the sore ankle. “The so-called soldiers here seem to have lost their Christ in the inscription.”
Glen, ecstatic that the stunning woman affirmed his suspicion and confirmed that he was correct about the slogan, nudged his colleague a little too hard in his zeal. Barry almost came off his feet. Annoyed at Glen’s gloating, he barked, “Yes, yes, we all see how well you know the bloody Templar stuff already!”
Ignoring their boyish contesting, Nina asked, “And you say they all have exactly the same symbol, lacking the Christ-name?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Glen confirmed. “They are all precisely the same, but on different parts of their bodies.”
“By the way, these are not Maltese crosses, Dr. Victor,” she informed Glen firmly. “The correct term for this particular design is cross pattée.”
Barry decided not to scoff at his colleague’s singular error. The three of them stood silently in the cold, reeking chamber for a few seconds, contemplating. Barry and Glen waited anxiously for a theory from Nina, but what she finally said was not what they were expecting.
“Did you note on your reports the location of each man’s marking?” she asked.
“Is that important? We just want to know if this diversion is significant. That’s all,” Glen explained. Nina grasped his upper arm firmly and employed her deadly, dark-eyed stare on him. “Dr. Victor, humor me, and I will not charge extra for the added examination I wish to do.”
“Well, in that case,” he agreed hastily, “would you like to see the reports or the bodies?”
“I would prefer paper to hide, I think,” she replied, less squeamish this time. “You say these men had no next of kin you could contact?”
“All wrong numbers,” Barry reported. “Not one single man here had family.”
Nina’s dark eyes combed the cement and tile on the floor, as always, when she tried to solve a puzzle that hid facts in plain sight. Finally she looked up at them, her face lit up with notion. “Maybe they were the family.”
“How do you mean?” Glen frowned.
“Maybe the men here are all part of a family, leaving nobody to collect them,” she shrugged. “What about their names? What one-name declarations did you get from Home Office?”
“Just odd names, according to their fingerprints,” Glen shrugged.
“Odd?” she asked. “Like?”
“I’m no expert in other languages, but these men, according to the available records, are all named after elements,” he reported matter-of-factly. Not only his nonchalant manner, but also the information he gave, provoked Nina’s immediate attention.
“Excuse me? What? They’re named after elements? What, like earth, water, fire, and air?” she asked, feeling beyond intrigued.
Glen seemed completely unsurprised by his statements, and calmly answered Nina as if she had just asked him to pass the salt. “No, periodic table elements.”
Barry looked as confounded as Nina, and the two of them huddled together closely as they stepped closer to Glen with an immense air of fascination. “Oh, of course, how silly of me,” she said. “Naturally.”
Finally Glen noticed how amazed his companions were at what he forgot was not public information or common practice. With a sudden chuckle, he snapped out of his seriousness and decided to explain. “I’m sorry. Just been so inundated with these records’ information since these lads came in for processing that I forgot not everyone would just accept it. God knows I had sleepless nights over it when I first got the details.”
“You wrote down the names as well, I take it?” Nina asked.
“I did. Come, let me get the folders for you,” Glen said, and started walking to get the door, while Barry assisted Nina as she treaded lightly on the sore ankle.
“You still haven’t concluded that these tattoos are in fact Templar in nature, madam,” Barry reminded Nina as they hobbled back to the more civilized part of the morgue.
“Dr. Victor is quite correct, Dr. Hooper,” she replied. “I cannot find anything that could rebuke the influence of the Knights Templar doctrine, but until I can unravel the names of each along with the position of the marking on each body…. only that connotation could hopefully clarify exactly why the name of Christ is missing from the inscription. Only then can I try to research the proper lines for the actual identity of the order these men belong to.”
“Free of charge, you said,” Glen mentioned from behind Nina and Barry, just to make sure he would not have to pay her for all the extra research.
“Aye, Dr. Victor. Free of charge,” she exclaimed with amusement. Nina whispered playfully in Barry’s ear, “He is lucky I’m loaded and curious at the same time.”
The two men burst out laughing with Nina as the three of them made it into the main examination room, heading towards the office.
“Almost time to knock off again,” Barry revealed as they passed the clock on the wall.
“Yes, and I have a date with Sarel and a cue stick tonight,” Glen said. Upon questioning glances, he elucidated. “A Dutchman down at the pub, bragging he could beat me at snooker. Ha! Like he even knows how to hold the bloody stick the right way round in the first place.”
“I’ll have to occupy your office a bit longer, though, doctor,” Nina asked-told Glen. “To get through the records and get the information I need.”
“Of course. No problem,” he replied. “Barry, will you be staying too?”
“Um,” Barry stammered, his hands nervously fumbling in his pockets. “My wife will kill me if I’m late one more time. Besides, she got us Dr. Gould, so I don’t want to piss the old bird off so soon after a favor.”
“That’s true, mate,” Glen agreed as he rid himself of his white coat. “Was rather a quiet day, thank God. Dr. Gould, I’ll tell security that you’re here to help me with paperwork, so they’ll know you’re here. Alright?”
“Great, thanks,” Nina smiled, sitting down. “Listen, before shift change, could you ask Anya for more of those magic pills? I fear my sobriety walks hand-in-hand with pain tonight.”
“Of course,” Glen laughed. Ten minutes later Nina found herself alone in the administration office of the medical examiners with plenty of coffee and a hauntingly quiet zombie house she did not enjoy being hosted in.

15
Purdue’s Genie

The Bilderberg Conference had always been like a second home to the old Purdue, yet this time round it seemed a bit hostile. Perhaps it was because he had until recently been ousted, rejected, threatened, and pursued by affiliates of most of the rich and insane who attended the exclusive meeting annually. He felt out of place, but only in status, not in wealth. Most of the invited participants were people well aware of David Purdue’s genius, his strategic prowess in business, and, of late, his resilient defiance toward those who wished him to wear their crowns. They all knew of his hellish coup of the Order of the Black Sun, after he was inadvertently nominated as Renatus (leader) by the organization.
Granted, it was an unprecedented show of domination by David Purdue onto an order that held a most dangerous scepter, even within the court of the Bilderberg Conference. It afforded Purdue one of two reputations amongst the moguls, royalty, and super-wealthy leeches invited to the secret meeting — traitor or messiah.
His capacity to topple almost invincible groups by means of his free will and exceptional genius intimidated most of the elite here, but the remainder deemed him a turncoat, the epitome of a great New World Order monarch who chooses to trample his own crown in insolence.
Look at them, he thought as he watched queens and oil barons consort to seal the fate of the honest working people who served them. Orchestrating the destruction of the people who make you what you are. Look at their demure masks, trying to eradicate the population of the planet to reign in blood and money. Jesus! They’re no better than the SS High Command, and here they are trying for some reason to pass off their global evil as a mere financial meeting.
“Mr. Purdue, why do you sit here all alone?” a woman’s voice broke the din in Purdue’s train of thought.
He turned to see who it was, abandoning the sip of champagne he was about to enjoy. A beautiful, dark-haired woman pleased Purdue’s eyes. Her lips were thick, moist from the strawberry she had just suckled from under its stem. Like an Arabian queen, her glimmering dark eyes bewitched him. Only once before had he had the pleasure of such a sweet thrall, but he could not think of Nina at a moment like this.
“Hello,” he smiled, brimming with his trademark playboy charm. “Please tell me that I know you.”
“You know me,” she winked, smirking just a little as she gracefully removed his glass from his grasp and sipped.
“Oh my God,” he uttered without meaning to.
“Not quite, but I shall relish the compliment, Mr. Purdue,” she replied. Her voice was smooth and smoky, a song he imagined would leak from the edges of the full moon on a restless night. He was speechless.
Her tan-colored skin was without blemish, although her age placed her in the late-thirties/ early-forties bracket. Purdue could not help but savor her voluptuous shape, reminiscent of Italian film stars from the early days of cinema. He’d never seen hair as black as hers, glimmering in blue, then red, tones as she moved her head.
“I have a proposition for you,” she said distantly as he tried desperately to contain himself. “One that I think you would find most lucrative.”
“Will it cost me my soul?” he murmured, enthralled by the cleavage that dominated her figure, the silk and lace fabric straining over the ample bosom inside.
“If you had one,” she giggled in a deep tone that only reinforced her heavy presence. “But lucky for you, Mr. Purdue, you don’t have one, do you?”
Ignoring the slight animosity she exuded, Purdue smiled and eventually managed to drag his eyes up to hers. “I suppose I don’t. It would be worthless anyway.”
“Oh, that is not true,” she teased. “Souls, even the rotten ones, all have some currency. Besides, there are different levels of stature in hell too. Even worthless souls are valuable to the lesser.”
“That does make a lot of sense,” he agreed, taking back his champagne. “About your proposition…”
Purdue hoped that it was a proposal for hotel keys, as he was used to getting from bored billionairesses, and this one would be his crowning achievement. A shimmer of excitement in her eyes drew him in.
Oh God, she smells good!
“I want you to help me find something,” she whispered.
Don’t ask if it is her G-spot! Don’t! he reprimanded his thoughts, but his words were less juvenile. “What could someone like you possibly be missing?”
She laughed. “You are as charming as your reputation lets on, Mr. Purdue,” she said. “You’d be surprised how empty the life of a woman like me could be,” she lamented. “I simply have too much of the thing I don’t need and too little of the thing I need most.”
“That sounds remarkably like myself,” he conceded, referring to something quite different. “But go on, I’m listening.”
She looked around to make sure nobody was imposing on their conversation before she placed her hand on his thigh. Purdue froze to appreciate the thunderstorm that erupted inside him.
“Are you familiar with the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem?” she asked.
Purdue’s senses begged him not to think consciously, but the location she had mentioned forced him to address the matter with his brain. “The Temple of Solomon?” he asked in a quivering voice, trying to escape the power of her sexuality to attain a cogent manner.
“Yes.”
“You do realize that it is not standing anymore,” he said.
She chuckled, “Yes, I’m aware of that, Mr. Purdue. But in its foundation there is something that once belonged to me, that I am desperate to regain. And your reputation as an explorer is one of reckless charge, to abandon all reason to get what you want.”
She continued before Purdue could answer, running her hand up his thigh. “I like that in a man. Only men like you understand my drive for excellence, for usurping thrones and attaining my goals at all costs.”
Her voice mesmerized him completely, rendering him enslaved to her will. It was a strange sensation, because he felt entirely conscious, coherent, and in charge of his thoughts and decisions, regardless of her sexual thrall over him. Purdue considered her proposal soberly, yet everything inside him had already yielded to the prospect of pleasing her.
“What is in it for me?” he asked suavely, piercing her with his light grey eyes and laying on his own brand of persistent charisma. “Your soul?”
The beauty threw her head back in obscene laughter, amusing the white haired genius. “Oh, David, you are a gem! Touché!” Purdue laughed with her, but was anxious for an answer. Her exuberant reaction drew attention from the Queen of the Netherlands and the two men standing with her, the Ambassador of Denmark and American communications tycoon, Henry Goldstein. They looked positively revolted, but kept to themselves nonetheless, with no desire to hush the forceful hussy they seemed to know personally. Then they looked at Purdue with equal disdain, but he noticed a different air about their looks. Seeing him with the stunning Middle Eastern beauty almost made them look sorry for him. For a blink in time, Purdue noticed an imperceptible warning shine in Goldstein’s expression, before he looked away.
Not since he was on trial before the Order of the Black Sun as Renatus, had Purdue felt so alone, so singled out. In fact, had he not been independently wealthy with all the resources his heart desired, he may well have felt an inkling of terror at that moment. Deep inside, he felt isolated and unsafe.
“In all honesty, what is in it for me?” he reiterated his query. The woman ceased her giggling and looked him in the eye.
“Money,” she replied.
“I have money,” he grinned arrogantly. “You will have to do better than that, my dear.”
She smiled, looking momentarily put down by his dismissal, but she was far from being out of chips to play this game. Her tone grew hard, and she delivered her bait with conviction. Purdue knew she’d deserted the charm and exchanged it for straight business talk — it had to be serious to her, whatever this was she wished to gain.
“You’re right, Mr. Purdue. Offering you money is like offering God the Universe, right?” she conceded. “If you help me I will give you three things your heart desires.”
Purdue smiled, but he was both wary and slightly unnerved. “Carry on,” he said. “Which three things would those be?”
“Whatever your heart desires, Mr. Purdue. Pay attention,” she snapped.
“What could I possibly desire that I cannot attain myself?” he chuckled, swigging the last of the bubbly. But something about her rising anger warned him that he was not playing with a spoiled princess or a desperate feminist. He physically felt his heart and stomach tense up at her silent annoyance. He added, “Nobody has anything I cannot achieve by my own means, madam.”
Her dark eyes, like onyx on fire, gazed at him, fueling his panic. There was something to her preposterous offer that felt genuine, but he dared not entertain such a notion. Then again, why did the other guests look at him with borderline pity?
She whispered, “Three things, David. Any three things I can give you if you help me find my treasure.” Drawing closer to him, she was not being suggestive this time, but meant to keep her proposition as quiet and secret as she could. Purdue felt as if her voice came from inside his mind, even though he could feel her breath from the outside his ear. “I can destroy the Order of the Black Sun in a day for you, David. You will never have to run from them again. I can make any woman sway to your whims. And yes, I know there are women who elude you. I can bring you peace, make you the king of the world, if you wish. All these leaders will kneel to you.”
Purdue could feel the hair raise on his skin, but he maintained his cynicism. “If you can destroy the Black Sun, why have you not done so already?”
The beauty looked amused, almost chuckling as she drew away from him to scrutinize his face to find the humor there. “Why on earth would I destroy them? They’re not my bane, but yours. Please, David, I do not busy myself with matters that do not pertain to me.”
“Three things,” he asked again, smiling at the interesting challenge. “What are you, a genie?” Purdue laughed heartily at his insinuation, but the lady was not as entertained as he.
“Do not jest about ancient things you will not comprehend in your tiny mind,” she retorted in vexation, shifting in the sofa seat and leering at the rich and powerful herd in the room. “You might be a genius among humans, Mr. Purdue, but the smartest cockroach on earth is still…just a cockroach. Are you willing to help me find my treasure at the Temple or not?”
Her statement was harsh, but Purdue liked her engaging appeal. There was much in her way that could convince him to join in her endeavor. After all, he had nothing to lose. His name restored, his holdings were consolidated and unreachable by any third party. Such a venture, lucrative or not, would not harm or mar his financial growth. “Tell me what you are looking for and I shall tell you if searching for it is worth my time, my dear lady. And your name would be a nice touch as well.”
The olive-skinned beauty smiled at his response. Looking pleased, she lifted her defenses somewhat. “Countess Baldwin, widow of Freiherr Klaus Geier,” she revealed proudly. “And I am looking for a very old family heirloom, Mr. Purdue, something from my own family’s history. I have reason to believe it is on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, under the masonry of a plaza. You see, only you can search the plaza’s subterranean vicinity without bulldozing the whole thing and drawing attention. Your technological inventions are legendary, and nobody else would have a discreet way of locating the item.”
“And what exactly is this item, Countess Baldwin?” Purdue asked curiously, pouring the dark-eyed beauty a glass of absinthe to match his.
They raised their glasses. Crystal tapping crystal sounded like a delicate bell to accommodate the Countess’ sublime voice. “It is a crown, Mr. Purdue. My crown.”

16
Revelations of Masks Removed

It was well past midnight, but Nina was too intrigued by the strange customs reflected by the eight bodies still awaiting collection, in vain. Outside the office of the medical examiners, it was business as usual. Now and then Nina would hear a vehicle pull up, wheels squeaking under gurneys as unfortunate victims were delivered to the fridges of Upney Lane’s Nirvana. Voices would discuss processing and next of kin before it would grow quiet once more. The shift staff and security knew that the historian was permitted to work in Dr. Victor’s office, so they tried not to disturb her.
Still, every time a doom wagon would show up, or when the trains passed along the rails behind the building, the clattering of metal or slamming doors would startle Nina into a frenzy. After a while, she’d come to recognize the rumble of gurneys, cracking of hinges, and noise from doors opening and shutting. Even so, thumps came without warning, evoking more than a few choice words from the weary historian.
But as the night drew on, the chatter became less frequent and the ambulance and coroner visits rarer. Nina made her own notes from the records retrieved by Dr. Hooper’s wife and Dr. Victor’s comments on the peculiarities of the bodies. In the sharp light of the desk lamp, Nina sat mumbling the information as she typed the details onto her laptop.
One by one, she recorded the names of the men. As Glen Victor reported, they had names such as Carbo, Fluere and Silex. Next to her open spreadsheet, she had the periodic table open on screen so that she could identify which names were the Latin or Greek version of the chemical elements.
“Bromos,” she muttered as she typed, “you have your sigil on your left hand.” She looked impressed for a moment. “You seem to be the other side of Kadmia, who has his on his right hand.” Nina found it uncanny that some had their markings on the same body parts, but on opposite sides of the physique. “Why are they named after elements? What is the connection between the body parts and the elements?”
Another crash startled her. Nina’s heart went wild from the sudden slamming that sounded like a blunt, heavy object, a sound she had not yet heard this night. “Christ!” she gasped, clutching her chest. The din continued with sweeping sounds, distracting her from her focus on solving the mystery of the dead men. “Hey! Can you keep it down just a wee bit, please?” she hollered to the staff.
“Sorry, ma’am!” she heard back from the dreary, old reception room where the register was kept for new arrivals.
“Fucking hell, man! I’m trying to think,” she said softly, replacing her glasses to open another window on her laptop for research. In checking her resources on the Knights Templar Nina could not find any information pertaining to the element names, and all the sigils’ wording included the entire slogan. Not one instance was ever reported not to have the name of Christ in the sigil of the Templar Knights, bar no era.
Nina wracked her brain trying to put the pieces together. Her reputation was at stake, as well her insatiable need to unravel mysteries, leaving her in a furious debate with herself. The same symbols presented over and over, no matter where she sought them, no matter how deep she went. At wit’s end, and hammered by painkillers, concentration, and too much caffeine, an epiphany happened.
“Oh my God!” she exclaimed, ripping her glasses from her face and falling on her arms to take a moment’s rest. Inside the darkness of her folded arms, she started smiling. A moment later, with the careful racket of the considerate night staff in the background, Nina grabbed the phone handset and dialed a number hastily.
As it rang, she felt her heart race, mostly because she was feeling guilty for the nocturnal bother, but also for the clarity she would no doubt attain from the man she was calling. A sleepy answer forced itself over the phone.
“This had better be a matter of heaven and hell,” he said.
“I am so very sorry to bother you at this hour, Father Harper,” she said, “but I am onto something amazing and I have to have some answers by morning.”
“Who is this?” he yawned. “Someone who needs counsel? Or a watch, perhaps?”
“Again, Father, I am terribly sorry. This is Nina Gould. I’m calling from a morgue in London, so a personal visit would have been out of the question,” she reported as amicably as she could, hoping that he would merit this a valid reason for her ridiculous timing.
“Nina! Oh, what a pleasant surprise! It’s no trouble at all,” he cried, suddenly sounding very forthcoming. “My favorite heathen!” he jested. “What can I do for you that has you calling for informa… wait, you are calling from a morgue?”
“Aye,” she chuckled. “I was called out to consult for something odd they came across when a group of bodies were brought in. Same incident caused all their deaths.”
“Accident?” he asked.
“I suppose you could call it that, Father. They were run over by a car. It killed them all,” she informed him, electing to put the phone on speaker so that she could make coffee while talking, “during the practice of lapidation.”
“My Lord!” he gasped. “And the woman they were stoning?”
“No trace,” she shrugged.
Nina was a little surprised that Father Harper knew about such terminology and practice, but she did, after all, call him because he was well versed in all things religious. In any event, it would be easier to explain the conundrum to someone who already knew the traditions involved.
“So, she was not also delivered to the morgue?” he persisted.
“Um, truthfully, Father, I never even thought of the woman. Nor did I ask. I guess what we found on the men occupied my attention entirely. The medical examiners said nothing about her, actually,” Nina explained. “As far as I know she’s not dead, or at least not here at this facility.”
“I see,” he said, finally accepting her elucidation. “What is so peculiar then, about these men, that you think I could advise on?”
“It’s too intriguing, but I have come to a dead end as to the origin of a sigil they all have tattooed on them,” she explained. “A Templar Knight sigil. Are you familiar with the order, Father? I mean, most people know who they are, but do you perhaps know more about them?”
“Because I’m a priest?” he inquired in amusement.
“Aye,” she hesitated.
Father Harper had a bit of a laugh before clearing his throat and replying dramatically. “You are in luck, Dr. Gould,” he announced, “for I know of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ.”
Nina chuckled as she stirred her strong black coffee, trying not to spill it while she hobbled back to Dr. Victor’s chair. “I am elated to hear that, Father, but the symbol on these lads does not include Christ’s name.”
A long pause ensued on the other side of the line. Nina hoped that Father Harper would not think her a fool. “I know it sounds silly, but unless you advise otherwise, I’m willing to assume they just had their bodies marked from ill-researched sources.”
There was no reply.
“Father Harper?” Nina prompted.
“I’m here, Dr. Gould,” he said. “Anything criminal, perhaps ties to extremist groups, you could find on them? Surely the medical examiner took their fingerprints?”
“Oh,” Nina remembered, “I was about to add that part too. They have no names, only pseudonyms…”
“Chemical elements, by chance?” he asked.
A dark shadow appeared in to Nina’s left, racing toward her with stealth precision and malice in mind. Bare handed, he struck her down onto the hard floor, knocking her cold. Behind him, the bodies of a security guard and an assistant was left in his wake.
“Nina?” Father Harper called, having heard the commotion. “Nina! Answer me!”
All Father Harper could hear was a ruckus of drawers and the historian’s groaning as the assailant picked her up. He threw her hard into the chair and slapped her until she regained consciousness.
“Nina!” Father Harper bellowed into the speaker. “I am on my way.”
“Don’t bother,” the attacker told Harper. “She will be long gone.”
Having overheard the whole conversation, the attacker knew that Nina had been speaking to a clergyman, he knew his name and just before he hung up the phone, he mocked Nina’s friend. “Harper, stay in your foxhole and hide behind your ash and salt, Brother. Ecce sacerdos magnus, qui in diebus suis, placuit Deo.”
The line was cut, leaving Father Harper astonished, terrified for Nina, and furious with vengeful need. The man’s response had not not random, but specific to Father Harper in ways he could never disclose. In a twisted way, the priest was grateful that Nina had not heard the attacker’s address to him, or else she may have uncovered why the phrase was so demeaning to his personal ego.
Back at the morgue, Nina gradually came to under the forceful hand of her attacker. Blurry and hazed, her vision slowly returned to observe a line of men before her, only in silhouette. Her head was pounding and her ankle was hurt a second time when she fell, but she was too disoriented to do much for now. The black figures, like a congregation of shadowy monks, swayed and faded until Nina’s sight adjusted.
“Wake up!” she heard in the echo of her half-asleep mind. “Wake up… Nina!”
They all knew her name now that they had heard the conversation on the phone. They also knew who she held allegiance to, and yet she was still alive. That was, at least for the time being, a positive fact. “Are you awake? Or do you want us to hasten you to the consciousness in less patient ways?”
Only the one man spoke the whole time. He was the hostile one, the vocal one, the one in charge. Nina could judge that he was not about to go soft on her just because she was already injured from the fall earlier that day. As her sight sharpened, she noticed that every word the man spoke was like a breath of fire and smoke. To elevate his frightening presence, Nina observed his smoky breath just as the latest freight train growled along the screeching rails, giving him a most fearsome image.
“Kill her,” he told the others, and turned to leave.
“N-no, no, n-n,” Nina forced her mouth to make words. “I’m up. I’m up-p, awake.”
He turned, smiling. “That’s what I suspected, Dr. Gould.”
The other men stood still, as if nothing was going on around them. Nina was petrified at the violence of their leader. He stood over her in the shadow of the lamp where she could only determine his frame and the fact that he had wild, shoulder-length hair, much like Sam’s.
“Where are the bodies of our brothers?” he asked her. His voice was deep, yet it split her skull with its intensity as he spoke in her rattled ears. Nina’s head was spinning, sore and heavy on her neck, but she knew she dared not make him wait.
“Th-they,” she slurred, lifting but an index finger with much effort to point out the door, but her motor skills failed her. “There,” she pushed the word, if only to appear coherent. They all turned their heads, remaining absolutely still otherwise. Their uniform movements reminded her of soldiers in formation, though they wore contemporary street clothes, with hoodies to cover their heads and faces. As a matter of fact, Nina may otherwise have judged them as common London thugs, or gangsters.
“Take us to our family, Nina, or else you can pick your own little fridge there next to the other recent deliveries,” he said firmly, but void of his previous force. It was then that Nina realized that she knew his voice. Her eyes adjusted to the weak light and she stared at the commander of the unit around her. His dark, hateful eyes and the curly tresses convinced her of her suspicion. She had seen and heard him before.
“You!” she whistled as she tried to control her lips. “You are the man on Sam’s video clip!”

17
Magnet for Malice

Sam woke up from what he thought was certain death. Almost immediately he could feel the burning sting in his hand where he had last grasped the weapon he took from the thug that had tried to kill him in the restroom.
“Ow, geezuss,” he moaned inadvertently. From inside the thick of his lightheaded head, his voice sounded like it was not his own. Sam’s nose burned from the stark stench of medical cleaning agents and fresh ointment.
“Try not to move, Mr. Cleave,” he heard Dr. Lindemann say. Sam didn’t want to open his eyes, but he needed to make sure that he was in fact alive. “You have suffered a substantial concussion, and I could barely save your hand, but you should bounce back,” the doctor eased him, but as Sam tried to sit up, Dr. Lindemann raised his voice, “if you do not move!”
“Aye, I heard you the first time,” Sam winced in pain.
“Then maybe I should blame your direct disobedience on language obstacles?” the stern doctor patronized. He was holding up a hypodermic as Sam pried his eyelids apart. To his surprise, the journalist was in one of the King George examination rooms, away from any danger.
“At least you followed my cryptic warning, which is some sign of intelligence,” the doctor rubbed it in.
“At first,” Sam struggled to articulate under the influence of mild barbiturates, “I thought you were just being a right prick…”
“That is the general outlook of most idiots who stroll through here,” Dr. Lindemann replied as he prepared Sam’s arm for the injection.
“Aye, I’m sure,” Sam spoke freely, “but then I started catching on when I started seeing suspicious behavior.” He stopped abruptly as all the puzzle pieces returned to the table. “What happened to the man who attacked me?”
“Well, when I directed our security people to where I directed you, they were just in time to stop the party, so to speak. Your hand had exploded…”
Sam looked down at his heavily bandaged and bleeding hand.
“…don’t look down, Mr. Cleave…”
“Oh my God!” Sam panicked. “Do I still have my fingers?”
“Yes, we managed to treat your injuries on time. Anyway, the man escaped through the same door I advised you to go, but we apprehended his partner after she stabbed our staff manager after her boyfriend had fled without her,” Dr. Lindemann reported, hardly taking a breath in between sentences. “She committed suicide in police custody about an hour ago.”
“What?” Sam gulped at the same time that the doctor pushed the plunger to administer his next dose, slowly weaning his tolerance down to a prescription painkiller. “I’ve been out that long? I have to find out what happened to… uh… Patient #1408!”
Amused, the doctor gave Sam a glare. “You mean, Patient #1312?”
“Aye!” Sam yelled, misjudging the volume of his voice as the new wave of mother’s milk kicked in to ease his pain. “There are people looking for her, just like the characters who chased me down, doc. You have to tell me where she is, please. Before this stuff knocks me out again.”
“Mr. Cleave, she checked herself out mere hours after you left here, and incidentally, the people who tried to kill you also asked about her whereabouts,” the doctor filled Sam in, keeping his voice down.
“She is trouble,” Sam slurred.
“I know,” Dr. Lindemann agreed, “which is precisely why I am telling you as much as I can while I am still drawing breath, Mr. Cleave. Who knows, if they are willing to kill an innocent admin manager who had no idea that anything was amiss, imagine what they would do to someone who knows as much as I have gathered since you brought that woman in.”
Sam understood. Even in the ghostly fog possessing his brain to numb his central nervous system, he made sure that the doctor’s information was burned into his memory banks. The inebriated journalist nodded with a loosely lolling head as the doctor gently laid him down on the hard bed of the examination area.
“Now take some rest. We’ve stitched up the hand, but it needs to be checked one more time in an hour from now. I’ll be back then, alright, Mr. Cleave?” Dr. Lindemann explained. “I’m leaving you here in the locked ER 02, for your own safety, until I return.”
“Aye, daughter,” Sam tried to answer, but he had already gone to sleep minutes before.
Dr. Lindemann chuckled at the poor hero’s toils and how valiantly he had handled them, trying to feel amused enough to forget that he was terrified for his own life now that the sinister hunter with the strange gun had escaped. He closed and locked the door behind him before going to do his rounds just short of evening visiting hours. The long white corridor of Ward 3 looked especially shiny tonight, especially after the blood had been washed off the wall outside the admin office.
When he woke again, the hospital was in utter chaos. Someone was trying the door of the examination room he was in, furiously tugging at it.
“Wh-wha… what? You have the key, not me!” he shouted in a daze of delirium from the medication, thinking it was Dr. Lindemann trying to get in.
A nearby choir of screams from outside the door ripped Sam from his state, and although he was still very dizzy, he sobered up fast. What he heard was not the odd yelp of pain or fright from a patient, but a genuine situation of panic, something serious. Sam sat up to ascertain the nature of the situation, ignoring the thumping, blunt hammering in his skull.
“Mr. Cleave, open the door, please. Dr. Lindemann sent me,” a nurse said from the other side of the door. “We have to get you out of here now.”
Sam pressed his shirtless torso up against the door to better hear the nurse through the madness outside the door. “Where is the doctor?” he shouted, as a rumble of footsteps ran past the room, heading for the exit of the ward. “He’s locked me in. I have no way of opening the door. Where is he?”
“He is in one of the nursing stations on the fourth floor, Mr. Cleave,” she informed him. “He sent me to come and get you to him so that you’d be safe in the office up there.”
“Then why didn’t he give you the keys?” Sam asked with quite a different tone, having outsmarted the charlatan on the other side of the door.
She said nothing further, which Sam had learned by now, was the prefix to violence. He put distance between himself and the door, and armed himself with scalpel. As he had predicated, a hail of bullets clapped through the door. With every shot, the door sported one more perfect hole of exploded wooden fringes, five in number with a reddish tint. The room had no window from which he could escape, so his only option was to pass the shooter.
When he saw the doorknob deform, Sam knew to ready himself. As the door swung open he charged, slamming his good fist right into the face of the dead nurse he spoke to not a minute before.
“Oh Christ!” he hissed as the assassin hiding behind her dropped her body unceremoniously to aim. Sam saw the same five holes in the woman’s body, realizing at once that the hitman had shot at the door through her body, killing her for not getting Sam to open it for her. Fighting for his life once more, the spry Sam fell to his knees and broke a cardinal rule between gentlemen in combat. He planted a wicked punch right between the shooter’s legs, instantly immobilizing him.
“Thank God you are not a Sumo wrestler,” Sam panted as the man collapsed, trying to lift the barrel to Sam’s face. But the journalist was an opportunist, and he quickly grabbed the gun. He pressed the barrel on the man’s right eye and pulled the trigger. There was no time for gathering intelligence this time, and Sam was not going to compromise his current position for the source of the hit. The back of his attacker’s head exploded from the hollow-point impact, but the ward had already been evacuated, leaving Sam’s act without witness.
The first thing he considered was the security cameras, but then realized that it would show the man shooting the nurse and attacking him. It was a clear-cut case of self-defense this time. “I have to stop doing this shit on camera, for fuck’s sake,” he wheezed, tossing the gun aside and heading out to where the police task force unit had just entered.
Sam raised his hands in surrender. Behind them was Dr. Lindemann, shouting “That is my patient! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”
“Alright, doctor. We got it,” the sergeant shouted back as he motioned for Sam to move toward them. “How many are there?” he asked Sam.
“I have no idea. As far as I know, there was just this one, and he came for me,” Sam attested. “Until now I was locked in the examination room, sir, so I don’t know if he brought some friends.”
Suspiciously, the sergeant looked at Sam. “Why are they after you, son?”
Sam sighed. “I don’t know, sir.”
“Really,” the sergeant sneered. “I doubt that.” He gestured for his men to fan out and comb the ward and they crept in all directions, passing Sam. The sergeant pulled Sam aside.
“The doctor said that they could have something to do with a woman you brought in here a few days back,” he whispered.
“Aye, I think so, but to tell you the truth, I haven’t a clue how they are connected to her. Maybe they’re looking for her,” Sam pretended to speculate, being quite convinced that the assassins were sent by the man on the screen who insisted Sam deliver the woman.
However, being a delicate matter to Sam’s own guilt in a street murder recently, he was not about to disclose the particulars of the video clip threat. In fact, the fewer people privy to the whole affair, the better for Sam to maneuver along the pointers to find out what was going on. The law had a tendency to strangle and obstruct them with their red tape, tying up the way to truth.
“She has a name?” the sergeant pressed.
“She had amnesia, sir. The doctors just gave her a number, I think.” Sam skillfully changed the subject. “Look, can I go? I have to get this hand checked out or I’m going to lose it permanently.”
“Alright,” the sergeant conceded. “Go on.”
Sam joined up with Dr. Lindemann, waiting for him at the security point.
“My God, Mr. Cleave, you do know how to kick in a hornet’s nest, don’t you?” he told the journalist. “Let me just clean up that hand and you can go. Please. I need you to be away from me and my hospital. Too many people have died since you walked in here.”
Sam felt surprisingly bad at the doctor’s words. “Don’t worry, doc. I already feel like shit about all this. And the clincher is, I don’t even know why I’m the target.”
“Yes, I know. It’s not your fault, I suppose. But you have to be more careful about the choices you make, Mr. Cleave,” the doctor advised as he removed the bandage, revealing Sam’s swollen, purple hand.
“Jesus!” Sam whispered when he saw the condition of his blueish flesh, exacerbated by the neat row of black stitches buried in the swollen mess. “I’m going to lose my hand.”
“No, you won’t,” Dr. Lindemann consoled, “but if you don’t start staying out of other people’s business soon, you might lose your head, my friend.”
Outside, a myriad of reporters flocked to get the lowdown on the incidents that have sporadically grown worse within intervals over the last day at King George Hospital. Sam gave his statement and kept to victim obliviousness before dodging the overzealous news people. The police kept them at a safe distance as the coroner collected the victims to take them down to Upney Lane’s Nirvana Morgue.
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Unlikely Fellows

“Your doctor has some solid advice for you there, Sam,” a woman said on approach, having broken from the group of shouting journalists. “You really should start minding your own business.”
Sam did not hide his annoyance. He sighed, “You may well think on taking that advice for yourself, Harris. It might get you killed one day.” His dark eyes narrowed at the sight of the woman who could vex him without even uttering a word. “Oh, and I hope it does.”
Jan Harris hastened toward him, looking smug as always. She had somehow bribed her way through the police barricade to address Sam.
“Who the hell is this?” Dr. Lindemann asked Sam under his breath.
“Avoid ever speaking to this bitch, doc. Remember when you thought what you know about Patient Whatever would get you murdered? Well, letting this one even know your name is damning enough, geddit?”
“If you need any more treatment, Mr. Cleave,” the doctor spoke loudly as he rose to leave, “please feel free to come in for a check-up. Good night.” With a nod to Jan Harris, he walked right past her to disappear in the group of police officers.
“So, I see you have an uncanny way of showing up where catastrophes strike, Sam,” she sneered, holding her cell phone up at him. “Or is it that you — cause — them?”
“Fuck off, Harris,” Sam recited the only mantra he deemed worthy of her.
“You had better play really nice from now on,” the conniving harpy sang happily. Her shrill, housewife-like jingle made him want to shove his fist through her teeth, but that could compromise his already teetering reputation for violence. Holding her phone up to his face came across as a juvenile display of mockery. “Why do you not answer your phone, Sam? I’ve been calling you incessantly since last we spoke, to warn you — and make you a deal.”
“I don’t make deals with losers, Harris,” Sam replied. “Knowing that destroying my phone keeps me from hearing your grating little squeak makes everything worthwhile.” He smiled at her, looking decidedly hostile.
“Now see, that attitude is precisely why you never get to the root of your personality problem, pal,” she lectured. “Did it ever occur to you that your general contempt for people, like, say, me, is causing you to miss important information? And that information,” she waved her phone from side to side, “could prove to be lethal enough to kill your career, obliterate any overrated reputation you have, or even cost you the rest of your life in prison?”
Sam’s heart stopped. His instincts told him that whatever Jan Harris had on him was on her phone and that her so-called proposition entailed blackmail. He was not a renowned investigative journalist for nothing. Years of dealing with snakes, masked demons, and low lives had taught him how to smell out a rotten offer.
He elected to play dumb and go with the flow — for now.
“What do you have there?” he asked plainly. “I guess it has something to do with what you want to strike a deal for.”
She grinned. Sam had to clench his teeth. As she leaned in to whisper, he felt his muscles beg for action, but Sam was smart enough to restrain himself. Her perfume was like the stench of a rapist’s breath as she drew close. “I think you know what I have here. Someone you pissed off sent it to me to expose you. But since I’m such a merciful opponent, I’ll give you a chance to redeem yourself before I run this on my next slot.”
Sam didn’t look her in the eye. He kept his eyes straight ahead into the red and blue flashing lights and the chaos of the crowd. He was afraid that if he gazed upon her repulsive semblance, h’d lose control. “Tell me where the woman is, and I will instead run the clip he sent you and expose him — he gave it to me to prove that you did not comply. Hey? Hey? In turn, I will dispose of the footage where you are involved in the cold-blooded murder of eight Muslim men in an apparent xenophobic attack in Barking.”
His heart slammed like a trapped animal in a cage, but his face remained without change. She had him by the balls. That, he could not deny. Instead of losing his temper at her craven opportunism, Sam simply turned to face her and answered calmly. “Do you know who that bloke is, by the way?”
“I might,” she teased. “Where is the woman?”
Sam had an idea. As long as Harris thought he had information on the woman’s whereabouts, he could stall his exposure until he knew more. As long as he played along, Harris had something to lose, and the man on the video clip had to wait before sending someone to kill him again.
“I can’t talk here. I’ll take you to her if you give me that bloke’s name. Let’s start with that simple exchange,” Sam suggested. Harris was too eager to refuse. By having dealt with her before, Sam knew that she was a vulture, a preying parasite, feeding off the hard work and information of others. She would do anything to boast more intel than another reporter. His consideration, his needing her knowledge, was a miniscule stroke of her ego.
“His name is Amir, from what I heard his associate call him. There were a few people in the background, but that is all I could hear regarding his identity. He’s, of course, an illegal stirring things up in our country with their Islam and their hatred,” she answered.
“Funny, don’t you think?” Sam frowned. “To me, his accent sounds nothing like Arabic or any of the similar dialects of practicing Muslim people. I might be completely off, but Amir sounds quite continental to me.”
Jan Harris did not take well to Sam’s deviation from what she had already labelled in her one-track mind. For a split second, she contemplated Sam’s approach, but she could not be proven wrong at any cost. “You know the new generation, Sam,” she grabbed at straws. “They adapt. They evolve with the media and the times to assimilate before causing trouble. Of course this young man will not want to sound like a harsh, desert-dwelling Muslim with camel breath and rotten teeth, wearing robes.”
Sam scoffed at the stereotypical description, but held in his need to chuckle. “Naturally,” she said as she continued her disgraceful assumption, “he will have been educated in western schools and taught to speak European English so he could deceive people into thinking his organization is broad-minded and contemporary.”
“Alright,” Sam agreed, if only to not rock the boat yet by correcting her on every point. “So did Amir tell you where to meet him?”
“No,” she sneered like a teenager. “I am to get you to deliver the woman. By the way, her name is Toshana, he says. Smoke?” According to Sam Cleave, Jan Harris had only done one thing right in her entire life, and that was the very thing she had just done — offer him a much desired fag.
“Ta,” he said, taking the weak brand he only smoked for the sake of mock bonding and the urge to start sucking on the police van’s exhaust. His lungs hated him for the crappy tasting tobacco, but he was not about to bail on a free smoke. “Toshana, you say. Toshana who?”
“Don’t know,” Jan Harris groaned as she exhaled. They watched the crowds clearing and fewer people leering at them for smoking on hospital grounds. “That was all he said.” She mimicked the man called Amir with a deep voice and a rocking head, for effect. “Tell Sam Cleave we want Toshana, and if he refuses to tell you, air the video clip of the car bolting through the men in the street and Sam’s face as he gets in to flee.” She took a long drag of her bad cigarette and looked up at the sky before pinning Sam with her eyes, as if she were saying, “Now, tell me where she is.”
Jan Harris’s cell phone rang, the vibration drilling through Sam’s head under the juvenile jingle she had for a ring tone. ‘Saved by the bell’, as they say, Sam thought in immense relief. In truth, he had no idea how to tell Jan that he had been playing her for information. Then again, being such a stout professional as she surely deemed herself, she should have known that the vocation of her choice had more back stabbings than a Shakespearian tragedy.
He finished the cigarette and extinguished the butt in the sand next to him, not even trying to eavesdrop on her conversation. Something about the call had to be supremely engaging, because of the manner in which Jan Harris reacted. She looked at Sam, but did not see him, her mouth agape, her eyes gleaming with excitement — the true look of a vulture upon discovery of carrion. Sam knew that look. It was the face of calamity, the likes of which dripped with the cursed honey that leeches would suckle like babes.
“New story?” he asked, as she hung up the phone and gestured to her cameraman to get in the car. Jan Harris looked suspicious of his interest, but again, she could not resist knowing more than he, and rubbing it in. It was a childish trait that persisted in her personality, but Sam used it every time to manipulate the superficial woman and her know-it-all ignorance. “I was just informed by my people,” she bragged, “that there was an incident down at the Nirvana Morgue in Barking. Apparently corpses were stolen and a woman on duty there was kidnapped in the early hours of this morning.”
Sam was relieved that Jan Harris was distracted from her initial threat to him, but his own interest was sparked. He could, however, never let her know that he was intrigued or else she would make sure that he did not get in on the details. “Looks like this whole area is just brimming with crime lately,” Sam sighed, looking at the mangled filter of the cigarette between his fingers.
“Don’t think I am leaving here without Toshana’s whereabouts,” she reminded him sternly.
“You know, the longer you stand here bitching at me, the more likely it is that some other reporter is stealing your scoop over there,” Sam replied smoothly, trying not to laugh at the good fortune circumstance and coincidence exhibited for him. Jan Harris was in too much of a hurry to bother with analyzing the psychological basis of Sam’s banter.
Come on, Harris. Be a good greedy bitch and take the bait, Sam thought. Take me with you.
Harris weighed up the importance of a new scoop with Toshana’s location and found that neither could be sacrificed for the other. She knew that Sam was right — she had no time to lose.
“You’re coming with me, mister,” she snapped, hands on her hips in a desperate claim to authority.
Yes! Sam cried in his mind, elated.
“Because I’m not letting you disappear again until I got what I need from you,” she continued in self-righteous assertion. “In return,” she hesitated somewhat, “you can accompany me on the new story.”
Playing along splendidly, Sam feigned reluctance before pretending to give in to her demands. “Alright,” he said, “but we can’t stay for long. I still have to take you to Toshana.”
“We’ll stay as long as is needed, Cleave,” she commanded. “God, I thought you knew how this worked.”
Behind her, Sam grinned as they hurried to Harris’ SUV opposite the road. Christ, Harris, you are easier than a drunken, jilted fresher.

19
The Voice from the Ether

Arriving at the Upney Lane facility, Sam couldn’t wait to get out of the car. It seemed that even sharing a vehicle with the insufferable Jan Harris was too much, what with her love for British boy bands and open-mouthed chewing while she navigated the streets at the pace of a glacier. Even her camera man, Steve, sat staring out the window for so much of the trip that Sam swore the man’s neck had to be readjusted when they turned into Upney Lane.
“Get the camera ready, Steve,” Harris whined through the lapping sound of teeth releasing wet Wrigley’s every time her jaw moved. “I want to film from the moment we get out of the car, just in case something is already happening outside. You got that?”
Steve just nodded, his eyes fixed in vexation as his left hand waited on the door handle. Sam was in the same ready position as the car came to a halt, climbing up on the sidewalk just outside the entrance of the rickety parking area. Harris watched Sam in the rear view mirror to make sure he did not abscond before she obtained her information. As they exited the car, Sam followed the jiggling ass of the overweight cameraman. His wide bottom was threatening to shed his trousers with every step as he tried to catch up to Harris, but Sam had to abandon all humor for now.
He was actually keen to see what had happened at Nirvana Public Morgue. Corpse-napping had a macabre, albeit intriguing edge on crime that London did not encounter every day, something Sam would normally associate with his own escapades when running with Purdue and Nina.
Nina, his heart reverberated suddenly. He’d successfully avoided thinking about her all day and now, when he was trying to focus on something out of the ordinary, she popped up in his mind. After this, he would have to give her a call, even if it was from a police station. He was certain that he would soon be arrested, thanks to Harris. There was no way she would not utilize a choice opportunity to sink him if he did not give up Toshana.
“This way!” he heard Harris shout at poor, out of breath Steve. They tried to get through the first line of journalists that had already formed on the front steps, where a similar scene was playing out to the one they had just come from. Sam sauntered behind them with no intention of fighting for a place in front. He knew better. Hands in pockets, he strolled to the fringe of the commotion and observed what he could.
Although he lamented the fact that he had no equipment, not even a cell phone, with him, Sam reckoned it had served him better not to bring anything with him this time. At least, with the recent surprise party the assassin couple had thrown at him and Jan Harris’ unexpected arrival, he had nothing valuable on him. That would all have been lost by now.
“Can I help you, sir?” a police officer asked. He had noticed the lone man walking around without aim with a bloody bandage on his hand. Such observations would normally be construed as suspicious by policemen.
“No thank you, officer,” Sam replied.
“Off with you then,” the officer suggested. Sam knew he could not prove that he was more than a vagrant. After all, he looked like shit — bloodied, with his clothing in dirty disarray and his hair unkempt from the rumble he was in at the hospital. His eye caught the red suit of Jan Harris among the churning crowd. Associating himself with one of these journalists present would not win him any favor with the police anyway, so he accepted the shunning and slowly walked back to the car.
But Sam’s scruffy hair offered assistance in his reconnaissance, obscuring his prying eyes from the policeman who watched him leave. Gradually the sun was rising behind the murky clouds over Barking, illuminating the dreary world around the railway lines with a monotone misery. Two headlights, dimmed, raced into the entrance and took an immediate right into the staff parking area, away from the public parking in front of the building’s main façade.
Nobody saw it, because their backs were turned in their frenzy to sweet-talk the police into a statement. But Sam did, and he used the last bit of the night’s shadow to sneak into the second entrance just short of the main gate. At a close distance, two red break lights blinked under the glare of a pale, white streetlight on the other side of the wall fence that was crowned with rusty barbed wire.
On approach, Sam noticed that the car was a humble sedan, some green, pre-2012 model. When the red lights were doused, he heard the driver’s door open. Sam did his best not to startle the driver by addressing them from a ways away.
“Good morning!” he exclaimed confidently. “Thought you would never show up.”
With his charade, he included a light chuckle to make things cordial with the stranger. In truth, he had no idea who it was or what their purpose would be, but bluffing his way into things was Sam’s forte.
“You are?” the man in the trench coat asked Sam. He looked in a hurry and came straight toward Sam before he even received an answer, so the journalist decided to go with it.
“Sam Cleave,” Sam introduced himself. “I take it you are the medical examiner in charge? Those reporters are making things very difficult for us to investigate the case. Bloody vultures. They have no respect for the victims in these regards.”
“Tell me about it!” the man agreed, shaking his head as he shook Sam’s healthy hand. “Dr. Barry Hooper, head medical examiner. I am absolutely shattered to hear that Dr. Gould was kidnapped!” He wheezed as he rushed forward to get to the office, looking ashen.
“Excuse me, what did you say?” Sam choked, hoping he did not hear what he thought he did. “Who?”
Dr. Hooper did not lose cadence in his lunging steps as he repeated, “Dr. Gould. She was researching in our offices last night. The animals who stole the bodies took her with them, and I think I’m going to throw up. She was our guest, you know, from Edinburgh.”
“Dr. Nina Gould, the historian?” Sam asked with a crack in his voice, trying not to lose it.
“Yes, that’s the one, Mr. Cleave,” Dr. Hooper affirmed as they approached the police sergeant who had sent Sam away before. Realizing suddenly that Sam knew Nina, he stopped in his tracks and frowned at Sam. “My God, you know her?”
He needed no answer from Sam. Barry could see the tall, dark-eyed man’s face lose all life and color, his lips slightly agape in shock. Pursing his lips in conviction, Barry Hooper slapped Sam’s upper arm reassuringly and sympathized. “Come, son, let’s go see what happened so we can sort this out, hey?” He turned to the police officer and flashed his identification. “Dr. Barry Hooper,” he announced. Pointing at Sam, he said, “And this is my colleague, Mr. Cleave. Who is in charge here?”
With a look of warning, the policeman scowled at Sam while calling his superior.
“Sir, this is Dr. Hooper, head M.E., and his colleague, Mr. Cleave. They need to get inside if the preliminaries and sweeps are done, sir,” he reported to the gentle-faced captain.
The captain nodded and held out his arm to direct Sam and Barry into the smaller door of the administration archive building. As he entered the building, Sam glanced back to see Jan Harris staring at him, fuming. He had beaten her again. For fear of her releasing the footage she had on him, Sam motioned that she should wait for him before he disappeared through the door.
Inside, the place smelled of old papers and dust. Barry accompanied the captain to the morgue itself and the offices Nina had been taken from. After a day and night of continuous violence and pain, Sam was beginning to feel the fatigue grip his body. However, it was the surreal discovery of Nina’s abduction in a most coincidental chain of events that forced him ahead.
From previous close calls, he knew very well that time was a luxury when it concerned abductions, and there was no time for him to recuperate until he knew who had taken Nina. He had to know everything and he could only get it from this Barry character, he figured.
“She appears to have been discovered in here,” the captain said, “before they took her. The CCTV cameras were blacked out before the perpetrators entered the premises.”
They stepped up to the threshold of Dr. Glen Victor’s office, beholding the bedlam of the intrusion. Severed twine, used for toe tags, lay strewn over the chair. At the top of the chair, the headrest was stained dark with blood spatter, a sight that overwhelmed Sam to a point of sickness. Fighting the urge to vomit from the sheer pandemonium of his imagination at seeing his beloved Nina’s blood, Sam almost doubled over. Still, he forced himself to recover; he had no choice.
Barry could see the devastation in the young man, and he knew that he had to help him at all costs.
“Dr. Hooper, are there any security cameras for the front parking area?” Sam asked, swallowing hard.
“There is one,” he replied, but the captain interrupted. “They entered through the ceiling, coming from, we think, the railroad tracks.”
“So no footage of them,” Sam stated, ruling out identification by CCTV. “No prints?”
“We have collected prints, Mr. Cleave, but we doubt they were that reckless. I bet the prints we run will belong to staff… and Dr. Gould,” the captain told Sam. “We think Dr. Gould was tied to the chair,” he continued informing them, innocent of the knowledge that the victim was a close friend of the tall young man, “but the amount of blood and the fact that there is no body has me confident that she was not killed… at least not here.”
Barry could see Sam’s mind reeling at the insensitive commentary of the police investigator. He stepped in quickly and asked, “Could you please show me where the bodies were taken out through, captain?”
“Yes, certainly. Follow me through here,” the investigator agreed. As he took the lead, Dr. Barry Hooper glanced back at Sam as if to give him some time alone in the office to gather his own evidence, uninterrupted by lurid speculation about his friend. Sam gave the old Samaritan a nod of gratitude, and when they were out of sight, he sank down on the small bench by the coffee maker, trying not to weep.
“My God, Nina,” he murmured, “where did you go?”
He avoided looking at the blood on the medical examiner’s chair, yet it called him, subliminally beckoning him to suffer. The office was a mess of papers, spilled water, and coffee granules that made the dirty carpet sticky. Even the coffee pot was shattered in the corner and potted plants on top of the file cabinet were overturned on the floor below. Feeling hopeless and contrite for not running after her when she’d left his flat, Sam gasped for breath.
In the adjacent morgue, staff discussed the death of one of the assistants and the night security guard in hushed tones. They stood away from where the last forensic evidence had been collected by the local crime scene unit, who incidentally were based two laboratories down the corridor in the new lab wing of the Nirvana Morgue.
Their echoing voices in the hollow, tiled room almost drowned out the noise outside at the front door. Sam’s mind was racing with Nina’s words, those she’d spoken in concern; those he’d rebuked in intolerance. Inadvertently he succumbed to the urge and reached out to touch the remnants of her blood.
It was then that he saw the medical examiner’s PBX on the desk, undisturbed. A long shot, Sam thought to press redial from the extension. After all, he had to cover all the bases. His finger activated the melodic tone of the redial function and, with sweaty fingertips, he waited for it to ring.
“St. Columbanus Church,” a man answered.
Sam gulped as his body began to quiver under the yolk of tribulation. “Father Harper?”
“Aye?”
Sam fainted.

20
The Mephistopheles Phenomenon

Purdue woke up feeling well rested, although he did not remember coming to bed. His head felt heavy, but he blamed it on too much champagne consumed after the contract with Countess Baldwin had been concluded.
“Headache?” he heard the delectable woman say, and Purdue immediately remembered her skin and her scent. He opened his eyes. “You’re frowning and groaning,” she smiled. She was sitting at the window, sipping her tea. The morning brightness blurred the borders of her silhouette, illuminating her beauty with a halo and blinding him to the rest of her. “Hangover?”
“Actually,” he smiled back at her, “I have no headache. Just feels like I have a rock weighing on my head.”
Her husky chuckle was like opium to Purdue. When she looked out from the tenth story window, her flawless complexion glowed in the mild sun’s rays. Turning in her position, Purdue now noticed that she was naked, her ample breasts forcing the curtains of her white satin robe to fall from her shoulders, along her arms and draping to her ankles. All of her was in glorious view. It seemed that her robe was just an obligation.
Bits and pieces of the time with her briefly kissed his recollection before dwindling once more, and Purdue tried to relive what had to have been the best night of his life.
“Tea?” she asked.
“Thank you, yes. No sugar, please,” he requested.
“Honey, then?” she persisted.
Purdue never particularly liked honey. He had always had an aversion for its aftertaste and syrupy consistency, yet he nodded. “That would be great, thank you.”
He watched the Countess walk, so softly that she made no sound. Barefoot, with her dark hair coiling wildly, she appeared to momentarily resemble Nina. The vision of the historian was so vivid that Purdue had to shake his head to correct his perception.
“I know it is rude to discuss business so soon after morning reacquaintance, David, but I just want to make sure what is next,” she said, as she prepared his tea with her back to him. “How soon will we embark on the quest for my crown?”
Purdue remembered vaguely that she’d propositioned him at the party after the last meeting he’d attended, and that she wished for him to help her seek a lost crown in Jerusalem. Other than that, he only recalled signing a contract pertaining to the expedition, but not the details.
“Where… uh… where did I put my copy of the contract?” he asked.
She pointed indifferently to a leather-bound dossier on the sofa in the living area, stirring the honey into Purdue’s tea. He rose from the satin sheets, slipping on his trousers before collecting the document to peruse it.
“If you wish, we can travel together to the vault for your first payment,” she offered amicably. “You can have your people take it to Wrichtishousis while we embark further on our journey. In Jerusalem you will join me on the Temple Mount and use your Subgeo-location device to examine the soil for my treasure, right?”
Countess Baldwin formulated the request in such a way that Purdue would understand that she was commanding the developments in such an order. Her manner was feminine and docile, even friendly and forthcoming, but right under it all the queen spoke her orders and her will would not be challenged.
“You know about the Subgeo?” he asked, surprised and flattered. “And my home, Wrichtishousis?”
“Yes,” she smiled, looking amused at his question. “You told me all about it last night? By the stars, David, how much did you have to drink?”
“Too much, it appears,” he answered, looking over the document. At the top of it, a fascinating insignia made the document official. From the fine print under it, the deal was recognized by all financial institutions in Europe, the United States and Asia, all courts observed it as ironclad and Purdue found his signature at the bottom, sealing his accord.
“So when do we go?” she pressed a little less patiently.
“Um,” Purdue muttered, peeling his eyes from the paper before reading the terms, “we will leave in the next week, I assure you. I must just assemble some people to assist us…”
“We go alone!” she hissed, her dark eyes suddenly ablaze.
Purdue frowned at her reaction. “Alone? Contessa, you do realize that a lot of planning goes into an excursion like this. I have to obtain a permit to scout the grounds of the Temple from the Mayoral office, for one. And if we find anything, we have to have the legal documents to excavate your treasure, my dear, a feat that is almost impossible to imagine. My God, this is Jerusalem!”
Pouting like an angry child, she shoved the cup in his hand. “I will not be restrained by a bunch of foolish men holding office,” she said plainly. “Any man, or body, can be bought with enough gold. You, of all people, should know that by now, David.”
“We will have no way of digging it up, Contessa, even if we can locate it illegally and clandestinely. You forget that this city is being guarded by the cultural departments of most historical societies across the world,” he tried to reason with her.
The upset beauty began to get restless, pacing in circles in front of Purdue. Her eyes combed the carpet as she worked herself into emotional turmoil. With her movements soundless, Purdue heard her grinding her teeth in frustration, a most hideous sound of bone on ivory to a point of crushing violence. Her elegant hands were fisted like claws next to her hips.
“You have to understand that it is not a quick process, my dear,” he advised calmly, hoping that his mild-mannered tone would rub off on her. She sighed, and looked at him. Her fingers unclenched and her wild eyes softened.
“Just make it as quick as you can,” she said, looking downright miserable.
“What is the haste?” he asked. He held up his hand in surrender. “It’s just a question.”
Her eyes welled up with tears, but she didn’t look sad. After taking a deep breath she replied, “I am running out of time.”
“How?” he asked immediately, finding himself very concerned for this lady he’d only known for a few hours.
“That doesn’t matter, David.” She smiled through her tears. “Just… do me this favor, will you? Hasten the project, at least before the 24th of the month.”
Purdue winced at the close deadline. “But, that is only two weeks away.”
“Better start your planning, then,” she replied as she walked to the window where she was bathed in white light again. “I am giving you substantial rewards for this. The least you can do is own up to your reputation,” she said in a low voice, fraught with superiority, “and attain what you seek against all odds.”
It was a tall order, but Purdue had to concede that he was one of the few people in the world who could find a way past the bars of authority and law to get what he desired. The fact that Countess Baldwin saw him in such a light was enough to spur him towards success in this endeavor to find her crown. Watching her perfect curvature through the frail fabric of her robe, he knew he would move mountains to savor her again.
Purdue sat down with his tea, amply flavored with vile honey, while he looked over the contract. The lettering was blurred and mixed up, so he retrieved his glasses to better peruse the terms. However, even with the aid of his spectacles Purdue could not read the words printed in proper black ink at a reasonable font size. On the page words like ‘and,’ ‘within,’ and ‘dated’ came out to him, but most of the clearly English words made no sense. They were not in any context until he read several sentences as a collective to test his vision. Only then would they deliver a sentence or two he understood, but as soon as he read it straight, the words would appear vague in meaning, vague in view, and generally jumbled up.
“David?” Countess Baldwin called from the bright window, sounding genuinely concerned. “David, you don’t look well. Is everything alright?”
He looked up at her, at the rest of the room, and removed his spectacles to try once more, but he still had trouble reading the contract. Her hips swayed as she approached him, closing her robe and tying the belt. Looking up at her, she was in perfect focus from where he sat, as was the room and its contents.
“I am calling the doctor,” she decided, heading for the room phone. “You don’t look well at all, and I cannot lose you now. What did you drink last night? Poison?”
Purdue shrugged. “I feel fine, my dear. Nothing ails me, I promise. I have no headaches, no stomach aches, my sight is clear, and I feel perfectly coherent,” he reported as he gently pulled her hand away from the phone and placed it back on the hook. “My eyes are just letting me down. I am sure it is a temporary malady. Maybe my blood sugar is too high,” he smiled at her as she sat down next to him on the bed.
Purdue ran his fingers through her velvet hair, hoping his eyes would not let him down for the next thirty minutes with her. He wanted to see her in detail, even the tiny moles and skin spots her body bore when she’d removed her clothes the last time. There was no imperfection to the Countess, regardless of her little flaws. His grasp abandoned the dossier as his will abandoned any reason. Every time she touched him, he rejoiced in the abandon of her presence, a sensation he had never felt before with anyone, not even with Nina.
On the floor, the papers of the concise contract lay sprawled in the gentle urging of the wind that came through the light drapes where the Countess enjoyed staring from the window. The seal upon the document was not that of the Bilderberg Assembly or any of the governments represented by the annual secret gathering. It was inscribed in gold ink that shimmered in the blinding light that lent Purdue the necessary light to observe every detail, every aspect of his new lover. What he remained blind to, though, was the mark on her left hand, identical to the emblem on the contract — the double border circle that held within it the inverted pentacle. And entwined within it, the horizontal eight-shape symbol of infinity.
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The Enemy of my Enemy

“Listen, just give me a week, Harris,” Sam said, “and I will deliver Toshana.”
He was feeling like a zombie after being revived by Dr. Hooper, but he tried to hide his desperate worry from everyone. On top of everything that had happened to him in the past week alone, the summit of the dread was Nina’s taking, and he did not need unwanted attention from anyone outside his inner sanctum right now.
“Why? Why can’t you take me now?” Harris asked with her hand on her side, looking as if she expected to be shafted. Sam could not tell her the truth — or could he? If he came clean, and if he presented Harris with a good enough reward, perhaps she would understand. Maybe, just maybe, the greedy bitch would muster some decency and hold off on exposing him to the authorities until he got Nina back. It was worth a shot, he figured.
Sam tried to look more pitiful than he felt, for good measure, and softly replied, “I don’t know where Toshana is, Harris.”
“Excuse me?” she shrieked. With a look from Sam, camera man Steve knew it was time to take a walk outside and left the office.
“Listen, you assumed I knew where she was, just like that barbaric goddamn Arab you are in cahoots with,” Sam seethed, abandoning his need for pity. “I never claimed to have her with me until you started blackmailing me. Jesus Christ, Harris, how low will you go to destroy me?” Before she could respond, Sam introduced her to a side of him she did not know. “And Nina is my friend. My best friend, in fact, and I swear to God, if any harm comes to her I will kill everyone involved!” he barked, his dark eyes swimming in the welling water of his lids. He was livid, and terrified. For once, Jan Harris elected to shut her mouth and listen. “And you,” he sneered with a violently pointing finger, “you will have to watch your back for the rest of your life, Harris, because you will have been the one who helped that group of insolent bastards to corner me!”
Dr. Hooper and his staff huddled at the old reception counter, listening to the verbal altercation. They could hear Sam Cleave’s promise to waste Jan Harris and the men responsible for Nina’s abduction with the eloquence of a tempestuous warlord. “I know they were the ones who took her, and I promise you, Harris, if you expose my involvement at all, I am coming for you. I will tell Amir that you know where Toshana is, that you are holding out on him to get a story from Toshana, that you deliberately kept her from them after I told you where to find her.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa, stop! Just fucking stop, Sam!” she finally interrupted his rant of fury with an unexpectedly mild response. Her hands were up, yielding to his spitting attack. Gradually, she dared drop them to Sam’s shoulders. “Hold on,” she said. “You have to relax or you will have a heart attack, Cleave.”
Panting wildly, the over-exerted journalist rocked on his feet. Anyone could see that he was on the edge of a breakdown. “Sit. Sit down,” she advised, helping Sam to the chair of Dr. Victor in the adjoining office. “I understand.”
“Sure you do,” Sam sneered in distrust. His eyes were narrowed and filled with defeat and anger, but Jan Harris was used to being cast such grimaces. She knew very well how hated she was by most people she engaged and she had learned to be thick-skinned to a point where even being spat at didn’t even spoil her lunch anymore.
“No, listen to me,” she insisted. “Can we get him some water, please?” she cried to the staff at reception. Dr. Hooper sent his assistant to get Sam a cup of water, while in his pocket, his hand fumbled at something he’d collected while Sam was out cold on the floor.
He had asked the man on the telephone to jot down the address and join the exhausted journalist, if only for moral support. Dr. Hooper also took the liberty of enlightening the priest on Nina’s abduction, when Father Harper informed him that he was already on his way to Barking. Hearing the scuffle during Nina’s assault, he had left soon after, redirecting calls to the church to his personal cell phone en route. All Dr. Hooper was waiting for, was for Sam to settle his tiff with the annoying reporter so that he could give him the notes Nina had left behind — the few notes her kidnappers had neglected.
Back in Dr. Victor’s office, Jan Harris was talking Sam down from the ledge, ironically.
“Listen, Cleave, I’ll amend our deal,” she started, but Sam’s bloodshot eyes pierced her with instant odium. “No, no, hear me out,” she carried on, passing him the water one of the ladies brought in. “I will hold off on the exposé, but you know I have to have some sort of scoop from this. Remember, Sam, had it not been for me, you would never even have known about this morgue, or that Nina had been kidnapped, right? Right?”
Sam nodded, too tired to swing a hook at her statement, especially since she was right this time.
“So, in the meantime, I will hold the story of the hit-and-run until you have figured out what you want to do. What I suggest is that you get in touch with Amir and tell him the truth. I will still have a story, if we play our cards right.” Jan Harris dramatized her tag line with imaginative wording for Sam. “The abduction of prominent historian in the wake of immigrants killed. Suspects flee with eight corpses during kidnapping. My God, Sam, it makes for a very controversial piece.”
“You do know that if it goes awry, you will be killed by the men you were supposed to reel me in for? Nina will have her fucking head cut off and I will surely be quartered as well,” Sam said, clarifying the big picture for her. “Are you sure this isn’t a story you’d rather just pass up? Pretend you were never involved?”
“Not me,” she said confidently. “You know me better. I’ll go to great lengths to get my scoop. Take me with you every step of the way. I’ll cut Steve loose for this one and take my own camera. Sam, give me this exposé and I will help you get Nina back.”
Sam shook his head in disbelief. “You are a fool.”
“Maybe, but I know where I’m going,” she retorted.
“Straight into one of those little fridges, Harris,” Sam smirked, pointing lazily to the morgue. “That’s the only cool cut you’re going to get.”
Harris ignored Sam’s perpetual disregard for her passion. “Well, it’s either my deal or we’re back to square one. I oust you to Amir and his animals while I broadcast your killing spree on national television and incriminate you publicly. The choice is yours.”
Sam would’ve normally aimed for her throat by now, but he had to admit that Jan Harris had him monumentally by the balls. Had he the emotional fortitude for her gloating, he may even have congratulated her on a fine chess game, but he wisely elected to refrain from praising her for the effort.
“You know how to get in touch with Amir, right?” Sam asked. She nodded, “I do.”
From the door, accompanied by Dr. Hooper, Father Harper appeared. “His name is not Amir.”
Sam’s face lit up at the sight of the huge priest who’d come to aid him. Jan Harris heard the pronouncement behind her and turned to set the man straight, but when she saw the attractive clergyman, she choked on what would have been a sharp riposte. Flustered, she shifted in her chair to better see the big priest, unfazed by his collar. “Excuse me?” she said, fluttering her eyelids.
“His name is not Amir. Who told you that, Sam?” Father Harper asked.
“I did, as a matter of fact,” Harris said, insisting on conversing even when she wasn’t being addressed. “As a matter of fact, I am the only one in touch with him.” Her attempt at significance was not appreciated by Father Harper, who continued to address Sam directly. He shook Sam’s hand and sat down on the edge of the desk. “His name is Ayer, not Amir. He’s a French soldier from a clandestine organization you do not want to mess with.”
“Too late,” Sam replied. “I messed with them. Big time.”
“Excuse me,” Harris interrupted. “May I ask who you are?”
“This is Father Harper from the St. Columbanus Church in Oban. Father,” Sam introduced the annoying female with visible apathy, “this is Janet Harris, a mostly freelance television reporter for British broadcasters. She has been contacted by Amir… uh…”
“Ayer,” Father Harper corrected patiently.
“Ayer,” Sam continued, “to facilitate a deal that could mean the end of me, on so many levels.”
“That is correct, Father,” Harris nodded. For the first time, the priest acknowledged her presence there, meeting eyes with her. “So, then, how is it that you know these sordid characters?” She tried to insinuate some unsavory collaboration. Sam took a deep breath and reminded himself that he was not allowed to snap her neck, at least not yet. But Father Harper was not a regular man, and her passive aggression did not bother him.
“My business is the business of sordid characters, is it not? Am I not the spokesperson for the lost and wicked, when they displease the Lord?” he asked her. “I know Lucifer, as do you. Would you grant that makes us as sordid as he?”
Sam chuckled in amusement, feeling better already. Even just the awkward expression on Miss Know-It-All’s face was enough to fuel him. Especially the fact that she was literally sitting with an open mouth, waiting in vain for words her brain could not articulate — that was the best reward Sam could ask for.
“So, tell me more about the man that has Nina, Father,” Sam said, rescuing the deluded woman from the clergyman’s debate. After all, he had to garner as much information as quickly as possible so that he could call Purdue and ask for help in finding her. “Why have they not called Harris with some sort of ransom command?”
“Because they did not take Nina for ransom,” Father Harper elucidated. “They took her because she was here. She was conveniently here, speaking to me, when they broke in to reclaim the corpses of their brothers. You see, they have to inter their own, but they could not very well arrive on the doorstep and prove kinship. These people, for all intensive purposes, do not exist.”
Jan Harris gasped. Sam had expected that, because he also realized how Pulitzer-worthy such a story would be. But right now he had to get Nina back before getting everyone killed. Awards and career boosters were hardly important here.
“They took Nina because she was speaking to you?” Harris asked the same question Sam was going to. “Then they know you?”
Father Harper sighed, his face laden with distress. He looked at Sam and nodded slowly before shifting his gaze to the nosy female journalist. “I was not always a priest.”

22
Canto in the Dark

Nina woke to the sound of chanting, the likes of which made her flesh crawl, even in the state of heavy inebriation she found herself. She couldn’t recall how she’d fallen into a slumber, or coma by the heaviness of it, but she remembered a burlap hood being pulled over her head before several strong hands subdued her from behind the chair she was sitting on.
“Dr. Hooper! Dr. Victor!” she cried out in the solitary darkness that was wrung around her body like a heavy wool blanket on a summer’s day. Nina’s mind opened little by little, allowing her to remember bits and pieces of what happened, but she could hardly breathe. By the choking humidity that aggravated the heat, she figured that she was probably not in the Nirvana Public Morgue anymore.
Her heart pounded as the deep masculine voices repeated the litany over and over, only broken by the sound of a bell to divide each verse. A crescendo in volume echoed through the structure she was in. Nina reluctantly reached out into the blackness.
“Oh God, please, don’t let me touch a cadaver… or a spider,” she mumbled. Her tongue was numb in her dry mouth, her sight worthless in the dense darkness. But she would gladly have sacrificed her hearing instead. Their cantos in hierarchal voices terrified her to her core. It was not the aspect of the unknown that frightened Nina, or the sinister sound of monks singing odes in voices with the power of an Iron Maiden concert. Something in the words, the words she did not understand, appealed to her soul, beckoning like a beautiful nightmare. It promised the sublime pain of redemption and the calling of higher orders, and that made her tremble.
Her fingertips found cold stone, slightly rugged, and under her body a slab of the same composition. Soft wool cradled her body, draped over the stone to make her more comfortable.
Maybe it’s your funeral shroud, her inner voice warned.
A loud bellow ensued from one man, and the chants ceased instantly, followed by a deafening gust of wind that roared through the place. Under Nina’s hand, the stone wall trembled under the force of the din. Inadvertently she began to weep. Fear and uncertainty mated in her heart, but it was the sheer power of the moment that shook her to tears, the power of something so awesome that she could hardly breathe in its magnificent presence.
Chains clattered, startling her enough to cease her crying for the sake of ascertaining the nature of the sound. Nina sat shivering, cold, in the pitch-blackness of what she construed to be a cavernous prison, listening. Heavy steel ground like nails on a chalkboard, hoisting up something big while the men started their final aria.
She remembered their hoods over shadowed faces, giving them the illusion of not being human and robbing them of individuality. Now she was putting that image together with their perfect voices, deep male voices in unison — quite the opposite of their hoodies and sweats at the morgue.
Aside from a slight headache, Nina actually felt fine otherwise. Physically, she had no injuries or discomfort, a strange occurrence for someone who had been taken by force. Gradually she became used to the powerful song, but the words disturbed her immensely. In her quest to procure King Solomon’s diamonds, she had learned much about the binding of catastrophes into stones by her Egyptian alchemist colleagues. The names of demons written in the Testament of Solomon whirled in her memory like a thousand colors poured into a maelstrom, difficult to isolate, but some of the names had stuck in the process.
Latin was not Nina’s strong suit, yet she recognized root words like infestus, forneus, and malefica. Not names, per se, but unsettling words normally used in conjunction with nefarious deities. In a sea of noise, their chants grew more and more forceful, almost violent, until with another bell chiming, it all stopped. Nina held her breath, too scared to whimper. Nothing but the dampened fury of that previous gust prevailed, bring a restlessness to the fresh emptiness.
Eventually she heard men’s voices in casual discussion that she could tell by ear were moving in various directions. She imagined them moving all about the place by how the sound was traveling. At once, a man spoke right in front of her. “Did you enjoy the sermon, sister?”
Nina jumped at the phenomenon. He’d been invisible to her, she thought, until he moved into a growing light against the wall behind him. In fact, he’d been standing in front of her all the time, masquerading as a shadow, but it was her own distorted perception that had deceived her.
“I love the song, but the lyrics suck,” she retorted indifferently.
To her surprise, he chuckled at her snide comment and called out, “Ayer, she is with us!”
When the man had moved into the light, Nina realized that she was not locked in some chilly prison chamber after all. There was no door, no obstruction, to stop her from leaving. The molten darkness had fooled her sight to the illusion of confinement, making her feel a right fool when she discovered the contrary. But she did not mention it.
Ayer, the man she’d seen on the screen at Sam’s apartment, stepped into the doorway. Physically, he was unremarkable, unlike the lion in his eyes. She could see that he was a leader none would question, but their obedience was not born from fear, rather from reverence.
“Dr. Gould, are you hungry?” he asked simply. Nina could not figure out what his intentions were, for his idle offer did not give any indication. Indifference slid through his question, yet he smiled warmly and held out his hand to her.
“Famished, actually,” she replied.
“Then come, have something to eat,” he suggested, and proceeded to stand aside, waiting patiently for her to creep out of the small room.
“I quite expected to be the meal, not the guest,” she jested without humor.
“Now why would you think us cannibals, madam?” he asked in amusement. Nina’s head was a bit dizzy from getting up too rapidly, but she carefully made her way to him in the slight light that reflected off the wall at the entrance. When she reached him, she gave him a solid look in the eye and shrugged, “Well, if you can kill security personnel and God knows who else in order to steal dead bodies, I would not expect morality to be in your nature.”
“Morality is a subjective term, madam,” he answered, unperturbed by her mild hostility. “We know why we do what we do, and the rest is a matter of speculation, judgement, and opinion, none of which means a thing to us.”
“Care to fill me in on that, mister…,” she asked.
“Call me Ayer, Dr. Gould. Ayer Molay of Troyes, in the Grand Est region of France. Maybe you have heard of it?” he asked in a charming manner.
“Patroclus the Martyr, as I recall, was spawned there. Am I correct?” she answered, keeping her tone cordial, even though her words were cast in contempt for her captor.
“Oui!” Ayres smiled. “You really are living up to your reputation as one of the world’s foremost historians, madam.”
“Merci,” she said, accepting his praise as she followed him down the stone corridor that looked more like that of a sports stadium than a hallway of some antique and secret meeting place. “But wasn’t he a very rich man before the drowning attempts and… you know, the ultimate beheading?”
“He was very wealthy, known for his charity and generosity,” Ayer replied, catching on to her intended disrespect.
“Like the Templar Knights,” she sneered, “possessing such riches behind a veil of piety.”
He gave her a long glare, but Nina pretended not to notice, wary of meeting eyes with him. “And like the Templars, his riches profited his good deeds nothing in the eyes of his intolerant critics.”
“Aye, leading other converts into the claws of those same persecutors,” she persisted.
“Madam, it is clear that you do not accept the beliefs of those you deem fools in the light of your obvious expertise, but I implore you to cease your war for the moment. At least enjoy a few minutes with us at the dinner table before continuing your war on us,” he suggested.
Nina was astonished at his docility towards her attacks, no matter how she tried to vex him. Another oddity was his fluent and well spoken English in person, particularly since she’d thought his message on Sam’s footage was only well rehearsed words.
“We understand absolutely that you would feel this way towards us,” he continued as they turned the corner and entered a kitchen with a modest table and chairs in the center. “Anyone would detest someone who kidnaps them, I am sure.”
“At least you do not feel bad for having committed a crime against me,” she raised an eyebrow. A few men stood around, waiting. On the table was a meal of ciabatta and olives, roast beef, and potatoes. “Please excuse the quality of the feast,” Ayer apologized. “We did not expect to eat tonight.”
“I would also lose my appetite if I ran around with the bodies of my friends, trust me,” she mumbled audibly. Ayer pulled out a chair for Nina and gestured for her to sit down.
“Please, have a seat, madam,” he requested. Nina looked around suspiciously, clearly having this notion that she could be seated just to be tied up or worse. The other men looked like ravenous wolves. They were dressed in jeans, sweats, sneakers, hoodies and sweaters — like average young men in casual attire, yet their demeanor was unnerving. Nina looked at their faces, now that she was afforded the chance, to better distinguish them in a line-up later.
She sat down. Apprehensively, they stared at her. The only sound in the kitchen was dead air from a police scanner and an old transistor radio, tuned in to some AM frequency station that played classic rock hits.
“Please, take what you wish onto your plate, Dr. Gould,” Ayer reassured her. They all watched as she filled her plate with a bit of everything, trying to take small portions, even though she was famished. When she was done, she placed her hands in her lap.
Motionless, the whole bunch of them stood watching her. Nina figured she had to say something, if only to kill the awkward atmosphere. “Aren’t you going to eat as well?” she asked inquisitively. Nina was met with a sudden charge, a rush of hungry men to the table. At her word, they found their permission, and it made Nina feel oddly flattered. She watched as they greedily dished up before each sitting down one by one as soon as their plates were stacked, wolfing down their meals.
“Aren’t you guys supposed to say grace or something?” she asked, trying to act dainty with a small morsel of roast beef on her fork. They knew better. If Nina’s manners would have permitted it, she would have buried her face in the plate and licked it clean.
“Say grace?” one of the men asked.
“Aye,” Nina frowned, flabbergasted that they didn’t practice such an obvious tradition, so relevant to their order. “You are Templars, are you not? Men of the cloth, practically? Do you not pray before you eat?”
A roar of laughter erupted at the table, with the solitary woman looking decidedly perplexed at their reaction. Eventually, the laughter dwindled to chuckles, until finally they just ate. Reluctantly, Nina joined in on the dinner, still bewildered. With the scratchy radio transmitter in the background, Nina found her question still unanswered.
Frustrated, as she was with Sam’s lack of disclosure back at the apartment — and similarly desperate for answers — the petite historian tried not to be too pushy, considering her position.
“May I ask, what was the din I woke from? A service of some sorts?” she asked, expecting more ridicule, but Ayer gave Nina a straight answer. “A funeral.”

23
The Call

Dr. Hooper pulled Sam aside just as he was about to leave with Father Harper and Jan Harris to head for Scotland. In his hand, bunched up, were the notes Nina had compiled before she was taken. He had spent a good hour explaining to the three visitors why he and Dr. Victor hired Dr. Gould, what they had discovered on the bodies, and why they’d stored the corpses separate from the other ‘customers.’
“Here, son,” he told Sam. “I don’t know this lady, but for the few hours we were acquainted I could tell that she was a special creature. Creatures like those should not be compromised, so I will protect your involvement.
“What are these?” Sam asked.
“Looks like our friends didn’t have time to take all of Dr. Gould’s damning information with them in their haste. She has discovered some truly fascinating things about these people, Mr. Cleave. And by fascinating, I mean frighteningly esoteric in nature,” he whispered. “You’ll see when you study these papers. You already know about the markings and sigil. But there is more information your lady uncovered that night, and she wrote them down on these papers. I believe she was trying to associate what is on here with their peculiar elemental names and origin.”
“And you’re willing to take all this at face value, doctor?” Sam asked under his breath. “Did you not initially hire Nina to validate your suspicions so that you and Dr. Victor could get something out of it? Fame and money?” Sam jested, smiling.
“Yes, we did, son,” Dr. Hooper smiled. “But I speak for both myself and old Glen when I say that we are far from greedy. With such a lovely lady’s life on the line, nothing is more important to me than giving you all the facts I can to help you get her back.”
“Thanks Dr. Hooper,” Sam said. “I really appreciate your truthfulness with this. Hopefully they will trade Nina, if I play my cards right.”
Dr. Hooper leaned in to whisper, throwing a quick pointed finger at Jan Harris outside on the steps. “See if you can trade that one. Not much of a loss there.”
Sam threw back his head and laughed. “Excuse my villainy,” the doctor smiled.
“Oh, no, please,” Sam laughed, “do not apologize. You share a very common consensus, Dr. Hooper. Very common!”
“Sam, we have to go,” Father Harper reminded him in a soft voice that traveled surprisingly far.
“Be right there, Father,” Sam answered. “Dr. Hooper, please be careful. These animals killed some of your staff. They know you meant to hide the bodies of their men and they know that you know about the curious markings. After all, you hired Nina to delve into it and they know that too. You get what I’m saying here?”
“I should take my sick days and my annual leave for a bit of a sabbatical?” Dr. Hooper asked rhetorically.
Sam nodded. “Aye, sir. Exactly. You have my e-mail address, should you need me, right?”
“Yes, yes, I do, son. Now go on and get back Dr. Gould,” Dr. Barry Hooper urged hopefully. He watched the three leave and locked himself in his office for the rest of the evening.
* * *
Jan Harris threw a few garments into her travel bag while Sam and Father Harper waited outside. Under a mild early evening the two dark-haired men stood, enjoying the coolness under the reddened clouds of sunset. Sam was sucking on a Marlboro, while he explained his motives for saving Toshana, the message on the footage, and Harris’ compromising role as middleman for the deal.
“So she has you cornered,” Father Harper said, after listening to Sam’s confession.
“Aye, Father,” Sam said indifferently. “I have to give her the story, which is alright. But if they hurt Nina, I will personally rip Harris…”
“Hey, hey,” Father Harper halted Sam’s hateful threat. “Just concentrate on Nina, understand?”
Sam sighed, flicking his cigarette into the pond under the trees. “Father, you always elude questions about your past.”
“And will continue to do so while it has no significance in conversation,” the dark priest added nonchalantly, hoping that he made it clear to Sam that prying was not allowed. However, he feared that his previous vocation was becoming more and more prevalent these days.
“Just tell me this,” Sam insisted. “How do these men know you? Are they really related somehow to the Knights Templar? You being a,” he hesitated a bit, running his PC-meter in his head, “well, pretty much a monk. That makes them have something in common with you, right?” Sam kicked his feet about awkwardly. “Look, trying to formulate a question here is making me sound like a child with no goddamn vocabulary.”
Father Harper glanced at Sam in reprimand.
“What?” Sam asked.
“The blasphemy, Sam,” he reminded the journalist.
“That is another thing,” Sam related his vexation with a bit of a bite. “It’s only blasphemy to you and your flock, Father. I’m respecting your choice of belief by addressing you by your title. As an atheist, I think I’m giving your religion enough goddamn respect as it is.”
The big priest seemed to stare into Sam’s soul, making the journalist more than just a little uncomfortable. “I’m waiting,” Sam said, just to break the silence between them. “What retort will you whip me with next?”
“None,” Father Harper replied, folding his arms across his chest. “I was simply listening to you, Sam. Am I not supposed to look at you when you speak to me?”
“Oh,” Sam said almost inaudibly. “I am just so done with religion, Father. All the rules and threats, applying human emotion and traits to a god. Not only does it not make sense from a scientific, or even moral, point of view, but religious people live in such a bubble where their way is the right way, that they forget that it is but one point of view, one angle, in a million.”
“Like a fool being too foolish to know that he is a fool?” Father Harper asked casually.
“Aye!” Sam cried, delighted that the priest could summarize his tirade so perfectly. “How did you know that? How could a man who is squarely in the middle of the nonsensical be so perceptive of the division caused by his faith?”
“Nina told me that once,” he smiled bitterly, dropping his gaze to the ground, “and secondly,” he wavered slightly, allowing Sam to read his mind.
“You weren’t always a priest. I get it, Father, I do,” Sam nodded profusely, bringing a smile to the priest’s face.
Jan Harris came stumbling out with a travel bag in one hand and dragging a hard case on wheels with the other. The priest hastened to take her bag, but Sam casually sauntered after them, reserving his chivalry for women he liked.
On the way to the borough of Newham, the atmosphere was fraught with apprehension between them.
“Where exactly are we going in Scotland?” Jan Harris wanted to know as the taxi pulled away. “We are going to Sam’s place for him to get fresh clothes…?”
“And my gear,” Sam chipped in sternly, giving Harris a spiteful grimace.
“…and then we will take his car to Oban, to my cottage at the church,” Father Harper finished, giving Sam another one of those sharp looks he always did when the rugged journalist was being rude to someone.
Harris’ phone rang. Both men froze, exchanging glances. They both suspected correctly that Ayer was calling for an update from her, but in front of the driver, there was not much they could discuss. She looked at her companions, shrugging.
“You have to take this,” Sam insisted in the most normal tone he could. “It could be an extremely important call.”
“Not here,” she whispered. “It’s too noisy and I need privacy, as I am sure you can appreciate.”
“Take the fucking call, Harris,” Sam hissed.
His less than gentle urging arrested the attention of the driver, who pretended not to care, but still kept looking in the rear view mirror.
“Harris, if something happens to Nina because you did not comply…,” Sam warned.
“Okay, alright. Jesus!” she groaned. The priest stared at her, shaking his head. “Sorry, Father.” She answered the phone, but before she could say anything, she was told to shut up and listen. With Sam frantically gawking at her for some sort of windfall, she only nodded sporadically, looking worried. He turned to Father Harper. “Something’s wrong.”
“Don’t fret before you have reason, Sam,” the priest consoled under his breath.
“I know Harris. Nothing scares her. That face you see her making there?” he whispered harshly. “I have never seen that expression on that woman. She is scared of something. It had better not be because she has bad news to give me.”
“I will, yes,” she said, clutching the phone. Sam grabbed it from her. “Listen, Ayer, speak directly to me if you have to! Ayer! Fuck!”
“He is already gone, Sam!” Harris moaned, snatching her phone from his hands.
“What did he say?” Sam probed, but Father Harper motioned to him to wait until they were out of public earshot. It drove the journalist crazy to have to wait, but when they arrived at London City Airport, he could take no more. “Harris, I have to know,” he said as they exited the cab and retrieved her baggage from the boot.
“Can this wait just a second?” she howled at him.
“No! It concerns me, have you forgotten? Just tell me. Is Nina still alive?” he asked, dampening his aggressive enthusiasm as the need to know consumed him. “Just, Harris, just tell me that much. I saw your expression, so don’t fucking lie to me.”
Father Harper had by now given up on reprimanding Sam Cleave on his incessant swearing, even for the secular ones, so he simply trailed the two journalists into the hallway marked ‘Departures’ and tried to think of a way to mediate between the two foes.
“Apparently she is still alive, Cleave,” she relayed, “but from what I hear that will change abruptly if we don’t deliver Toshana.”
“What do they want with her? Did he say?” Father Harper asked.
“No, he refuses to enlighten me on anything, apart from the fact that they will kill many more people to get to her,” she said, wearing that worried face again, “and that includes all three of us, for respective reasons.”
“Well aware of that part,” Sam replied. “We have to get hold of Purdue.”
“Sam, we cannot involve more people in this. It only increases the risk of failure and,” he placed his hand on Sam’s shoulder, “…exposure.” The tall priest’s dark eyes glimmered with caution.
“Look, Purdue is the only person with the resources to find Nina and blow the shit out of Ayer’s nest, if need be,” Sam defended. “He cares deeply for Nina, and he will go to any lengths to save her. We have to elicit his help, Father. If what you said is true, these lads are not to be fucked with and if we are going to fuck with them, there is none better than David Purdue to back our army. And, according to your warning about this bunch of soldiers, we are going to need some big guns.”
“Let us concentrate on the positive for now, okay?” Harris suggested. “She’s alive. She is, from what I heard, unharmed, well-fed, and kept in comfortable lodgings. They’re simply using her as a bargaining chip. I doubt they will kill her.”
Father Harper almost responded to her last statement with an educated negation, but he thought it better for Sam’s general emotional state to hold his tongue about the nature of the Templar apostates and the fact that these were brutes who would gang-rape Nina and put out their cigarettes on her skin just to enjoy her expression.
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Illustratio Antiquis

“Hey, old cock! Look at this amazing scenery,” Purdue grinned. “I wish you and Nina were here!”
The Skype broadcast was not the best, but he had to take Sam’s call in case the journalist had something important to tell him. Purdue had been away from his home at Wrichtishousis, and checked in daily with his personal assistant to make sure he still stayed on top of things on a business front. She had told him that Sam Cleave was looking for him and arranged for a time to make contact. He panned his tablet around the Temple Mount in Jerusalem to show Sam the stunning panorama.
“Purdue, we need your help with something,” Sam told him, looking run down and serious. It was not like Sam to get straight to business, so the billionaire knew something was amiss.
“Alright. What is it, Sam?” he asked, while his eyes followed the beautiful shape of the Countess where she wandered.
“Nina is missing,” Sam said. “And it is not the I’m-taking-some-time-out missing, either. She’s been kidnapped, Purdue, and we need to locate the hive of the people who took her. They wish to trade her for a woman I inadvertently got involved with while doing an exposé in the UK.”
“Oh, yes, I know what that is like,” Purdue smiled, not bothering to look at the screen while in conversation with Sam.
“You do?” Sam asked.
“Of course. Getting involved with women that suddenly turn our worlds upside down is always a foolish but delightful endeavor,” Purdue said, still watching the dark-haired beauty use his Subgeo device to scan the grounds of the Temple for her treasure.
Sam was stunned to silence. To make things worse, it seemed that remaining mute did not at all get the attention of his friend. Purdue was completely indifferent to Sam’s plight. It was disturbing to see how apathetic Purdue was to the fact that Nina’s life was in danger.
“Purdue!” Sam shouted. Finally Purdue looked at him on the screen.
“I’m sorry, Sam. What were you saying?” he shrugged in amusement. “I am just a bit distracted. I have a bunch of laborers here to excavate a… a crown… that was said to have belonged to the ancestors of my beautiful consort, Countess Baldwin.”
“Oh, now it all makes sense,” Sam snapped. “You have a new piece of ass and now Nina means nothing.”
“Please, Sam, do not speak of the Countess with such contempt,” Purdue reprimanded him with a darkened countenance that fell over his face like a mask. Something was very wrong with Purdue, but Sam had to keep his composure to keep the good graces of the billionaire, if only to save Nina.
“Sorry,” Sam feigned apology. “What crown is this you are interested in? And where did you meet the lovely Countess?” His dark brown eyes flashed up to those of the the priest, standing in the corner of his office with a cup of tea. Father Harper could hear the conversation, and found himself as concerned about Purdue’s attitude as Sam, but he kept quiet and waited for Sam to beguile his friend into helping them.
“I met her a few nights back at the Bilderberg Conference, Sam. She is a goddess. I cannot wait to introduce you to her!” Purdue cooed. “The crown, she says, once belonged to the high order of the Knights Templar, long after their founding in the 12th Century. It is said to have been fashioned by the wizards of Solomon to contain power over kingdoms, the likes of which the world has never seen.” Purdue recited the history as if he had known it for years. “But the Templars feared that the crown would promote deadly avarice in any sovereign wearing it. So they stole it during the Second Crusade to hide it from the European kings, Louis VII and Conrad III.”
As one of the best investigative journalists in the world, Sam knew how to seduce the unwilling, and this was the perfect time to employ this particular talent. “That sounds like the kind of relic worthy of your collection, old man,” Sam smiled.
“Oh, but it’s not for me, unfortunately. It belongs to Countess Baldwin. But at least she’s generous enough to have let me in on some global profits. Long story,” he winked suavely.
“You have to send us some pictures,” Sam invited excitedly, while inside him his heart was breaking. Purdue seemed so distant, lost from the rest of the world, just when Sam needed him most.
“I shall!” Purdue chuckled, the hot Jerusalem air whipping his hair.
A female voice called from a distance, “It’s not here, David! It’s not here! Someone must have removed it from the monstrance! Jesus Christ! I’m going to have a goddamn fit if I don’t get what I’m looking for, I promise you!”
Purdue’s eyebrows raised as he looked away from the screen. “Oh God, Sam. I’d better go, my friend. She’s furious!”
“Wait! Wait, Purdue, do you guys need help down there?” Sam asked quickly, using the opportunity wisely. Both Jan Harris and Father Harper perked up at Sam’s sudden decision, waiting with baited breath. They had no idea what Sam was playing at, but both had respectively learned to trust Sam Cleave’s instincts before.
Purdue looked flustered with mild panic, his big pale blue eyes wild as he looked at Sam. “You know, I would actually really appreciate some help, come to think of it.” He looked away at the woman out of the frame. “I’m coming, my dear! Don’t worry. I promised you we would find it.” He looked back at Sam as the woman started ranting and raving like a lunatic. “We are staying at the Citadel,” Purdue said quickly, as the woman’s voice became louder on approach. “Please, by God, hurry.”
The screen went black and the sound ceased with a loud click. Sam slowly looked up at the other two, sitting down at Father Harper’s desk. He shrugged, “I guess we’re going to Jerusalem.”
“Wait a minute, Sam,” Father Harper said. “Has everyone suddenly forgotten about Nina?”
“No,” Jan Harris replied, “but remember that, without Mr. Purdue we’ll have no way of confronting these Templars. Am I right?”
“I’m just concerned about the time we’re wasting,” the priest explained.
Sam came to sit down with them. “I know, Father. I’m aware of the time constraints, but we have to get Purdue. I don’t give two shits about his new girlfriend or the treasure he is after. Once we’re with him, it will be easier to cock his hammer to help us. At this distance, given his obvious obsession with this… Countess… we will not be able to get through to him.”
“Alright,” Harris agreed, “I suppose we leave for Jerusalem in the morning?”
“Aye,” Sam said. “But first we need to know everything about these so-called Templars. Between Father Harper and Nina’s notes, we should be able to gather enough detail about them, right Father?”
The priest looked distraught, but he lifted his cup. “Aye, Sam.”
At once, Sam brought forth the notes Dr. Hooper had given him containing Nina’s observations. He spread out the pages on the desk of the church office, while Father Harper opened the window for some daylight illumination to compliment the lights.
“According to Nina’s notes, each of these cadavers boasted the same sigil, the sigil of the soldiers,” Sam started explaining while Jan Harris filmed him. “But instead of the Templars’ well known emblem, the sigil doesn’t state that these men are soldiers of Christ, just… soldiers.”
“That is accurate,” Father Harper affirmed. “These men are apostates.”
At the quizzical stares of the other two, he felt the need to explain his statement. The large priest leaned on the desk, pointing at the rough sketch Nina had made of the sigils tattooed on the dead bodies.
“Apostates of Christ,” Harris clarified, assuming she had understood correctly. But Father Harper shook his head. His voice was toned down, yet his words seemed to pierce their ears with the intensity of a shofar, echoing through ages of theology.
“Apostates of piety, of religion, and of duty,” he explained. “These are men who have not forgotten the stain on the name of their noble forefathers’ efforts and the barbaric way in which innocent knights had been dispatched — in the name of avarice.”
To Harris it felt as if the whole church hushed for this preacher to speak his doctrines, to tell the story of bygone heroes and their atrocious treatment. She felt her skin crawl with some kind of veneration as Father Harper paced slowly up and down in front of his lit hearth, recounting.
“The bloodlines of the Templar Knights from all across Europe became diluted as more and more branches came into being. For example, Order of Montesa, the Order of Christ, were some of the new sects founded by the kings of Spain and Portugal to protect their Templar Knights by quietly joining into the new orders, ceding Templar lands to them to evade the wrath of their persecutors. By the 16th Century, all that remained of them, according to popular belief, were some organizations of differing loyalties. Brotherhoods and clandestine allegiances were formed and disbanded as they assimilated, leading to better known affiliates such as the Freemasons.”
“So, that is what Ayer and his men are? Masons?” Sam asked. “But why the practice of stoning that is so common to Middle Eastern faiths?”
“You must do more research, my friends. Do not assume that because a practice is demonized for belonging to an undesirable culture or a threatening race, that that is all they are about. This is precisely the misplaced assumptions that are born from the lack of information, of education, that is perpetuated by the media and popular culture. Not all Muslims are suicidal maniacs. Not all Christians,” he looked hard at Sam, “are pissy and self-righteous hypocrites. Not all hippies are stoners and not all Scots are hard drinkers…” He stopped, shrugging. “Okay, maybe the last one is a bad example.”
Sam smiled, but Jan Harris was too spellbound by the powerful voice and wisdom that came from the attractive priest. “My point is, friends, that just because a woman was to be stoned to death, it does not make her attackers decidedly Islamic, does it? Such crimes have been used during wars throughout ancient history until today, simply because rocks do the trick when men run out of bullets.”
“Jesus,” Harris said.
Both men looked at her, merely because she said something, but at that point, Harris felt guilty just for being feminine. “Sorry.”
Sam smirked, but the need for illumination prompted him to pry some more. “What happened to these bloodlines? Where does Ayer fit in?”
It was time for Father Harper to open a very well guarded book of his past. Even according to his own rule, revealing what he had done before becoming a priest was now a matter of life and death. Sam and Jan had to know what he knew, since their very lives depended on it.
“His full name is Ayer Molay, Sam. He is a distant descendent of one of the original Templar Masters who was burned for heresy in Paris,” the priest revealed. “From what I learned from his father, whom I also had the pleasure of serving with, the accusations of devil worship were a deliberate and wicked misconception brought to aggravate charges against the Templars.”
“Aye, we all heard about the goat they supposedly worshiped,” Sam acknowledged, his fingers knotted into a clumsy canopy in front of him as he took in the information.
“Baphomet,” Harris added. “The goat was called Baphomet. Many say that it is a derivative of Mahommet.”
“Esoteric scholars speculate that the name is Kabbalistic, and when read backwards means the Lord of the Temple,” Father Harper told Harris. He tore a piece of paper from his note pad next to the telephone and wrote in big black letters — ‘TEM OHP AB’.
Outside the stained glass windows, thunder clapped, starling them. Sam guffawed and looked at his companions with a sincere chill. “Speak of the Devil.”
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Revealing the Hidden

“Consider that our wake-up call, gentlemen,” Harris said, after the rumble of the coming storm fell into a low growl over the ocean. “Ayer gave us twenty four hours to deliver Toshana or Nina will fall to the history she so loves.”
Sam sneered at her.
“That is verbatim what he said, Sam. Not my words,” she assured him with fight in her voice. “God, I am not that depraved. I happen to know Dr. Gould’s work and I happen to have great respect for her. Unlike you, she’s earned my respect.”
“Harris, I could not give a damn whether you respect me or not. In fact, you would only be returning the favor,” Sam replied, not even caring to accompany his disrespect with a proper tone.
“To find Toshana, we have to find out who she is,” Father Harper asserted. “We have to know what she is to Ayer and his men.”
Harris sighed. “I tried, Father, but he refuses to tell me anything. All he wants is that woman, above all things. He does not care about anything else, least of all, furnishing me with reasons or giving me any information. His orders are simply to get Sam to deliver Toshana or Nina dies. Even the footage of Sam’s little misdemeanor,” she jested spitefully, “is entirely up to my discretion.”
“When you had her with you, Sam, was there anything that indicated who she was or where she could have gone?” the priest asked Sam. In the silence resting between his inquiry and Sam’s answer, the thunder yielded a soft spray of rain against the windows.
“Nothing comes to mind right now,” Sam admitted. “However, I’m almost sure that those assassins sent to kill me at the hospital were somehow connected to Toshana. I was the only person who knew where she was while she was in hospital, and those gun-wielding assholes were sent to keep me from telling Ayer where she was. I’m almost sure of it.”
“Well, what do we know?” Harris asked, recording the conversation for good measure. “We know that Ayer and his goons are Templar apostates, which means that they share this tattoo that is not exactly a declaration of loyalty to Christ. Does that mean that they are bad monks, Father?”
“Bad monks?” Sam cried. “Really, Harris?”
“It does sound rather stupid, Miss Harris,” Father Harper conceded. “But that is actually exactly what you should think. They still hold a grudge against the church for what happened to the Templars, and they are not shy to exhibit their bestial denial of piety when the mood takes them. We should be very wary of them. They would flay the skin off a child, if it would give them what they want.”
“They want Toshana,” Harris said. “Right?”
“Does that mean Nina is not as safe as we hope she is?” Sam asked, looking tense already.
Father Harper opened a bottle of whisky and poured three shots’ worth — each. He turned and looked solemn as he screwed the cap back on the bottle. “They want Toshana…” he sighed reluctantly, “because they think she has the crown, Miss Harris. And no, Sam, Nina is not safe at all. In all honesty, had she not been leverage…” He simply shook his head as he brought the three glasses to his desk.
“Wait, the crown? What crown?” Sam asked intently.
“The lost crown of the Knights Templar, of course. The crown within the monstrance of Cardinal Hermanus, a priest who reputedly buried the holy relic made by some alchemist under the ruins of the Temple of Solomon, Sam,” the priest relayed as he placed the glasses in front of them. “World War II, when army chaplain Hermanus came into possession of the crown. He apparently buried it in an old pillar to hide it from the SS treasure hunters, but it was never confirmed. The story was that the crown would draw unimaginable riches to its owner, but Ayer and his lads know the truth.”
“You know this how?” Sam asked.
“Take your drinks, friends,” Father Harper requested, holding his glass up to the firelight.
They obliged, realizing that the priest had to have something big to tell them if the occasion merited neat spirits. Harris almost lost her breath as she chugged the burning alcohol down her gullet, but Sam was used to a good single malt. It felt good going down. Father Harper drank his slowly, consistently, like medicine. And, as medicine, was precisely how it was treated by the priest.
“I know this, because I, myself, am an apostate of sorts,” Father Harper said, after he swallowed down his drink. “I know this, because I was one of them once.”
“Oh my God!” Harris gasped, already fevered from the strong drink. Sam was equally taken aback, but he took his time to mull it around in his softened brains. The weather was wild outside, serenading the enormous priest’s revelation. After all, this time, it was his turn to confess.
“Alright, so you said Ayer and you know the truth of the crown,” Sam finally uttered with a heavy heart, dreading what more was to come. As he said it, the coincidence finally shot through him like a harpoon. “Oh God! You mean,” he pointed wildly to the laptop from where he had spoken to Purdue, “that crown? That is the crown Purdue is looking for?”
“Unknowingly so, yes. The crown does not bring riches, Sam. I suppose it does, in a way, but it was made by means of old sorcery,” he tried to explain without sounding bat shit crazy.
“This is great stuff, Father,” Harris giggled, recording every word. Sam could see that she was well away from the potent clout of the single malt. Without her even noticing, he disabled the recording button with a swift move of his hand to collect her glass for another helping.
“Pour another, my friend. This is old world science, alchemy, and advanced intelligence that sounds like the fabrications of a lunatic. But I swear to you, in all Holiness, that I speak the truth,” Father Harper told Sam.
“The crown Purdue is looking for is not a coronet or a tiara, you see, but rather a crown in the poetic sense,” he said as he waited for Sam to pour his share.
“I don’t follow, Father,” Sam frowned, passing the priest his glass.
“We are not nearly inebriated enough for this,” the priest attested by looking up at the bottom of the glass he was holding high above him. He brought it down to his lips and took a gentleman’s sip. The rugged journalist looked wide awake, zealous in his quest for more information so that he could eat it up and formulate a solution to save Nina.
Father Harper looked into the fire. “How much do you know about history?”
“That’s Nina’s thing, Father,” Sam answered.
The towering clergyman brushed past Sam and deposited his ass down on the corner of his desk, as Sam sat down at the hearth. “I’ll keep it concise. I’ll keep it simple,” Father Harper said, as his eyes explored the ceiling for the right way to convey the sentiment. “Around the late 10th Century, the French-born Pope Sylvester II was said to have committed the unspeakable act of consorting with the devil.”
“Ah!” Sam joined in. “Another one of those disobedient preacher heretics, hey?”
“Affirmative,” the priest played along. “Anyway, Pope Sylvester was studying mathematics or something in a Muslim city, the name of which eludes me right now. While there, he reputedly built a head, a mechanical sort of thing that gave ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers to anything it was asked.”
“Wow, sounds downright evil,” Sam jested, clearly deep into his alcohol allowance for the day. But Father Harper knew that his tale would stick in Sam’s sharp mind nonetheless, so he carried on. “The legend says that the robotic head was controlled by a demoness. Again, the name escapes me now. It was said that he had won the papacy by playing dice with the devil, blah-blah-blah. But what I’m trying to tell you, Sam, is that the crown David is trying to find on the Temple Mount is not a crown in the sense he thinks.”
Sam’s puppy eyes stared into the fire, still waiting for more on the story, but as the penny dropped, his eyes sprang open. He looked up at Father Harper’s intimidating frame, silhouetted by the fire. His mouth agape at first, Sam realized what the priest was trying to tell him.
“The lost crown of the Knights Templar is not a diamond encrusted accessory! It is a… a,” he wavered, trying to say it in a sane sounding manner, “a head?”
Father Harper said nothing, but the lowering of his chin to bow his head confirmed Sam’s guess. “The Knights Templar had discovered the crown!” Sam repeated.
“That’s right. They stole the brazen head from Pope Sylvester II, during the Second Crusades. They hid it from Roman emperors and Islamic warlords, even noble men and women who would threaten the position of their countries.”
“Because it answers questions?” Sam frowned at the almost laughable motive.
“But remember that this thing has the wisdom of fallen angels — being one, in essence,” Father Harper reminded him. “Naturally, back then, anything built from the use of mathematics, sacred geometry, or engineering based on secret information, say, from an advanced intelligence, would be considered a demon.”
“Aye, I see what you mean, Father. Any government, monarch, or even common citizen with the crown in their possession would have the counsel of a super-intelligent agent to outwit the enemy and overthrow the world,” Sam spoke in slower syllables that proved that his mind was still sharp, even while his tongue abandoned him.
“Now you see why the Order of the Black Sun was looking for it too. Now you know why, even today, clandestine financial and political conglomerates are still seeking the lost crown of the Templars,” the priest told Sam.
“They are?” Sam asked. Like a child, Sam hung his shoulders and sighed, “Father, I am feeling a right fuckwit tonight. It takes me like, ten seconds every time, before grasping every bloody thing you are trying to tell me.” Father Harper could see that Sam was frustrated with his impaired judgement delaying his understanding. “I get it, I get it now,” he reiterated, shaking his head. “The Bilderberg Conference!”
Father Harper smiled and flicked a gun gesture at Sam. “Spot on, Mr. Cleave.”
“Oh my God! That means that Purdue is unwittingly being used to find this thing for a woman he met at the Bilderberg meeting. Jesus, Father, she could be from the Black Sun!” Sam shrieked under the din of the hammering Oban rain.
Father Harper was done reprimanding Sam for his blasphemy, even under the Lord’s roof this night. He merely poured them both another whisky and decided to write off his pious habits for the rest of the night. And rightly so. Now that his well-kept secret of over a decade was out, he felt a meager sense of relief wash over him.
Tonight he would be one of the Militum once more, partaking in strong drink, and allowing heretic tongues to stain the abode of Christ. After all, there was not a good chance that he would hold this office, this rank, for much longer, even if he survived the journey ahead.
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Collision Course for the Temple Mount

When Purdue woke alone, he found that his new lover had never come to bed. In the warm afternoon glow of Jerusalem, she sat listlessly sipping her tea. The Countess looked as beautiful as ever, but her facial expression was that of a jilted bride: livid and frustrated.
“You never slept, my dear?” he asked carefully, knowing the extent of her temper. He had the scratch marks to prove it. The side of Purdue’s face was decorated with a thin red line, running clear from his temple to his jaw, making it very painful to shave that morning. She hadn’t spoken a word since her outburst at not finding the relic.
By what she’d ranted about during her tirade, Purdue gathered that she was on sort of schedule to procure the crown she so coveted. However, with the state she was in, he’d elected not to ask why. This morning, though, she seemed a little more accessible. After Purdue had a shower and groomed himself, he walked barefoot to his stunning lover with his white hair still wet. His white shirt, delivered that morning by the dry cleaning service, felt light and crisp against his skin as it flapped about his sides. It was immaculately ironed, just the way his own housekeeper did it. Leaving the buttons undone for the sake of the heat, Purdue poured himself some tea, glancing rapidly at the Countess to ascertain her mood.
“I’ve been in contact with an old friend of mine, my dear,” Purdue told her, trying to ease her into the upcoming meeting with Sam. He thought it would cheer her up to know that help was on the way to look for her precious crown. “He’s bringing a friend and they’re going to assist in the search.”
“What good will it do?” she pouted like a child. “It’s not where it was supposed to be. Obviously it was stolen by some son of a bitch who doesn’t even know how invaluable it is!”
“These people have been on most of my expeditions with me, love, with great success too! I couldn’t have collected half the religious artefacts I have in my collection without them,” Purdue admitted. “Trust me, if anyone can help us, it’s them.” He sat down next to her, running his fingers through her hair. “We will find your crown.”
She shot him a hateful look. “You had better, David, or else our contract is worthless.”
Purdue had almost forgotten about the contract. It had dwindled in significance since he’d started spending time with her, and besides, money was never one of his foremost concerns — ever. He just wanted her to be happy. “Never mind the contract, my dearest. I’m just curious about what the rush is. If it had been buried for so long, what does it matter when we locate it?”
The Countess scowled, looking decidedly furious. “Because I need it. Soon. I need it before my associates discover its existence, David. Not that it’s any of your business.”
“So this is not for a collection, or for your own gain?” he asked.
The room phone rang. Countess Baldwin’s dark eyes were ablaze with unrest and upset as she glared at Purdue. Like fire against a shield of ice, his cold blue eyes absorbed her fiery rage and calmed her fury. “We will get your crown soon. I promise.”
He picked up the phone and smiled. “Thank you very much. Tell them we shall meet them in the dining room shortly.” He hung up the phone and looked like a little boy excited by Christmas morning. “They’re here. Hurry, love. Get ready so that we can go and look for your crown.”
Her face lightened somewhat. Purdue could see a bit of relief loosen her shoulders before she rose to get dressed. Unlike most women Purdue had known, Countess Baldwin took mere minutes to get dressed, do her make-up, and arrange her luggage to be ready for departure.
“Ready,” she smiled. Purdue was elated at her cheer, and they went downstairs to meet Sam, Father Harper, and Jan Harris in the opulent dining hall. From a distance, Sam could see them coming. Purdue looked well. He had put on some weight since his near death ordeal in the oubliette of the Nazi mother a few months before. Even his snowy hair looked thicker and his skin healthy. Sam looked at Father Harper. The priest was clearly of the same opinion as Sam. He smiled, “The man has recovered pretty well, hasn’t he?”
“Aye,” Sam said, smiling as he watched his friend chat with his new obsession. The two were heavily engaged in a light-hearted conversation, stopping briefly to say hello to some other guests they had encountered the day before. Sam’s smile dropped from his face like a snakeskin shed. His skin went ashen and his breathing uneven.
“Hey, Cleave, what’s wrong?” Harris asked him, placing her hand on his shoulder. Father Harper knew Sam not to be squeamish or easily influenced to look this shocked. “Sam?” he said, looking concerned for the journalist. “Sam, what’s the matter?”
“Jesus Christ! Jesus Chr—,” Sam murmured, his brow wet with sweat.
“What?” Harris probed.
Sam swallowed hard, his eyes stiff in their sockets as he watched Purdue and Countess Baldwin at a distance. “It’s Toshana! Sweet Jesus, Purdue has Toshana?”
“Oh my God,” Harris quietly exclaimed, drawing her camera to shoot.
“No,” Father Harper commanded, gently taking the camera from Jan Harris. “Do not let on that you’re a reporter. If Sam is right, and that is Toshana, the Militum would want to know where she is and she knows it. Cameras would spook her.”
“Aye,” Sam whispered carefully, still staring ahead, “and so will I. She can’t see me or she will run. Remember, if she sent those people to kill me at the hospital she might think I’m dead and out of the way.”
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Father Harper asked. “Look, Purdue told her we are coming to help look for the crown. If we bow out now, she’ll know something is afoot.”
“But she cannot see me, you understand,” Sam reasoned, blinking profusely as his mind formulated a thousand possibilities and solutions. “Harris!”
“Yes?”
“Can you contact Ayer? Tell him we have Toshana,” Sam told her.
“Um, what?” the annoying media vulture asked, making it clear by her body language that she was not in favor of Sam’s idea. “You’re just going to give her up and then they can kill us all.”
Father Harper listened, but he said nothing. Purdue and Toshana made their way toward the threesome. The priest was giving them a welcoming smile, while the other two were in heated debate.
“Listen to me,” Sam seethed, “for once! Let him know we have her. Tell them to come to Jerusalem, but don’t let them know where we are before they bring Nina and have her speak to us on the phone, savvy?”
“Oh God, Cleave,” she quivered.
“Just do it, for Christ’s sake!” Sam ordered, violently grabbing Harris by both arms and bending her over. As loud as he could, he shouted, “Just hold on, Harris! I’ll help you get to the restroom. Please, just don’t throw up here, okay? Come. Come, I’ll help you.” And with that, he swiftly ushered the bent over woman out of the dining hall as quickly as he could, just as Toshana and Purdue reached the priest.
“Father Harper,” Purdue smiled. “So good to see you again!”
“You as well, my friend,” the big man in his black cassock smiled as he shook Purdue’s hand, locking his other hand over. “I must say you look amazing. Since I last saw you you’ve actually reversed your aging, it seems.”
“You’re too kind, Father,” Purdue said. “Let me introduce you to my lovely companion, the Countess Baldwin, Toshana.”
Father Harper held his poise very well, leaving no indication that he knew who she was. However, Toshana was very reluctant to shake hands with the priest.
“This is the man who saved my life a year ago, Father Harper,” Purdue told his lady. To keep up her charade, Toshana quickly shook Father Harper’s hand and let go promptly. Purdue found her behavior bewildering, as if touching the priest repulsed her.
“Lovely to meet you, Countess Baldwin,” Father Harper said, feeling sick to his stomach at her presence. Both of them played their roles convincingly for the sake of Purdue.
“Where’s Sam, Father?” Purdue asked. “And who is the lady? I thought Nina would be here?”
The priest thought it best no to share too much information about Nina, or about the Militum members and what he and Sam had discussed before leaving Oban. Toshana made him cringe, and he was not about to spill the whole lot in front of her.
“Nina unfortunately couldn’t make it. She is… tied up… in something, but I’m sure we’ll be seeing her soon,” Father Harper told Purdue. “The lady with us is a friend of Sam’s. From work. She’s been feeling a bit under the weather.”
“Who is Nina?” Toshana asked.
“The historian I usually hire to join us on excursions, my dear. She would have been such a help during this search,” he told his new lover amicably. He tried to make Nina sound like nothing more than a colleague, but inside he was very unhappy that she hadn’t made it. The things that Sam had reported to him on the Skype session simply did not occur to him, even though he had heard them perfectly.
Father Harper could see Purdue’s inner turmoil. It reminded him of a battered spouse siding with their attacker, even while they were in peril and sorrow. The billionaire was trapped in the thrall of the striking woman, willing to appease her at all costs. But somewhere in his eyes, the priest could see the man’s common sense struggling to comprehend his own actions.
Jan Harris came walking across the dining hall, wiping the corners of her mouth gracefully. Father Harper introduced her formally, but she refrained from shaking hands and simply nodded. “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said, her eyes resting a beat too long on Toshana’s beauty.
So this is the hussy we’re all going to get killed over, she thought to herself as she scrutinized Toshana’s features.
“Where is Sam, Miss Harris?” Purdue asked. “I haven’t seen the lad for months and now he pulls a disappearing act.”
“Um, he did ask me to apologize on his behalf, but he said he’ll join us at the Temple Mount later,” she told everyone, keeping her tone docile and oblivious. Toshana, however, couldn’t take her eyes off Harris. She stared at the professional looking woman without reservation.
“Do I know you?” she asked Harris.
Father Harper’s heart skipped a beat.
“I don’t think so,” Harris smiled falsely. “If we’d ever met, I know I would have remember you, ma’am.”
“Oh, call me Toshana, Janet. I’m not one of your elders, am I?” Toshana smiled, but her friendliness was cold and affected, leaving the reporter dumbstruck. Only people who watched her on television news knew her as Janet. Toshana looked at Father Harper. “So, why are we going back to the Temple Mount, Father Harper? I think David has been quite clear that the object we seek is not there.” She smirked condescendingly, mocking the priest, “Unless you wish to eat the soil of your god’s broken house.”
An old reflex of the priest’s bolted through his body, one from when he used to be one of the Militum sect. It was a need to grab the bitch and throttle her until her breath abandoned her lungs, making her limp and cold. But he was not to react like that anymore. Now he was required to allow the lashes of the devil and not to lose his composure in the face of evil’s ridicule.
“Had you done your research correctly, madam, you may have learned that the crown was hidden there by a Second World War chaplain,” he retorted with a soft tone that was deadly serious, “and that his daughter was the only person who knew of its removal. It is her we have to find to locate the crown, of course, and that clue lies inside the premises, where only I know to look. Only those who buy their way to divinity will bite the dust of the Templars’ tracks.”
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Too Much Information

Purdue could feel the tension between the priest and Toshana. He did not want to displease either of them, especially since Father Harper was predominantly there to assist him in appeasing his beloved. Having one there to please the needs of the other placed Purdue in a bit of a tight spot, but he was David Purdue, a smooth talker who could sell the Bible to the Devil if he used his charm.
“Father, shall we check you in at the desk?” Purdue said cordially, interrupting the unholy pissing contest.
“Oh, no need, Mr. Purdue,” Harris smiled, “we already checked in at a quaint little B&B in the Old City. We thought we’d stay there while we investigate the site Father Harper is referring to. We fail to see why we should spend exuberant amounts for a bed and a cup of tea,” Harris jested, evoking a hearty chuckle from Purdue and the priest. Her remark, however, did not amuse Toshana.
“Bed and a cup of tea,” she scoffed, hooking her arm into Purdue’s. “Thankfully, our suite has a shower as well.”
“Father,” Purdue almost hollered, “we shall meet you at the Temple Mount in say, thirty minutes?”
“Certainly, David,” Father Harper smiled.
“I assume you know that non-Muslims enter through the Gate of the Moors, right? I mean,” Purdue snickered sheepishly, “you are a man of the cloth after all. I suppose you know just about everything about the Temple Mount.”
The priest glanced at the piercing eyes of the Countess and smirked, “Oh, I know it intimately.”
Purdue and his mistress turned on their heel with a quick salute from the billionaire, and as they walked away, Harris could feel the tension lift. “Fucking hell! What a bitch.”
Father Harper watched them intently and replied, “I fear David has made a grave mistake with that lady.”
“Obviously,” Harris agreed. “Why do they always choose the pretty faces with the rotten attitudes?” she asked rhetorically, realizing that she had just described herself. “Why would you say he made such a big mistake, Father? He can always just find her bloody relic and be done with her, right?”
The priest shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Miss Harris. Not this time. This time he has really tugged at the thread of the web and unless we do something rather drastic, poor Purdue is in for a sobering shock.”
“You really don’t like her,” Harris grinned. “He’s doing this all just to please that harpy.”
“They are bound by a contract, Miss Harris,” Father Harper said, as he finished his tea. “And much as Purdue knows his legal way around contracts, I fear this time he has unknowingly made a deal with the devil.”
* * *
Rich colors imbued the afternoon with cheer around the massive religious complex. When Sam, Father Harper, and Jan Harris arrived, Purdue and Toshana were already inside, waiting. Purdue’s tablet notified him that his associates had arrived via Father Harper’s cell phone tracker.
“They’re here, my darling,” he told Toshana.
“About time,” she spewed. “I never took you for a Catholic, David.”
“I am not a Catholic. I am not even religiously inclined. As you know, my religion is business and science,” he winked as the wind played with his hair. “What’s your religion? By your joust with the good preacher, it’s safe to assume that you are definitely not Catholic.”
“My religion is much like yours, David. I worship money,” she sneered. “Have you ever considered the fact that if you were poor you would have no friends?”
“Who, me?” he asked, taken aback at her personal remark.
“Yes, you. Your only friends are all people who need you. A reporter known to be a charlatan to the media, and a goddamn priest. These people need you respectively for sensation and alms, my beloved David. Think about it. They use your money and your fame to get along in life. You used to be friends with financiers, moguls — hell, even royalty,” she scoffed. “Now you keep to your laboratories and inventions, to keep the money flowing in. A recluse with more money than the Sultan of Swine. You, my darling, don’t serve science and technology. You serve money.”
“David! How did you get here so quickly? Traffic was a mess,” Father Harper exclaimed, smiling as the three figures labored up to where Purdue and Toshana stood.
“I can be persuasive, Father,” he laughed.
Toshana watched what was, in her opinion, the less than adequate group of people Purdue had summoned to help him on this excursion. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t hired professional archaeologists and a private army to keep the Israeli soldiers at bay while the crown was located. It was not as if he couldn’t afford it.
Father Harper had finally traded his cassock for a pair of jeans and a cotton shirt. The casual attire made him look so fetching that Harris could hardly keep her eyes off him as she trailed behind him, hidden behind his huge frame. Toshana regarded them with disdain, not yet having met the third man who walked in their wake. Sam stepped out from behind Harris and Father Harper to greet his friend.
“Hey Purdue, I’m so sorry about the dining hall, mate. I had something urgent to do after I helped Harris,” he told Purdue. Toshana froze visibly, to Sam's delight.
Did not smell me that time, did you? he thought in amusement.
“No worries, Sam. Great to finally see you here,” Purdue beamed as he shook Sam’s hand. “My dear, this is one of my closest friends.” He accentuated the word to prove a point for their last conversation, “Sam Cleave.”
Sam waited to see whether she would admit that they’d met before, or if she would act oblivious. Toshana opted for the latter. Her dislike for Sam was less hostile and more a nuance of faltering, but Purdue thought that the observation was his own imagination.
“We must make it quick,” Purdue advised. “This place won’t stay open for our little treasure hunt much longer. I bought us an hour from the Israeli guards on duty.”
“Ladies, please wear your scarves and enter the woman’s mosque at the western annex while we go underground,” Father Harper suggested. “At the eastern wall in the far left corner, there are symbols, markings on the wall that are not Muslim in nature at all. You will recognize them as forming the Templar cross with a rose etched over it. Under these two sigils there should be a banner or slate of wood.”
“Should I write this down?” Harris asked, meeting an impatient audience.
“Just listen,” Toshana snapped at her.
Father Harper carried on hastily. “Remove the obstacle and enter into the small hole in the wall, but do not draw attention. You will be shown no mercy if you are discovered.”
“And that hole takes us where?” Toshana asked abruptly, as she covered her head.
“It will take you to a network of arches that once served as the Templar’s place of worship, so to speak. We will meet you there and find the grave of the chaplain’s daughter,” the priest instructed. With that, Toshana and Harris started strolling toward the entrance, leaving the men behind.
“Purdue, non-Muslims are not allowed into the mosque,” Sam warned, “I hope they don’t mind looking the other way while we just take a gander in there. What did you have to pay them?”
“Gold bars,” Purdue smiled. “I paid them in the gold bars Toshana gave me as my first payment of three.”
“I suppose the second payment was flesh?” Father Harper guessed, but he was quite sincere.
“Correct,” Purdue grinned, as they started toward the entrance of the holy building. “How did you know?”
The priest sighed, and looked at Sam. “I know her… type.”
“I hope they don’t realize we are aliens. Jesus, I don’t need this on top of all the Nina-trouble,” Sam groaned.
“We’ll be surreptitious enough, unless we do something unnecessarily Christian,” Purdue chuckled, drawing an amused smile from Father Harper. “So Father, do tell us why we are going this way.”
“In the Second World War a chaplain hid the relic here in the Al-Aqsa mosque, near the left foot of Christ, according to most sources,” Father Harper said. “We have to find its former resting place to gain entrance to the Templar headquarters. From there we have to follow the path the chaplain’s daughter took before she was killed.”
“How do you know where she was killed?” Purdue asked the priest, but Father Harper evaded the question by greeting some other men. His knowledge of various religions allowed him to pass as a brother. As they entered the mosque, Father Harper whispered to his ally at his side. “Sam, once we are under the mosque, we have to tell David about Nina, and about Toshana’s affiliations.”
“Do you think that would even help?” Sam asked. “I’ve mentioned Nina several times, but he seems to just ignore her existence.”
“Perhaps now that he’s separated from her, we can try again,” the priest suggested, which Sam agreed with.
Inside, the women’s mosque was bustling with visitors and worshipers which made it easier to move around unnoticed.
“Aren’t you supposed to be secretly recording footage to edit later?” Toshana asked Harris. “How else are you going to lie your way to another award?”
“Why don’t you just leave the reporting to me and leech on rich men while you still have the looks,” Harris sneered. Toshana smiled. “Finally, some backbone. I like liars. They seem to believe their own hype which makes them easy to deceive.”
“So, you admit it then? That you are using Purdue?” Harris asked.
“Of course,” Toshana replied, looking surprised at the reporter’s words. “He has no choice. I’m paying him greatly for his servitude.”
Harris caught her breath. “You mean, his service.”
Toshana shrugged. “Right.”
Harris wished she did have a high definition device on her to capture the awe-inspiring beauty of the mosque’s interior. The ancient arches, built during the era when the Knights Templar used the mosque as their headquarters, seemed to lean silently over the women inside. It was by no means as grand as the main mosque, of course, but the marble and stone seemed to speak volumes. If the stone tape theory could be employed here, Harris thought, it would have been filled with the sounds of war, counsel, and masculine powers of chivalry.
“Tell me, Janet,” Toshana said suddenly, “how are you involved in this excursion? You have no place here. You are not filming, are you?”
“Nope, just came to help to look for the crown. I have to keep my eye on Sam, so I came with him,” she confessed.
“Why?” Toshana asked, as they reached the insignia Father Harper referred to. “What is Sam to you?”
“Insurance,” Harris bragged. She couldn’t help it. Feeling important was important to her, so the thought of having Sam by the balls was reason for boasting. Having no idea that Toshana was an agent of the Black Sun, sent to seduce Purdue through the meeting at Bilderberg, Harris spilled the beans on how she was blackmailing Sam with footage of the street killings in Barking and how she’d solicited him after he escaped an assassination. But the worst damage Harris’ ego incurred was when she revealed that Sam’s paramour, Dr. Nina Gould, was being held hostage by the very men he had saved Toshana from.
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Dragon’s Breath

Nina was surprised that her captors carried on as if she were just another housemate, although the structure they were housed in wasn’t quite a house. She knew it had to be somewhere in the UK, mainly because of the British broadcasts on the radio and some trash she saw in the kitchen being English brands.
They hardly looked at her, nor did the insult or attempt to harm her in any way. She’d now been with them for several days, still sleeping on the covered stone slab she’d awoken on that first night and having only two meals a day. Toast, bacon and tomato in the morning and usually some deli foods at night. Although the men of the Militum wore casual clothes, Nina could see that they had all had some training in tactics, as well as some sort of theological background. What baffled her still, was that even with the indoctrination of the latter they showed no practice of Christianity.
“Ayer,” she peeked around the doorway of the chambers where she was allowed to roam freely. He was on the phone with someone, holding up an open hand for her to wait. Nina’s propriety prompted her to give him his privacy and she retracted. In the dark corridor there were strong lights overhead, as there was no daylight to come in, but she could find no switches.
The lair had to be a centrally controlled base, so there had to be a communications room or some office from where the lights and the water usage was monitored. She was told that she could shower, but only if one of their men escorted her, so alternatively Nina had been taking sponge baths in her room for the last three nights and had the dreaded use of a chamber pot.
“Dr. Gould,” Ayer called from his room, beckoning her back. “What is it?”
“Well, I just wanted to ask you the things you would expect to be asked by someone you are holding,” she started.
“Like, are we going to kill you?” he asked quickly, polishing his Doc Martins.
“Um, aye. I suppose that is important to know,” she shrugged, her arms folded over her chest as she leaned in the doorway. “But I wonder also, why you are so lenient on me?”
“Would you prefer we lock you up like a prisoner? Because we would have no problem doing that,” he replied nonchalantly.
“No, I just don’t understand. If you’re going to let me walk around here, eat with you, and join in your conversations, why am I even here at all? Can’t you just let me go home?” she asked evenly.
“You’re joking, right?” Gille said behind her, lurching over her small frame like a shadow. Frightened at his sudden, hard voice, Nina winced and drew away from him. “You know who we are. You know what we are and… and, ultimately, you know what happened at the morgue — you know that we exist, Dr. Gould. You can rain a world of hell on our little sect, smaller now, because of that journalist and his friend running down our brothers like stray dogs in the street to save that bitch Toshana!”
Nina’s heart pounded. “Sam,” she whimpered.
“Sam Cleave, the hero. You must be really special, Dr. Gould,” Ayer smiled as the strokes of the shoe brush coughed rhythmically under his motions. “That very woman he saved from us? He is going to betray her trust in cold blood to trade her for you.”
“Aw, that’s sweet, isn’t it? How long have you been banging him, luv?” Gille teased, but Nina did not appreciate his humor. She summarily backhanded him across the face. He did not even budge, but his face instantly wore proof of her rage. Red welts formed where the back of her right hand had connected, and a trickle of blood appeared under his nose, decorating his pursing mouth. Gille’s eyes were wide with anger, but Ayer’s words dissuaded him from doing anything about it.
“You did ask for it, brother,” the leader chuckled as Gille wiped his face, painting his fat cheek with scarlet. “Go get cleaned up.” Ayer looked at Nina. Her face was distorted in defeat, her whole body quivering in anger and her dark eyes were shimmering with tears. “I cannot tell you why yet, Dr. Gould, but you are very fortunate that we are not allowed to leave even a bruise on you. It would compromise our deal. And that is why you are being treated so well, unharmed, and fed.”
“I see,” she said softly. “May I ask one more thing?”
“Of course, Dr. Gould. Anything,” he replied. He set his shoes neatly together on a toolbox and waited for her to speak.
“That awful smell,” she sniffed, wiping roughly at her teary eyes. “What is it?”
He looked up, sighing. “Why do you insist on knowing about the bad things, Nina? Can’t you just wait and keep busy until you’re delivered?”
“It’s a bit hard to ignore,” she said, frowning. “Doesn’t it make you lads sick to the stomach to breathe in that stench?”
“You get used to it, I suppose,” he admitted. “Not something to be proud of, certainly. We all have homes all over Europe, North Africa, and Scandinavia, but when things go wrong within our sect, like the loss of the crown from its monstrance, then we come down here and congregate so that the problem can be solved, you see? We don’t always live on take away fish & chips, Dr. Gould, nor shower in cement bathrooms with no hot water.”
He walked towards her, ushering her with his arm. Ayer led Nina by his hand on her back, softly steering her down the main hallway of the colossal dystopian bunker that reminded her of an abandoned Russian reactor. Their conversation echoed like hymns as they strolled. “Normally we live in lavishness and comfort, so please do not think this is who we are.”
“Do you have normal occupations when you are — home?” she asked.
“Heavens, no,” he laughed. “Occasionally we take jobs consulting.”
“Consulting on?” she pried relentlessly, secretly amazed that Ayer allowed her to badger him with questions.
“Tactics, weapons training, and so on,” he answered. “Sometimes we act as…” he hesitated, looking almost ashamed, “assassins, you know, mercenaries for hire. But that is rare. Why would we need to? We are independently rich, each one of us.”
“So you just do other jobs because you’re bored?” she asked, raising her eyebrow in surprise. “Is that why you came out for the crown you lost?”
“It was taken from a safe place where Chaplain Hermanus’ daughter hid it in the 1980s. Her father shared the location of the Templar Crown with her on his death bed, but the whole family heard the confession,” he recounted. He led Nina into another maze-like tunnel that was a precise duplicate of the first. Here the walls reeked of death more strongly than before.
“So she stole it?” Nina asked.
He nodded affirmatively. “Her family tried to reason with her, tried to convince her to leave the thing in the column of the mosque on the Temple Mount. But she had to know the secrets. She just had to,” he hissed through clenched teeth, frustrated at the turn of events, “had to know. Just like you, she just had to know everything.”
Nina felt the coldness like a breath of emotion, his resentment clear enough to scare her. Don’t worry, they’re not allowed to hurt you, she reminded herself as Ayer’s words provoked her concern. They can’t touch you until they’ve delivered you to Sam. Nina wanted to smile. Sam.
“Did she find out what she wanted to know?” Nina asked.
“She found death. We are the guardians of the Crown of the Templars and we do not negotiate. You goddamn women. Always women!” Nina refrained from engaging in a gender debate this time. “Hermanus’ daughter took the relic down into the vaults under the Al-Aqsa Mosque at night, where we killed her.”
“How?” Nina’s question came without passing her brain first and she blurted it out from sheer curiosity. She felt that her prying was a mistake when Ayer stopped in his tracks to regard her face to face, but his answer was unashamed and honest.
“We stoned her to death with stones from Solomon’s Temple — the Temple Mount,” he said without any hesitation. “She was a member of the Nazi order that had been challenging us for decades, Dr. Gould, and we could not let her have the crown, the knowledge, or the power. Hell no.”
“Wait, she was a Nazi?” she frowned. “Black Sun?”
“Now you’re catching on,” he smiled. “You see, we are monsters, but we stop bigger monsters from taking over the world. Anyone who has ownership of the Templar Crown –
the Head made by Pope Sylvester — has access to Baphomet, has access to all knowledge and enlightenment.”
“Illumination,” she said to herself.
“Yes, Dr. Gould,” he affirmed. “Imagine the wisdom of Baphomet, the duality of all existence, in the hands of the Order of the Black Sun. This is why I did not have Sam Cleave killed for murdering my brothers. He belongs to allies of ours.”
“The Brigade Apostate,” she whispered.
“Right,” Ayer nodded. “But he rescued another snake of the Black Sun in the process, while we were executing her for stealing the Templar Crown.
“Toshana belongs to the Order of the Black Sun,” Nina said. “She had the crown, then.”
“But she refused to tell us where she had hidden it,” he lamented. “Now that Sam is working with us to surrender her to us, we will be able to find it again.”
They entered a pitch-dark hall. Nina could tell the size of the place by the change in acoustics. Ayer’s voice sounded like a battle horn when they entered the hot, dark place that smelled like burning flesh. “Oh my God. This is how I’ve always imagined Hell,” Nina remarked, listening to her own voice get lost in the space hidden by darkness.
“You’re not wrong,” Ayer chuckled, trying to sound reassuring. “This is what you wanted to know. You women and your inexhaustible need to know the secrets of men.”
Nina’s heart raced. She tried not to throw up from the sweet stench that wafted over her like the foul breath of the devil. Holding her hand over her mouth and nose, she coughed at the overwhelming heat.
“This is where we held the funeral for our brothers,” Ayer told Nina as he reached for what she thought was a light switch, but it was the switch to a gas line. His finger flicked it upward, releasing gas through the wall-mounted pipes of the massive hall.
What Nina saw frightened her to death, but she knew she had to keep calm. Her legs numbed, her knees buckled, as she realized that she was, in reality, in the belly of the beast. The four walls, each measuring approximately ninety feet in height, appeared out of the darkness bearing the thin gas pipes. All the piping ran to the main wall in front of Nina and Ayer, where they culminated in an enormous shape, a symbol well known to be wary of.
Fire ignited the symbol, and a terrified Nina Gould played witness to a burning inverted pentagram, enclosed in a double border circle. Inside the circle she recognized the arcane Hebrew characters.
“Baphomet,” she whispered through a dry mouth and burning throat.
“That’s right,” Ayer said proudly. Nina wanted to keep asking questions to still the screams in her head. As long as she sympathized, or played along, Ayer’s mind would hopefully remain occupied.
“Um, what are the characters inside the border for? It is Hebrew, correct?” she remarked, as the horrific image inside the pipelines became a visible, painting on the wall. A goat’s head, fitted snugly inside the inverted star, grinned at her.
“Oui, Dr. Gould,” he smiled, impressed. He pointed them each out as he revealed them one by one. “It spells, counterclockwise, ‘LVTHN’,” he informed her in the heat of the fire. “Leviathan.”
“The Devil,” she murmured.
Ayer gave her a long hard look while Nina regarded the atrocious sight of eight charred bodies, hung upside down. “You wanted to know, Nina.”
“Like Saint Peter,” she said, as the flame reflections tinted her dark eyes with blazing orange and yellow. “Like the Hanged Man of the Tarot.”
At once Nina realized that the monstrous roar of blowing wind she had heard that first night was the spewing pipes inducing a hellish fire. She swallowed saliva that was not there and whispered, “Like dragon’s breath.”
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Purdue followed last, keeping an eye on the military guards he’d bribed to allow them into the Al-Aqsa mosque. Father Harper led the way, with Sam close at his side to help muscle in should they need to fight their way through anyone who tried to tell on them. Both Sam and Father Harper, being dark of eye and crown, passed seamlessly through the groups of Muslim men, but Purdue’s neatly trimmed white hair and pale blue eyes drew unwanted attention.
“Hurry, please,” he whispered at Father Harper.
“If we hurry more, we’ll be running, Purdue,” Sam answered, amused. “You don’t want to be running through a forbidden place with your Scandinavian features, do you?”
Father Harper chuckled, unable to keep a straight face at the image painted by Sam. “I would have passed better as a woman, had I the right attire,” Purdue mumbled, trying to lessen his panic with silliness. “I should have escorted the ladies, rather.”
With subdued smiles on their faces, the three men gradually made their way toward a semicircular niche in the wall of the mosque, walking with heads slightly bowed. Father Harper stopped to survey their surroundings. “This is the mihrab we have to enter by,” he said in a low voice. “This is the mihrab of Zecheria, and here,” he pointed to the mosaic wall that bore the beautiful shrine-like feature, “are the Templar symbols, disguised as tiled art. See that?”
“Whoa,” Sam gasped. “Very shrewd, sir.”
Purdue was fascinated, as always, by the beauty of the structure and its gilded arches and marble columns standing stately in perfect symmetry. Where Father Harper placed his hand upon an artwork of a Templar cross with its rose, the wall dented away. The red, even-armed cross on the white flower was ingeniously laid in between the laurel-shaped images of the wall.
Purdue and Sam stared as they watched the big priest casually split two identical panels, allowing them to pass into the small entrance while the second panel maintained the artwork for bystanders not to discover the ruse. It was dark on the other side of the panel, and had been left mostly abandoned over the past few years.
“Fucking hell! What is that smell?” Sam coughed as Father Harper slid the first panel shut behind them.
“Sulfur,” he answered in the darkness.
Purdue’s tablet suddenly lit up the place, startling his friends. In the sharp illumination they could see his grin of achievement and proceeded to mutter about how they appreciate his genius at times like these.
“Oh, come now, lads, enough,” he smiled to dismiss their teasing.
“No, really, Purdue. Well done. Who needs to sneak around with petty flashlights to avoid detection when you can clone the light of the sun and harness it in here, hey?” Sam persisted in his boyish jesting.
“That odor of sulfur,” Father Harper said quietly without whispering. “The Militum, as well as older orders from the Templar sect, used these troughs of sulfur to light up the chambers down here.”
The masonry was built along the entire length of the old, gray stone walls to hold the brimstone compound. It was a bit unnerving for Purdue to see all the arcane things his new friend and former rescuer knew about, but he was invaluable to Purdue’s small excursion.
“Oh my God, the crown!” Purdue blurted out suddenly. His companions stopped in their tracks to see what he was talking about, but Purdue only shrugged. With a sincere look of confusion he admitted, “I don’t know why, but only just then did I remember that I was actually down here to look for a crown. Sounds daft, I know.”
Father Harper and Sam exchanged looks. Father Harper gave Sam a nod. It was time to inform Purdue of Nina’s plight. While the big priest waited for the women to show up from the side tunnel that met this one in a T-junction, Sam told Purdue everything.
“Do you remember the awkward meeting between your Countess and I?” he asked.
Purdue gave a scoff. “It was hardly easy to miss, old boy.”
“That’s because we’d already met, her and I, when I saved her from attackers in England about two weeks back. Purdue, she is bad news, and she has you…” Don’t say it! Sam’s common sense begged, but as usual, he ignored good advice. “…under a spell.”
“A spell?” Purdue replied at the absurdity.
“Tell me, where is Nina?” Sam asked his friend. Purdue shrugged, “You said she could not make it.”
“And when I spoke to you on Skype?” Sam pressed, peering into the genuinely bewildered eyes of his friend. “Did you hear what I said about Nina?”
Purdue ran his elegant, long fingers through his soft hair, trying to remember.
“I do remember. Sam, I do, I just… Jesus, I remember you talking about her and… I really do, but I swear to God I cannot tell you what you said about her,” he stammered, his voice cracking at the realization that his mind has been clouded all this time, thinking it was clear. Only his distance from Toshana aided in the clearing of his thoughts and he could not deny it. Sam knew it. So did the priest.
That was Sam’s cue to fill Purdue in on the rest of the events that had since transpired, before their meeting in Jerusalem. In a brief discussion, Sam told him about the attempted hit on his life, the message from the Militum, which brought on the tiff with Nina and why she left that day. Then came the discovery of the bodies’ strange tattoos and why Nina got involved in what was coincidentally to become both her and Sam’s joint predicament, only from two different angles.
“She was kidnapped by these brutes, Purdue. And they want Toshana, if we don’t give her to them we’ll never see Nina again. Do you understand? And that is where Father Harper got involved,” Sam said.
“Only for the abduction, Father?” Purdue asked the priest.
“No, David. I used to belong to this sect, branched off from the Templars by blood or honor. We’re not on good terms since I left them — rather hurriedly and blood-drenched — many years ago,” Father Harper recounted as he sat down on the edge of the rocky trough. “All I could do as a Templar was to remain in the service of the church. It was both my sanctuary from the Militum and my prison for religion — both of which I’ve now been sprung from by revealing my identity.”
“No wonder you know all these hallways and beacons so well,” Purdue mused in admiration. “The Temple Mount, where the great King Solomon’s temple ruins sleep. The former headquarters of the Templar Knights! My God, what a phenomenal revelation!”
“It’s not as romantic as the books relay, David. Templar Knights were as brutal as they were pious, and they served whatever master benefitted them best, clutching their crosses,” Father Harper sighed. Failing him, his words came weakly. “They still do. They still do.”
“The Militum, however, do not serve the church, right?” Sam asked the priest.
He looked at Sam with a face that told him that there was simply too much to explain. “They do not,” he said. “Nor do they serve Christ. But nothing is that simple, my friend. We had reason to protect the crown, and we had good reason to kill to uphold its secret location. Lieutenant Hermanus had no good intentions when she took it from the hiding place her father secured it in, and we had to stop her at all costs, you see. That doesn’t make the Militum evil. No man is pure, Sam. Not one!” His face was wet with perspiration as he stared into the darkness ahead. “She was a modest Scottish pilot in Her Majesty’s Air Force, but she was greedy for power. And the power she sought was too big for this world. We stopped her,” he whispered, pointing into the dusky part of the hallway where Purdue’s light started to fade, “right about there.”
“That is where you left the relic?” Purdue asked.
The priest rose to his feet, his mannerism suddenly serenely hostile towards Purdue. “I will never tell you.”
“Excuse me?” Purdue frowned.
“Father?” Sam prompted.
“Why do you think,” Father Harper asked Purdue, “your new lady companion was being murdered in broad daylight by the Militum?”
Purdue gave it some thought, but he could find no answer. Sam became agitated, but he did not act yet as the priest’s enormous frame stalked the confounded billionaire explorer.
“They would not have been stoning her with rocks from the Temple Mount, if she was not already in possession of the crown, David,” he sneered. “You have been played, my friend. Whatever reason Toshana Baldwin had to engage you, I regret to inform you that it was not for your good looks or to elicit your help in finding some bewitched relic for her.”
Sam and Purdue stood perplexed in the barren halls under the Al-Aqsa mosque. Their feet rested on the earth where Solomon had walked, where blood had been spilled over gods and power for centuries. Whatever was ensuing was far too great for their capacity as humans.
“She has the crown, Purdue,” Father Harper revealed. “That is why the Militum wants her. To restore the relic to a place where no man or woman can defile its power, and I fear she will have to sacrifice a lot more when we give her back to them. The Sacrifice of Baphomet is an ugly business for the one who steals its head, the crown of the idol.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Sam asked, his heart racing.
“The Templars who were reputed to worship Baphomet, those burned for consorting with the devil,” he started, “were discovered during a ritual that looked like a ceremony of worship. But what the church did not understand — what they perpetually neglect to fathom — is that not every ritual is for the sake of religion or worship. They were discovered doing exactly what the Militum will do if they do not get what they want. The restoration of the crown can only be achieved by means of the Sacrifice of Baphomet, a ritual. Simple as that.”
“We have to deliver Toshana before they run out of patience,” Sam told Purdue and the priest. “They will not wait much longer, and Nina will suffer for it.”
“I agree,” the priest said.
Purdue laughed. Shaking his head, he looked at them in disbelief and fear. “Are you out of your minds?” he chuckled, but his laughter was filled with betrayal. “My own friends! She was right! You are all just using me. Now you have used me to trap my beloved Toshana in a subterranean snare so that you can give her back to a bunch of killers?”
“Purdue,” Sam tried, but Purdue pulled out one of his defense devices, a pen shaped mechanism that directed a deadly laser. The beam was invisible, unless there was smoke present to detect it, but Purdue had the favor of clear darkness as he pointed the end at Father Harper. Spittle foamed at his mouth, his eyes wide with fearful defense.
“You are not taking Toshana. I swear to Christ, I will slice you both in half!”
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Sam and Father Harper stared down the maniacal Purdue, suddenly beside himself.
“What are you doing, Purdue?” Sam asked plainly, trying not to rile up his friend even more with insinuations of misplaced loyalty. Father Harper, he noticed, inched gradually towards the white haired puppet of Toshana Baldwin. That is how he saw Purdue right now. A puppet controlled by a vice few men could resist.
“You’re not taking her,” he hissed at Sam.
“And Nina? Are you going to leave her to die when your beloved Toshana does not show up?” Sam asked, occupying Purdue’s attention as the priest stalked nearer.
“But I always show up, Sam,” Toshana said from the darkness of the side tunnel. “I might take some time, but I never let a good deal get away from me.”
The men swung around as her pretty face appeared from the pitch darkness of the tunnel she was traversing. Purdue’s heart fluttered, but not for long. With his eye keenly on the dangerous Father Harper, he did not notice Sam hurtling toward him. Unexpectedly, the journalist flung his body at Purdue, spearing him off his feet. The two men landed hard on the cold rock of the tunnel floor, now completely robbed of light. Purdue’s tablet and his laser-based weapon clattered somewhere in the darkness.
Father Harper allowed Sam to take care of Purdue, but having seen Sam’s viciousness before, he did feel the need to cry out some advice. “Just don’t kill him. Sam! This isn’t his fault!”
A stinging sensation burned in the priest’s side. He was familiar with the feeling, the blunt pain of a blade sinking into his flesh. Vacuuming into his tissue, the blade retracted as Sam and Purdue’s altercation echoed through the blackness. Another bite of the blade sank into his chest, the steel scratching the bone of his chest plate as it rested short of his lung.
Toshana’s breath raced as the kill excited her, but she neglected to remember that she was not dealing with an opponent who died easily. Father Harper tried to ignore the pain that flowered through his torso, numbing his muscles. Using his massive hands to grab at where the knife was lodged before she could pull it out again. His actions were so rapid that Toshana had no chance. He found her hand and promptly snapped it at the wrist before seizing her by the throat.
Her scream reverberated in the underground sanctuary of the Templars of bygone centuries, giving it a superb voice that thundered back at the party before it dwindled into a guttural rattle.
“He’s strangling her, Sam!” Purdue shrieked under Sam’s blows.
“Good! I hope he fucking kills her!” Sam spat furiously as he brought down his knee in Purdue’s gut, rendering him breathless. “You are so goddamn pussy-whipped you can’t see straight!” Sam was wheezing madly, his arms exhausted and his knuckles burning.
Purdue had gotten in a few good ones, though. Sam’s brow smiled wide open and crimson over his eye, the blood blinding him while he wiped profusely at it. His chest ached from the side kick Purdue had connected expertly a few moments before. “Father Harper!” Sam cried, trying not to raise his voice too much, should anyone above hear the ruckus.
“I’m here,” the weak voice of the priest answered. His hand was still firmly on Toshana’s throat, but she was still writhing. Both her delicate hands were clasped around his wrist, but she was too weak to pry his hand from her neck.
“Are you hurt?” Sam asked. “Father?”
“Bit busy, Sam,” Father Harper said, hardly releasing the words from his mouth. He could hear Sam’s footsteps approach, following the sound of his voice. “Toshana, if you tell me where the crown is, I will let you live,” Sam heard the priest say.
Purdue switched on the bright light on his tablet. He could barely stand upright now, propping his arm on his knee. His face was bruised and swollen and his shirt ripped, straining over his heaving body. He could see Sam support the priest’s large frame as he sank to his knees, still holding the treacherous woman firm.
“Please, Father, don’t kill her,” Purdue begged from a distance as he watched his lover chocking under the fading power of the priest. Father Harper was weakening rapidly, but he insisted on knowing where the crown was.
“Toshana, please, tell him,” Purdue implored. “Don’t let me watch you die.”
“Let go, Father. I’ll restrain her. She’ll get no mercy from me.” Sam grimaced as he took hold of Toshana’s hair in his fist and pulled her free of Father Harper’s grip. “Now, where is the crown?”
“Do you think I will tell you?” she coughed.
Sam looked at Purdue and shrugged, ignoring his friend’s pleas for mercy as Sam landed a hefty boot in her back, ripping the breath from her. Toshana gasped for air, screaming in pain when air was permitted.
“They’re going to kill me if I don’t give them the crown!” she shrieked angrily as the pain overwhelmed her.
“They are going to kill you anyway, bitch,” Sam growled in her ear, away from Purdue’s perception. “No matter how you play this, if you don’t tell me where that fucking relic is, I am going to end you right here, where the Militum ended the last bitch who stole the crown. It would be rather… poetic, I think.” He jerked her head back so hard that her neck crunched softly inside. “Don’t you think that would be poetic, Toshana? So… ironic.”
“Not the Militum, the Bilderberg representatives of the Order of the Black Sun,” she whimpered, “are going to kill me.”
“Sam,” Purdue tried, but Sam roared, “Shut up! You! You just stay over there and be a good boy, Purdue, because I like Nina way more than I like you right now!”
Father Harper whispered, “I suppose Miss Harris got the wrong end of your knife as well. You brought us all down here to make away with us, didn’t you? This whole excursion was staged to facilitate our murders.”
Toshana said nothing, but her face affirmed the priest’s suspicion. “All of you, but especially you, Purdue. My God, they hate you,” she said, relishing the heartbreak in Purdue’s eyes.
“And Harris,” Sam added.
Toshana silently nodded at the assassination of the annoying journalist. Sam almost felt sorry about the loss. He probably would mourn his old foe even for just a minute, had he not been livid and sore beyond sympathy.
“If this priest dies, Toshana, I am smashing your skull against this wall. I swear to Christ! You had better spill it, or you die right now,” Sam reiterated. “Purdue, I am really reaching the end of my tether right now.”
“Alright, alright,” she finally cracked, “but I’ll take you to the citadel myself. That way you will have to let me live. Otherwise you get nothing!”
“The citadel?” Sam asked. “Here in Jerusalem?”
“Not in Jerusalem,” she stammered though bloody teeth. “That is where Lieutenant Hermanus was on her way to when she was…” she looked at Father Harper, “…intercepted.”
“We knew Hermanus was Vril Society. We found her fleeing to Medina. She had their mark branded on her chest, between her breasts,” Father Harper mumbled. “A warped lightning bolt springing from a Black Sun emblem. But you, Toshana…”
“What?” she gasped. Sam’s grip seemed to tear her scalp from her skull.
“You serve something much older, don’t you?” the priest grunted. His voice shivered over its last two words and his body went limp on the floor. Sam and Purdue both felt their impatience escalate at Toshana’s delays.
“Finally, a Templar dies in the Templars’ ill-begotten palace,” Toshana remarked. Her impudence earned her another kick and she cried out in a hoarse voice, refusing to weep.
“Where is the citadel?” Purdue asked, sounding harsh and tired.
“I will take you if you let me live,” she insisted.
“Do we still have to give her to the Militum, Sam? Isn’t there a way out of that?” Purdue asked.
“Aye, there are two ways. Toshana dies now or Nina dies later. Either way, one of them will die, Purdue,” Sam said. He turned and gave Purdue a sharp look. “Choose very carefully which one you would prefer to keep breathing. I know I’ve made my choice.”
From a distance, they could hear a rumbling ensue. It was way past closing hour and the mosque had to be empty by now. Above them there was no trembling of ground, so Sam and Purdue realized that the sound came from both sides of the tunnel. “The light!” Sam whispered loudly. “Kill the light before they find us.”
Purdue promptly switched off the light. Men shouted from the sudden darkness, confirming that they had been discovered under the mosque.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Sam whispered. “How do we get out?”
“They sound very angry, Sam. Have any ideas?” Purdue asked.
“Your pen laser,” Sam suggested. “Why don’t you use that hostile fucking stationary on someone besides your friends?”
“I have no idea where it is. You knocked it out of my goddamn hand, genius,” Purdue retorted.
Suddenly, Sam felt a terrible pain in the arm he was holding Toshana with. A heavy, sharp stone came down on his elbow joint, spraining the joint and forcing Sam’s hand open on impact.
“Jesus Christ!” Sam bellowed. He lost all feeling in his arm for a while, but his legs were still strong. “You bitch!” He jumped up and pursued her clapping footsteps in the dark.
“Sam! Wait for me!” Purdue cried, bolting forward as much as his beaten body would allow. It sounded as if the soldiers were lost down there, their voices floating in argument and suggestions. Their flashlights could not penetrate far enough into the tunnels to locate the intruders. With the speed that Sam and Purdue moved after the fleeing Countess, they quickly left the soldiers behind.
But by the time they found the exit of the tunnel, they had been walking for over an hour. Toshana’s footsteps were silent now. Either she had escaped through the women’s mosque or she was hiding somewhere in the dark. The two men had no time to waste trying to find her in the perpetual dark of an endless maze.
“What do you wager she is on her way to the citadel?” Sam finally asked.
“She paid me in gold bars, stamped ‘RB,’ you know?” Purdue confessed. “I should have known.”
“What is ‘RB’?” Sam asked, wedging out through a crevice in the tunnel that led out from the Temple Mount.
“It is how the SS marked their gold, the abbreviation for Reichsbank. Now, how many normal financial institutions have those?” Purdue asked, shaking his head at his own foolishness.
“Don’t worry. We might not know where to find the citadel exactly, but we know someone who would know,” Sam said. “Doubt he will be very helpful, though, once he knows that we lost Toshana again.”
“Poor Father Harper,” Purdue lamented the fate of the priest. “That man saved me from a terrible fate under Mother’s house when nobody else knew where I was or cared to rescue me.” They stumbled out over the loose rocks, their tired eyes blessed by the beauty of the lights everywhere around the site. Jerusalem by night looked like a galaxy of floating stars shimmering over highways that held their orbit.
“He died because of my mistakes, you know,” Purdue persisted.
“He died because he came to Nina’s rescue,” Sam corrected Purdue. “Something I would do in a heartbeat.
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After Nina had played witness to the terrifying symbology in the grand hall, she found it impossible to sleep or hold down any of the food she was given. Ayer came to check on her where she was listlessly lying on her stone bed.
“Dr. Gould, may I have a word?” he asked politely from the doorway.
Nina only shrugged, not feeling like talking at all. She could hear his clothing rustling as he came in and sat down.
“I have received word from Mr. Cleave,” he began, watching Nina sit up at once.
“What did he say?” she asked.
Ayer’s face betrayed nothing of his thoughts or plans, making it difficult for her to ascertain the amount of trouble she was facing, if any. It was just good to hear that Sam was still alright — alive. She had no misgivings about the men who kept her. After their violence on Toshana and the killings at the morgue, not to mention the manner in which they conducted the funerals of their fallen brothers, she knew full well that these were by no means gentle monks that would make Buddha proud.
“He cannot deliver Toshana to us. Apparently they had her, but somehow allowed her to escape them. Dr. Gould, I hate to have to resort to this, but it is time for a sacrifice on one of the sides here. Otherwise we will be locked in this stalemate, you see,” he imparted the sentence as politely as he could. “I must prove to Sam Cleave that Toshana must be killed at all costs, either by him or by us. But I fear he misjudges us, thinking us fools who will wait patiently for him to deliver what he stole from us.”
Nina felt her legs go numb, a sure sign of terror, but she tried to hold her voice steady. Ayer’s cryptic words did not clarify enough for her to make a decision in her emotional state. Her hands were perspiring dreadfully, as if her common sense had already made the decision to panic. With a heavy heart, she tried to come to a certain conclusion. “So, what does that mean for me, Ayer?”
As he spoke, Nina watched his face distort into a monster, the result of the tears impairing her sight. “I am so sorry, Dr. Gould,” he said, “but we will have to make an example of you. If Sam still does not comply after what we do to you, he will have proven inept, spiteful, and unreliable.”
“W-wh-at?” Nina stuttered in disbelief. Her slender hands wrung within one another, savoring for old time’s sake the comfort of not being in pain, of being alive and comfortable. “What? Are y-you going to k-ill me, then?”
He simply nodded, looking down in sympathy. “Please, do not see this as a personal act of animosity towards you, Nina.”
That was the illogical attitude that sent her into a fit of rage. Nina did not mean to, but her emotions had a way of steering her will and she leapt to her feet, her eyes burning into him as she screeched, “Is that supposed to make me feel better? Are you fucking insane?” Nina’s body inadvertently darted forward and she swung at him. The impact of her palm against his face clapped so hard that Gille came rushing in, but Ayer motioned for him to leave. “Oh, it’s not personal, but we are going to kill you to teach Sam a lesson?” she carried on in repugnance.
Ayer regarded her, keeping his hands steadily next to him on the edge of the chair. He had no intention to return the blow — yet. Intelligence afforded him understanding of her reaction and he allowed her to fume. She deserved as much. His cheek felt like coals under a grill, but what hurt more was the fact that he’d truly believed that they wouldn’t have to harm the historian. Killing Nina Gould had never been in his plan book, but now it was the only way, a way that did not please him or boast any pride for him.
“How could a smart bloke like you allow that sort of thinking to dictate your vendetta’s, Ayer?” she hissed, her pretty face tainted by fury and panic. “Tell me! Tell me how you can condone this irrational ideology?” Tears streaked over her cheeks and rained from her jaw line as her teeth held back the saliva of her words. If he could, Ayer would have held her to make amends, but there was no place for affection or mercy in the eye of ancient rites that had to be upheld.
She could hear the men outside in the corridor, murmuring. Their feet scuffled on the cement floor, giving away their number. Nina stopped screaming and listened, her dark, wet eyes darting to the doorway. “They are here, aren’t they?” she asked Ayer. “All of them. The whole bloody lot are standing outside.”
“Oui,” Ayer replied. “This is why we were not allowed to harm you or starve you, Dr. Gould. If it came to this, to a delivering unto the Goat of Mendes to activate vril for the head to function again, you had to be strong. Pain and starvation would have left your energy wanting, Nina, and that would be of no use to us.”
“This makes no sense,” she wailed, pacing back and forth. Escape was futile anyway. In all the days she’d spent here, not once had she seen a way out. No windows, not even doors, were visible in this place of unholy men with the morality of priests. “None of this makes sense. If you sacrifice me to Baphomet, you will still not have the mechanical Head of Pope Sylvester! Think, Ayer!”
Calmly, he sighed and answered, “No, we would not, but your death will send Sam into action. Your energy will still be harnessed to activate the Head when we do claim it back. But make no mistake, Dr. Gould, this must be done to seal the secret of the Crown of the Templars.”
“Jesus Christ! Can’t you just leave ancient legends in the history texts?” she cried. “Why do you have to practice barbaric rites from the Dark Ages?”
Ayer had had his fill of the fight. His voice became hard and low as he stood up. “Do you know why these practices are still necessary, Nina?” he roared. “Because people keep unearthing them, forcing us to uphold the old ways to keep the maddening world from getting their hands on powers beyond their abilities! Do you wish to address the barbaric rites?” He clasped her head between two strong hands and he looked her dead in the eye. “Look around you, Dr. Gould. Look at the state of the world today and tell me which age was the most sick and barbaric in what they allowed? Tell me, as a historian, where have you found more atrocity and sickness being allowed, no, condoned, as accepted behavior?”
He released her crudely, sending her staggering backwards. “You women, you keep opening that vault of atrocity, from Eve to Pandora. Then you want to cry and reason when your incessant questions lead you to despair!”
“You base us on mythologies, Ayer,” she replied in a much calmer tone, her words mispronounced under the force of her condition. “Eve? Come now, none of that entire episode makes sense. Pandora? Did she even exist? These are all fabrications of men!”
“Fabrications?” he asked.
Nina was only too forthcoming with her debate. “Mythologies created by men to overrule women, to assert power where they had none,” she barked, her face contorted in disdain and mockery. “Playing God’s Advocate in their lies to indoctrinate their male bloodlines to subdue us, to blame us for all your fuckups, Ayer! Blame the women, like all you hypocrites do, when you cannot admit your own fuckups or take responsibility for your own choices. So please, don’t feed me that shit.”
Ayer smiled. He crossed his arms across his chest and paused.
“What?” she asked. She was so engaged in her diatribe that she had not realized that she was defending precisely what the Militum were doing. On her cheeks her tears had dried and her fear was replaced by fight.
“Merci, Dr. Gould,” he smiled. “Finally you understand what Baphomet is to us. It is a beast and a human, because in all men there are animals. Its arms, one lifted above and the other dropped below. Between its horns, a flame above the mind, a representation of that very curiosity so hated by the church. You see, there is no good side or bad side. It depends on what you seek. That makes you side with an ideology and that ideology can be demonized by the church, or the church can be demised by those who ask questions.”
Nina could not fault a single word he uttered as fallacy, but felt her metaphorical eyes open to what she had been blind to when she thought she knew the Crown of the Knights Templar and its purpose. He continued, smiling. “And the Militum revere that innate need to question, Dr. Gould, as you do. When one can manage to look past the imagery imprinted on us as blatant evil, one soon discovers that Baphomet is the spirit of that enlightenment the dogmas of religion wish us to avoid, the equal duality of the universe, both male… and female.”
“You tricked me,” she pouted, feeling exhausted and upset, but noticed that her fear had subsided a little.
“No, I simply forced you to see beyond the ugly face of what you have been told to be afraid of,” he told Nina.
“But to worship it,” she winced.
“I never inferred worship. I spoke of reverence for truth, for the illumination of lies. I spoke of the representation of opposing sides into one unit. This thing, to us at least, is not a god. To us it is a physical icon that imparts universal wisdom, not evil or good, just wisdom on things bigger than the division of religion. By no means do we worship it, Dr. Gould,” Ayer explained.
Gille cleared his throat, snapping Ayer out of his lecture. He clapped his hands together.
“Ah! It is time we get this going, then,” he announced.
Nina felt her stomach churn. Ayer’s rational and intelligent explanations did make her understand, but knowing that she was about to die released in her the natural rebellion toward that which she had just agreed with.
You know that screaming is useless, she told herself. If this is really happening, then you have no way of fighting it. Save yourself the embarrassment of trying to run away, or squealing for their delight.
Gille and two others came in as Ayer left the room where Nina waited. They were dressed in ceremonial cowls of dark brown cheesecloth so that she could not tell them apart unless they spoke. Under their hoods, Nina saw the uniform black masks they wore to make them impossible to tell apart.
She fought against her instinct to attack them when they started stripping her, and she held her breath as their crude hands groped at her while undressing her hastily. Nina’s eyes froze on the floor as they threw her on the bed and hogtied her hands to her ankles behind her.
Die with courage, then, if you have to, her inner voice screamed at her.Do not let them remember you as a blithering, wailing, pathetic creature. If you are meant to survive this, you will. Accept your fate, but nothing wrong with a little hope, aye?
Her emotions opted for indifference, for apathy, as the first pain was introduced — rope burns from the tight ties. When they lifted her, her weight on their shoulders bruised her skin and the cold was chewing at her bare skin. Nina was naked as the day she was born and her hair was tied back harshly so that she would see what was coming.
“You won’t be cold for much longer, Dr. Gould,” one of the hooded men said. His words vanished in the din of the dragon’s breath that thundered throughout the hall a few meters away still. She started to sob in fear. In this nightmare, she could not help it. On her skin she could feel the same gooseflesh, but now the cold had surrendered to the immense heatwaves coming from the hall. Nina pressed her eyes shut, and she hated Sam like she had never hated him before. Under her breath she cursed him to hell, the same hell she was about to enter.

32
A Duet for the Dirge of Deception

Purdue finished his call and tossed his phone onto the bed. Sam was still busy speaking from the landline of the posh hotel room in the Old City. Purdue began packing. The two had decided to go their separate ways. Not only would it save them time, but it would allow them to communicate their plans efficiently across a large radius of countries. Purdue would head to Medina to locate the citadel, while Sam would negotiate with the Militum to free Nina.
“Alright, I’ve informed my friends of my arrival in Cork, and guess what,” Sam told Purdue. “They happen to know about Toshana’s deception too.”
“Grand! When are you leaving?” Purdue asked.
“I have another hour to prepare and then I’m heading to Ireland to get her back, God willing,” Sam sighed.
“I am so sorry, Sam,” Purdue apologized sincerely. “Now that she is gone I actually remember what I am doing and thinking. I swear, because of her thrall over me we have wasted so much time where we could have saved Nina.”
Sam shrugged and gave his friend a slap against the arm. “Look, if you hadn’t been involved with Toshana, we would never have known about the Crown and how to get it, right? I guess things really do happen for a reason.”
Purdue did not look convinced of Sam’s forgiveness, and besides his fresh injuries from Sam’s haymakers in the tunnel, he looked terrible. Nina’s captivity weighed heavily on him, as did Father Harper’s death. Even Jan Harris’ demise saddened him. Like a demoness, Toshana’s words still drifted forcefully through his mind, but he dismissed them. Sam Cleave was proof of true friendship, and so was Father Harper, so her evil recitations had little effect on him now.
“What are you going to do?” Sam asked. Exchanging itineraries were important to them, as much as communication, just in case one of them ran into more trouble than he could handle.
“I have summoned my chopper crew and called ahead to an associate outside Mecca who have a few armed men to spare for the right price,” Purdue winked. “Here is your com-device. Don’t throw it against a wall.” Sam caught the small watch with GPS and reinforced radio receiver capabilities.
“You know, if I had your money, I would leave all this crap behind and buy myself a patch of land in the middle of nowhere, never to be bothered, or hunted, again!” Sam said, shaking his head in amusement at Purdue’s latest bribes.
“Right,” Purdue smiled as he retrieved the damning folder he had signed. “You, my friend, you would be bored shitless, I assure you. You would use your money to travel the world, looking for trouble.”
Sam gave it some thought. “Probably,” he admitted, chuckling. “But right now that isn’t how I feel.”
“Me neither, old boy,” Purdue agreed. “I’m also leaving in an hour, to the roof where my crew will pick me up like a mother hen. We have to meet with Hussain, my contact in Mecca, before afternoon. From there we’re going to look for the citadel, in an ancient and holy city where most buildings look like forts.”
The dark, wild hair of the journalist fell roughly over his brow as he clipped round for round into the magazine of his firearm. “I tell ya, I’ll never be chivalrous again.”
Purdue laughed, “Says the man about to risk his life again to rescue a lady in distress!”
Sam had to laugh with his friend. “Aye, that was a dumb one on my part,” he snorted.
“Oh mate, we do these things because it defined us a long time ago. You can’t help wanting to save people, to throw yourself under the bus and I,” Purdue hesitated, “I can’t help but attract trouble.”
“Aye, I guess you’re right,” Sam nodded. He paused for a long while, finishing his arming and rolling up his shirts to stuff them in his bag. “Poor Harris, though, huh?”
“I know,” Purdue replied. “I did not know her, apart from her off-kilter blame game reports and unprofessional conduct, but the meager time I knew her personally? I could tell she was genuinely trying to help, even if there was something in it for her.”
“Aye,” Sam exhaled. “I’ve called in anonymously to notify the authorities about her body and that of Father Harper’s down there. I suppose now the world will discover the other hallways under the mosque that hid behind the already known passages down there. Nothing is sacred anymore.”
“I doubt they’d blow it wide open for the public, though, Sam,” Purdue reckoned. “They are very protective of their secrets, the Jews and the Muslims, you know? These people preserve thousands of years of tradition with the fervency of old disciples. We should not worry too much.”
“Hopefully you’re right. Let the Templars have their secrets,” Sam preached.
“Ha! Like they don’t already have enough mystery to them!” the billionaire laughed. His smile faded somewhat when he perused the contract he signed with Toshana. “Hey, do we have time for one more drink?”
“We’re Scots,” Sam cheered. “What do you think?”
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Hell Hath No Fury

Nina’s skin chafed off where the ropes cut into her. The men of the Militum were not foolish enough to use thick rope on such a small woman, so the thinner cord played hell on her joints. She expected the heat to kill her soon, long before anything else would, but she was in for a level of suffering she had not known before (save for the time she was exsanguinated for an immortality elixir in England).
“Ayer, please!” she cried, but she could not hear him anymore, nor could she effectively discern which hooded figure he was. There were only six men present, but Nina felt as if she was at the mercy of an entire army of beasts. They put her down on the floor, their expressionless masks leering down at her, while up above their heads the high ceiling gathered up a cloud of smoke before the four chimneys allowed it passage out.
“Oh sweet Jesus,” she sobbed, making sure to revel in the coolness of the cement under her before being burned to death. One of the men nodded at the others. Suddenly their voices filled the massive hall, as it did that night when they sent off their dead brothers. But this was a different aria, a sacrificial hymn just for Nina. The words in Latin and ancient Greek reverberated in the hollow space around them as the bellow of the goat’s head fire challenged the power of their sound. Had it not been a song for a slow death, Nina would have thought it rather beautiful.
“Ayer, please, think again!” she screamed. An iron clap ensued as the cogs of a giant steel wheel began to grind. “Oh my God!” she hollered hopelessly to their beautiful canto that serenaded her into a hellish oblivion. She recognized the terrible sound of grinding metal she’d heard that first night. Now she knew what it was, and what it was for.
Mercifully, one of the men cut loose the joining rope behind her, separating her wrists and ankles so that she could hang only by her ankles. Her back stretched out in relief as her feet were hoisted up, painfully dragging her upward until her body was hanging upside down, free of the floor. Nina yelped relentlessly in pain, hoping to lose her mind before the real torture began.
As she dangled upside down in the sweltering heat that prompted her eyes to water, she barely managed to see. But what Nina ultimately saw made her wish that her eyeballs would pop first. Opposite the abhorrent giant sigil of Baphomet that she was already acquainted with, another icon was present. It was horrific. Thankfully the hoisting motion twirled her unevenly spread bodyweight as she moved, and she slowly spun the other way to face the burning sigil instead.
I never thought I would prefer to see this! she thought. My God, to know that this ugly thing is the last thing I will see on earth…
The hydraulics ceased with a jolt and Nina’s suspended body rocked uncontrollably in mid-air over the six congregated below, still singing in layers of harmony and melody. Her screams sounded like soprano compliments to their hymns, a choir arrangement that would bless any demonic ear with its potency.
Under the strain of the jerking motion her injured ankle had dislocated, evoking even more shrieks from her. A dead sensation crossed her lips as the blisters began to form. Her temperature was rising already. Slowly her body started to turn back to the hideous image she had tried to avoid, but with her shaking it was bound to happen.
Nina stopped screaming. Shock took hold of her as the heat and pain played second fiddle to a wave of excruciating headaches. They were born from her inverted position, the blood in her head agitated by the searing heat around her. But in her docile state of trauma, Nina stared at the terrible vision on the other side of the hall.
The mummified body of a decapitated woman sat on a throne of crude iron and steel, the rivets rusted into the metal where it fixed the body to the throne. It reminded Nina of a locomotive engine, as if the mummy were consumed by the fixtures, deteriorated by weather and wear. In the leathery skin between her breasts was a symbol, but decay had distorted it beyond recognition.
“Oh Christ!” she shouted in the din of the voices and fire, when she realized that it was an idol representing Baphomet’s well-known image. “That is where I am going to be put? Holy Mother of…”
The singing stopped abruptly with the tap of a staff by the leader. Nina arched her neck to look down at them. “It’s not a staff,” she muttered to herself, panting wildly as her heart threatened to explode in her chest. “It is a scythe.” Her eyes bulged under the pressure of the worsening migraines but she wanted to see where the blade went. The head of the idol was missing, and if her body had to take its place, she had to be beheaded!
She looked at the seated atrocity. “That is where the Head goes!” she whispered in astonishment. “They replace the head of the woman they sacrifice with the Crown of the Templars… the mechanical Head made by Pope Sylvester!”
Nina could not take anymore. The blood had gone to her head, inducing an insuperable coma she could not fight. She could hear the sharp, serrated blade sing as it came for her throat, but her mind kept going to sleep. “N-no-oo,” she slurred.
At once all hell broke loose in the gargantuan chamber under her. She tried to open her eyes, but only her ear could report on the ensuing chaos when a group of men stormed inside with the thunder of semi-automatic weapons.
Before Ayer could move, his hood was ripped back. The steel kiss of a Beretta barrel advised him not to try anything. A rough hand tore his mask off. Before him stood Sam Cleave, looking like he was tapped of patience and mercy. “Nice to meet you in the flesh, Ayer,” he said, following up with a devastating punch that broke Ayer’s nose.
Four hours later — Cork, Ireland
“Sam, we can’t locate the citadel. We’ve been to over thirty-eight buildings that look right, but they all turn out to be museums, places of prayer, or ruins,” Purdue sighed on the transmission. “Did you manage to get Nina?”
“Aye. Got walloped off my feet when she woke up and saw me. Long story. But she is with Dr. Hooper now,” Sam informed him. “He was on a short holiday with family here, would you believe?”
“So you made a deal with the Militum?” Purdue asked. Sam looked up at Ayer, Gille and the two other survivors tied to chairs opposite him at the kitchen table of their compound in Cork. “Not quite. They’re down to four members at an old industrial plant near the local Irish Hellfire Club, where they keep their goats.”
The armed men Sam had borrowed from the Brigade Apostate chuckled at his mockery of the idol. “No sign of Toshana?” Sam asked Purdue.
A hard sigh came over the speaker. “It feels like I am never going to get back at her for what she did. Thanks for taking that goddamned contract with you. I don’t want her to invoke any rights from that thing while we are trying to apprehend her.”
“Invoke is the right term. Steer clear of her charms, Purdue,” Sam advised, aware of the futility of his suggestion. “Just be careful.”
“We’re okay. I have five men, all they could spare, but they are armed and ready to breach the Black Sun’s citadel,” he said, but paused before finishing his sentence with a weak, “if we ever find the bloody place.”
Ayer sat up, as did his father in the chair at his side. They looked at one another.
“Mr. Cleave, we know what you are looking for,” Ayer declared excitedly. One of the Brigade’s men approached Ayer to shut him up with the butt of a gun, but Sam stopped him.
“What do you know? Purdue, hang on a second,” Sam asked the beaten up leader.
“The Order of the Black Sun operates sometimes from a citadel in Medina,” he cried.
“We know, old boy,” Purdue said over the speaker.
“But it is not theirs. It belongs to an affiliate of theirs,” he related, “some German nobleman called, I think, Geiger?”
Purdue could be heard catching his breath on the speaker. “I know that name. Why do I know that name? Wait, is it Geier, perhaps?”
“That is the name, oui!” Ayer affirmed. “It is marked in what looks like Hebrew lettering, but it is not Hebrew,” he revealed, “it is a name, disguised in the script. All you have to do is read it in plain language.”
Sam frowned, shifting in his chair to face Ayer. “What name?”
Ayer gave a smug chuckle. “Take me with and I’ll show you. Otherwise you will just kill us before you go.”
“Déjà vu,” Sam told Purdue. “Same lines, different villains.” Sam sneered at Ayer across the table.
“We are not villains,” Ayer’s father remarked.
“You were about to kill someone very fucking close to me in cold blood, you son of a bitch!” Sam growled.
“And if you did not know her? Would we be villains? You are the villain, Cleave!” the old Templar spat angrily. His son had to whisper for him to calm down, but the generally agreeable man refused to back down this time. “You are the villain. When we finally caught that snake Toshana, you sided with her! You killed my…” he broke down, still insisting on finishing his story, “…my other son to save that filthy, evil woman! You are the villain, Cleave! My youngest son is dead. His brothers-in-arms, good men, are all dead because you killed them and you killed them… for her? For her!”
“Come on, Papa,” Ayer consoled. Being tied up, he could do little to soothe his father’s pain. “Calm down. We’ll get her back.” He looked at Cleave with hate burning in his eyes. “Even if it kills me, I’ll avenge my brothers. Crown — or no Crown.”
Sam could not argue that he could also be someone’s boogeyman, someone’s villain, a killer of sons, of husbands and fathers, a maker of widows. The old man’s sobs hit Sam like a Mack truck, but he dared not show it. A lump grew in his throat. How had he never seen this? How did it never occur to him that even the bad guys in the story were sometimes victims of other bad guys who think they are good guys?
Sam got up and stormed out, calling back to his men, “I’m going to check on Nina.”
He was so upset that he had forgotten about Purdue waiting on the line. Purdue finally said, “Alright, lads. We’ll wait for you to get here. I am sending one of my Irish squads to collect you and fly you to Medina within the next four hours. Is that right for you?”
“Yes, Monsieur,” Ayer responded. “From our side, you will have four allies.”
“Thank you,” Purdue said. “Over and out.”
“Nina appeared from the hallway, having heard it all. She could barely walk, but Dr. Hooper had put a brace on her ankle to stabilize the fracture so she could move around. Wrapped in a blanket, she shuffled around the doorway to look the Militum survivor in the eye. While the old man was still sobbing silently, the others regarded her without a flinch.
“Hey! Hey!” Sam cried out, coming back from her room when he had found her absent. He put his arm around her, protectively. “Don’t come in here.”
But Nina said nothing. Her head was pounding like a hammer on an anvil and her skin was riddled with little blisters, making her ache under the blanket’s weight and fibers. When she’d awoke, after she’d slapped Sam for abandoning her to near certain death, he’d told her everything that had happened in Jerusalem. With bloodshot, swollen eyes, she looked at the maniacs who strung her up like a pig for the slaughter. “You are all on my shit list,” she rasped, her voice raw from the heat, smoke, and screaming. “I will never forgive you for this, but tomorrow I will be your ally.”
“Are you daft, woman?” Sam gasped.
Nina looked at Sam with a vengeful expression that left him cold. “That bitch killed Father Harper, right? I am going to help these beasts, Sam,” she said with conviction, pointing at the four remaining members of the Militum, “and I want to see her sit on that goddamn throne.”
Ayer smiled. “Done.”

34
Like Thieves in the Night

Medina, Western Saudi Arabia
At seven p.m. the following night, Purdue and his hired men waited at a house he’d rented for the week, situated in a village called Sultanah. He had forwarded the coordinates to Sam via the communication devices he had designed to look like common electronic watches. Sam had notified him that they were on their way by means of a local crew employed by an affiliate of Purdue in the transport business.
“More of that good coffee from your dallah, my dear lady,” Purdue smiled, holding up the diminutive cup he had just drained. “Thank you.”
“At this rate you will have stones in your gallbladder before you are a year older,” the house owner smiled at him. She was amazed how well the Scottish man could handle Arabic coffee. In the driveway, two cars arrived. Purdue was elated to have his friends back with him. Much as he was a debonair, well-traveled man, he had been feeling a tad wary of the cruel world lately and good company was not enough. He needed those specific people. People like Sam and Nina, his loyal partners in adventure, crime, and personal matters.
When they entered the modest little house, the place lit up with subdued merriment.
“Good to see you again, Sam. Good to see that eye is healing up,” Purdue teased about the stitches Sam had to get from their little scuffle under the mosque.
“That’s nothing,” Sam responded swiftly. “You should see the other guy.”
Purdue laughed with Sam, but when the small frame of his darling Nina limped through the door, his face sank to a bitter happiness. “Nina,” he said in a broken voice, “my God! You are the toughest little thing in history and that’s no lie. I had to hear of everything through a bloody communications device.”
“Why weren’t you there?” she asked plainly, leaving him speechless. Sam cleared his throat and joined Ayer and the other three Militum members in the introductions.
“Because I am a fool, Nina. Telling you that I was on a drug-less acid trip for those days would not excuse what my ignorance caused you,” he apologized. “But I am going to make it up to you.”
Nina’s voice was hoarse and sore, and Purdue could not hug her because of her scalded skin, but she leaned in to him to make something clear. “If you try to protect her again, I will kill you myself. Are we clear?”
She did not wait for an answer, but just limped past Purdue to join Sam and the others. The Brigade Apostate was happy to help one of their members to free Dr. Gould, but they would not stick around for the rest of the mission, leaving Sam and Nina with only the Militum at their side.
Never before had the owner of the house met so many cut, bruised and injured Europeans together in one place. She sat in the far corner with coffee, fascinated by their indifference to the fact that they were planning to breach the most cursed fortress in Medina, the unholy wart on the holy face of the region.
* * *
After they’d had a small dinner and exchanged ideas, the group decided to attack the Geier citadel in the night, for the element of surprise to be optimal.
“We have no way of knowing Toshana is in there, though,” Purdue said, “so we are all wearing coms so that we can notify each other of tactical positions and free zones, alright?”
They nodded in unison. Occasionally, Nina and Ayer’s eyes would meet. The connection was powerful, and she would keep seeing his scythe reach for her throat every time he looked at her. Consequently, she dropped her eyes altogether, focusing on the plan.
“Now Ayer, where is the building we seek?” Purdue asked.
“At the edge of town, Mr. Purdue,” Ayer responded, “there is a place called Kittanah. About three kilometers from there sits the hideous citadel. On the gates is this symbol…” He drew a rough sketch on a ripped piece of newspaper. Purdue felt his skin crawl. “That is the symbol on the contract Toshana gave me to sign. That proves the citadel belongs to her, because she is the widow of one Klaus Geier. Ayer said the owner was Geier.”
“Oui,” Ayer said.
Nina craned her neck to see the symbol sketched by Ayer and she lifted an eyebrow as she scrutinized it. “You do know what that symbol represents, correct?” she asked Purdue. He shook his head. “No, I thought it was one of the Bilderberg affiliates.”
“It is,” Nina replied, almost smirking in the sick twist, “so to speak.”
They all stared at her in apprehension. “This, gentlemen, is the Sigil of Mammon.”
“Money,” Purdue said softly. “Of course, she said she worshiped money. She said I do too.”
“That makes sense, because the name on the building that masquerades as Hebrew lettering, reads ‘Mammon,’” Ayer confirmed. “I don’t care how much money she has. Some things cannot be bought.”
Nina scoffed.
“Now remember, we are going in blind. I’ve used Ayer’s expertise to advise me on the elemental and chemical composites of the Crown of the Templars. My tablet, based on the information, will direct me to the Crown. Nina, Sam,” he announced, “you come with me to retrieve the relic.”
“We will be looking for Toshana,” Gille smiled slyly.
“Now, we go with the two vehicles outside,” Purdue said. “It will allow each unit to leave the premises as soon as they have achieved their objectives.”
“Got it,” Sam chimed in. “But I still think Nina should stay here.”
“Noted,” Nina said. She got up and slid a Bowie knife into her boot, keeping it fixed with the ankle brace. “Now, let’s go and get our shit done.”
“You heard the lady,” Purdue smiled, also concerned for her. But he knew how tenacious she was and that any advice would only piss her off.
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Breach of Contract

With the full moon traversing the clear skies of Saudi Arabia, the outlines of the towering castle of Mammon looked especially sinister. The front and back gates were not guarded, only locked with an electronic system Purdue quickly disarmed. Inside, they could see luxury cars parked in a rough row. From Bentleys to limousines, they stood in the shadows of the tall palms on the premises.
“Sounds like a party,” Nina whispered. “But it must be a very private party. No bodyguards. No doormen.”
Purdue nodded, “And look, the guests are dressed in old Nazi uniforms. How quaint.”
“Let’s go,” Sam suggested, as he cocked his gun. “I don’t wanna be late for the orgy.”
Nina smiled for the first time.
They entered through the back gate, keeping track of their associates slipping in from the fences by the parked cars. The Militum elected to use guerilla techniques for this breach, keeping their kills silent and clean cut. If Sam Cleave or his friends decided to fire even one shot, they would draw the attention from the Militum and it would be easier to seize Toshana.
On his trusty tablet, Purdue used his infrared function to gather information on the blueprint of the fortress. “Here, ten meters on,” he whispered, “a sub-level entrance.”
They crept nearer in the darkness cast by the palms and brushes. Nina’s ankle was killing her, but she dared not admit it. Sam used his lock pick tools to open the locks and they made their way swiftly down the ramp.
“Is this a garage?” Nina asked as softly as she could. There were no lights on. “The ramp is wide, like for a car.”
“Aye. Purdue, can you check your diagram?” Sam asked.
Purdue scanned the dark place with his infrared, and smiled. “Hello nurse.”
“What?” Sam asked. “What is it?”
Purdue flicked on his bright light to reveal a small collection of old motorcycles from World War II and some rare Russian and American models being restored. “Ah! Nice,” Nina smiled. “Dibs on the old Triumph.”
“With that foot?” Sam teased.
“On that note,” Nina said, “I think I should stay here and wait.”
“That is a stellar idea, love,” Sam agreed as Purdue nodded with him.
She sat down in the dark, checking her watch for the movements of the group. “See you soon,” Sam whispered. “Won’t be a minute.”
Purdue scanned the corridors and hallways, stealing forward with Sam on his heel.
“You weren’t too far off, Sam,” Purdue whispered, barely ducking from a passing man in SS uniform. “Looks like an orgy of sorts. The women are naked.”
“Jesus, of all the times not to have my camera,” Sam jested, gawking at the bare breasts and suspenders worn by the women in the citadel. Looking at one in particular he asked,“Wonder what rank she holds?”
“Come up the right flight, straight up. The device is picking up the Crown on the top floor,” Purdue said. The two of them waited for the right moment, all the while smelling the intoxicating scent of opium. “The party is predominantly on the ground floor, by the indoor pool, so we should be okay.”
With long paces the two raced upstairs, grateful that there was nobody hanging about. Purdue was out of breath, feeling agitated to be so close to the claws of Toshana again, but his friend could read his mind. “Don’t think about her,” Sam said. “Just think of the Crown and get what you came for.” Purdue agreed, but it took all his strength to fight thoughts of Toshana.
“Here,” he finally said as they came to the top landing of a small, narrow stair. The screen on his tablet revealed the contents of a locked closet in the wall. “That broom cupboard is filled with artefacts and trinkets.”
“Right,” Sam said, getting to the antique pirate’s padlock. It was a difficult one, for which he had no tools. Purdue heard the rustling of clothing behind him. “Sam,” he whispered, but Sam hushed him. “Sam, I think I hear someone.” But Sam was too busy concentrating by the wavering light of a penlight he was using.
“You do hear someone,” a male voice affirmed Purdue’s fears, breathing on his neck as he spoke. He swung around to strike, but found Gille standing behind him, chuckling softly.
“Good God, man!” Purdue exhaled, clutching his chest. From behind Gille, in the shadows, a figure extended from the ceiling beam. Gille looked around and shoved Purdue playfully. “Don’t worry. It’s only Ayer.”
As the other two Templars stole nearer to join them, the athletic body of the Militum leader dropped to the floor, landing like a cat. He walked straight for Sam, pulling him aside. “Let me,” he said, and pulled a flathead screwdriver from his belt.
Sam protested. “The lock is tricky, Ayer. It has different…”
He stood in amazement, feeling thoroughly stupid, as Ayer simply used the flathead tool to lift the pins from the hinges. With a self-righteous grin, Ayer removed the doors quietly and propped them up against the wall. “You’re welcome,” he told Sam.
“Don’t you have to find Toshana?” the journalist snapped, still grateful for the help.
“She’s nowhere to be found,” Gille remarked. “Maybe Purdue has a tool for detecting Toshana.”
Ayer and the others chuckled. “He does, actually,” Ayer teased. Even Purdue had to snicker with them, shrugging at Sam’s scowl.
Two rooms down, something creaked. The group stiffened in place, waiting for movement. A tall, thin Nazi officer emerged from one of the bedrooms, his hair unkempt and his uniform in disarray. Purdue nudged Ayer, who nodded in return. So quietly did they stand in the shadows that the man didn’t even see them in passing as he skipped down the stairs.
They could hear someone in the room he had left. Ayer motioned for his men to investigate and kill if necessary, while he stayed to help Sam identify the Crown. They fumbled through dusty and gruesome items as Purdue shed some faint light. All manner of things populated the shelves. From ivory phalluses to pure gold skulls, rare items from occult books, and even pristine crystal balls, all engraved with the Sigil of Mammon and the symbol of the Vril Society.
“Oh Jesus!” Sam shrieked out loud, throwing himself backward onto the floor.
“What?” Purdue asked.
“I just touched something fucking disgusting,” he gulped, looking spooked. Ayer smiled as he bent to see under the shelf where Sam had reached. “Congratulations, Sam,” he said, drawing out the hideous and hairy severed goat’s head, “you found the lost Crown of the Knights Templar!”
“Christ, what an ugly fucking thing! It looks like a spider,” Sam yelped as quietly as he could, while Purdue stood fascinated.
“This is the mechanical Head the Pope made?” Purdue asked Ayer.
“Oui. Look,” he answered, pulling aside the hard, brown hairs to reveal the robotic skull and horns. “The Head of Baphomet. Finally we have it back. God, I wish I could destroy it once and for all so that we could rest assured this shit doesn’t happen again.”
A ruckus ensued behind them. The bedroom door slammed and swung open violently. Toshana came darting out with only a towel wrapped around her, screaming at the top of her lungs as she hung over the balustrade to alert her friends two floors down.
“We have to go!” Ayer said, grabbing the revolting Head and bunching it up in his rucksack. Toshana was dive-tackled by Gille and thrown to the floor, and then pinned down with his humongous weight. A clamor of footsteps and voices came rushing up the first and second flights. “Come, let’s go out the window!” Ayer commanded. “Bring the bitch!”
Gille slammed her hard onto the floor, rendering her unconscious before flinging her naked body over his shoulder. “You had better get going,” the old Templar instructed. “There’s a battalion of angry Nazi’s coming up the stairs.”
But Purdue and Sam could not leave without Nina. They watched the Militum take off with Toshana and the Crown, finally claiming back what was theirs along with the thief that had taken it from them. Purdue suddenly raced towards her bedroom.
“Purdue! Purdue, are you daft?” Sam shouted, trailing after his friend.
“I have to find the leather folder with my contract. I cannot allow it to bind us,” Purdue raved, his white hair wild and sweaty. Sam saw the officers appear on the stairs, pistols drawn.
“Listen, listen,” he panted, grabbing Purdue by the shoulders. “I have a better idea, okay? Just go with it.”
Sam smashed all the bottles of spirits lining Toshana’s personal bar tray, sending shards of crystal everywhere and reeking up the room with strong alcohol. He flicked his Zippo and dropped it on the lavish wet carpet. Then Sam dragged Purdue out the bedroom door by his white cotton shirt, just ahead of the crowd of shouting, gun-toting soldiers. He had Purdue by the collar, sprinting the length of the corridor to reach the left-hand stairs on the other side.
The few men and women who came up their way were promptly kicked back down and trampled by the two fleeing Scotsmen. Holding his tablet up to navigate their way to the garage, Purdue fell about by Sam’s steering. Smoke filled the upper floor as Sam glanced upward. It moved just the way it had when Nina had been suffering the fire treatment and he had rescued her.
Like rats on a sinking ship, Sam and Purdue scrambled into the basement. An engine was already revving as they shut the door behind them and padlocked it.
“Move your fucking asses!” she shouted. Ahead of them, she was mounted on an old BMW R75 with a sidecar, waiting for Sam and Purdue to get on. The door behind them broke down like plywood and they careened in front of the pistol fire. Sam jumped into the sidecar, allowing Purdue to drive, with Nina holding on behind him. The World War II motorcycle bolted up the ramp into the moonlit night, barely making it out before the top floor started to rain debris. Even as they crossed the perimeter, shots rang and whistled past from the officers in the archway.
“That is why the Militum was late coming into the citadel!” Sam shouted after he had emptied a magazine on the Nazis.
“Why?” Purdue asked over the whoosh of the wind.
“Look, they sabotaged all the cars first!” Sam laughed. Nina looked back at the burning vehicles, thankful that this time she was far from the flames. It was a pleasure for Purdue to watch the emblem of Mammon plummet from the gate arch and crash to the ground in flames.
He did not miss Toshana, nor did he dread her fate at the hands of the cruel Templars who needed a new female body for their idol. Purdue began to smile as he felt Nina’s hands hold on to him in the cool Arabian night air. Although he had broken into the citadel, he was the one who had been liberated.

36
Residue

One Week Later — Edinburgh, Scotland
At Wrichtishousis, Sam and Nina waited for their host to arrive. Purdue had invited them over to unveil a new artifact he had procured recently, and to celebrate Sam’s latest nomination for the World Media Awards’ Best Investigative Journalism award. After Jan Harris’ body had been retrieved from the Templar tunnels, her footage had been delivered over to Sam Cleave, whom she had named as collaborator on the exposé she was covering.
Between his careful editing and both their respective footage reels, he was able to compile an exclusive on the involvement of the Bilderberg Conference in a worldwide monopoly that manipulates the markets and political leaders to submit to a sinister, clandestine organization. A covert mass blackmailing of government systems to adhere to one master — finance.
“Looks like Mammon is alive and well,” Nina sighed.
“Look around you, love,” he told Nina. “We are right in the middle of it all.”
“Aye. Aren’t we lucky we have a High Priest as a friend?” she laughed, amusing Sam.
“Aye. And speaking of priests,” he said, lowering his voice. “They still have not been able to recover Father Harper’s body from the tunnels under Al-Aqsa.”
“You’re shitting me!” she gasped. “Sam, what if he is like… like Jesus or something?”
Sam chuckled. “Who knows?” He shrugged. “He wasn’t always a priest, you know.”
“Ha!” she giggled.
Purdue burst through the doors. “It is ready, friends!” he grinned shrewdly.
“Oh God, what is it this time?” she mumbled.
He led the two of them through the manor, out the backdoor, and into a newly constructed summerhouse of sorts, holding various relics of grandeur and age incalculable. The building boasted scorched stone to turn the rock masonry as dark as possible, and it was crowned with a dome-shaped roof of black slate. The rosewood doors sported old, crude, iron carvings of demon heads that unsettled Nina somewhat — her horrible experience had not yet faded to memory.
“Um, Purdue, if you don’t mind,” she said, “I don’t really want to see anything evil right now.”
“I do understand,” he replied quickly, “but please humor me. Trust me.” He posed at the front plaque. “This will be my collection of Occult relics from all countries and eras,” Purdue bragged, “but it is what is inside I wish to show off. Got it from some friends. They asked that I promise to show it to Dr. Gould. Apparently it was a promise to her that she would see it.”
Sam gently steered her forward to enter the spacious interior. Nina’s eyes immediately caught the biggest relic of all, positioned at the far end of the place, aptly named ‘The Throne Room.’ Her mouth fell open as she slowly approached the huge statue, glancing back at Sam and Purdue who stayed behind to relish her amazement.
Before her, cast in bronze, sat a topless woman. She was positioned precisely on a throne of crude metals, bolted in to hold her body fixed. “The same throne,” Nina marveled as she inspected every detail. “I wanted to see Toshana sitting on the throne.”
“Quite macabre,” Sam told Purdue. “Having your murdered girlfriend cast in bronze.”
“Not me. I know nothing, old boy. To me it is just a statue of an idol,” Purdue answered, shrugging. “I received the piece as a gift. Besides, they wanted the Crown of the Knights Templar to be kept from the world. What better way than to fashion it on a body and trap it inside a cocoon of bronze?”
“It’s in there?” Nina asked. “The actual Head?”
Purdue smiled and nodded, holding up his tablet’s infrared to prove it. Sam and Nina gasped as the x-rays revealed the mechanical cranium and its deformities under the metal.
“The Militum send their regards,” Purdue told Nina.
“They have assimilated into the Brigade Apostate, I hear,” Sam said. “They will fit in well.”
“God, I never want to see another goat’s head in my life,” Nina said. They laughed together, still limping and stitched, leaving the newly acquired idol in peace and quiet behind locked doors.
Nina sighed and asked, “Will I never be rid of the nightmares that goddamn thing gives me?”
Purdue slipped his tablet into his pocket without noticing the static interference that came from the crown of the statue. On the screen of the device, coming from the active head, appeared one word.
No.
END
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