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Second Edition
‘The madman sprang into their midst and pierced them with his glances. “Where has God gone?” he cried. “I shall tell you. We have killed him – you and I. We are all his murderers.”’
Nietzsche
Foreword
The archive section of MI5’s headquarters in Thames House, London, contains a document referred to as The Cainite Destiny that to this day has never been explained. On 22 May 1945, shortly after the end of WWII, British soldiers arrested SS-Sturmbannführer Friedrich Veldt, an adjutant to Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler. The soldiers found a document concealed in a compartment in the heel of one of Veldt’s shoes. As soon as MI5 officers questioned him about it, Veldt committed suicide by biting down on a cyanide capsule that he’d hidden in a fake tooth.
The document is a single page from Veldt’s personal diary. The rest of has never been recovered and is presumed lost or destroyed. The entry describes the moment on 12 March 1938 when Hitler took possession of the Spear of Destiny – the lance thrust into the side of Jesus Christ at the Crucifixion.
Reinhardt Weiss, the German-born Cambridge University History professor employed by MI5 to translate and interpret the page, said its contents defied any conventional version of history, or of Nazism, of which he was aware. He believed it was the most significant document on earth and claimed the world’s very future depended on it. When MI5 rejected his conclusions and dismissed The Cainite Destiny as the fantastic ramblings of a Nazi madman, Weiss gave up his job and moved to America to prepare for what he was certain was coming.
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24 April 2012, London
Even before it happened, people knew it was coming. At three a.m. GMT, everyone in the world in every time zone felt the same sudden dread, as though the planet had stepped over its own grave. Not a single person chose to speak about it. Those who’d been woken from their sleep closed their eyes and prayed it was just a nightmare; those who were in their offices went back to their computers; those who were in the middle of conversations tried to continue with what they were saying.
By seven a.m. in London, the city was getting ready for what everyone prayed would be an ordinary Tuesday. Londoners went to work as usual, had the usual conversations with the usual people, made all the usual journeys on trains, buses and the Tube, performed all the usual routines. For the last month, a heat wave had gripped the southeast of England and today followed the same pattern. Most workers wore light summer clothing to try to make the sultry conditions more bearable. The next few hours passed normally.
At one p.m., Senior Analyst James Vernon left MI5’s HQ overlooking the River Thames and went for lunch with his assistant Gary Caldwell. As always on these hot days, they went to the nearby open-air Italian café on the riverbank.
Vernon tried to take his mind off the task he and Caldwell were assigned first thing that morning. He’d seen many frightening intelligence reports over the years, but none to compare with the one that had landed on their desks five hours ago.
‘I can’t stop thinking about it,’ Gary Caldwell said. ‘That report…it…’
Vernon put his hand on his younger colleague’s shoulder, trying to be supportive, but the gesture was half-hearted. He could barely support himself. As he looked around, everything appeared normal, but he knew there had never been a day like this.
He and Caldwell, following their normal routine, ordered identical lunches: penne arrabiata accompanied by mineral water. After a few minutes, Vernon excused himself and went to the toilet. Ever since three a.m., he’d been feeling unwell. Not in any specific way, in the sense that his whole life was somehow wrong.
When he rubbed his hands together, he was disgusted by how clammy they were. At 5’11” and 170 pounds, he was an athletic man – MI5’s current squash champion – and people often commented on how rarely he sweated, but now his shirt clung to him. Even though he was only thirty, he liked to portray the image of a tough, unruffled senior member of the secret services. His colleagues nicknamed him Captain Scarlet after the TV puppet character because of his blue eyes and short, neat black hair. Before three a.m., he thought he was as unfazed and indestructible as the good captain, but it was long after three and everything had changed.
Trying to urinate, he couldn’t manage a drop. He turned away, went to the basin, washed his hands then stared into the mirror. Just for a second, he thought he caught a glimpse of his own ghost. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s line ran through his mind: In the real dark night of the soul it is always three o’clock in the morning. Somehow, he’d become that three o’clock man.
He stood there, his hands shaking. Was he having a breakdown? Over and over in his mind, the details of the intelligence report rewound themselves. Vulcanologists all across the world had reported a dramatic increase in volcanic activity. There were approximately 1600 volcanoes in the world and they were producing alarming signs of pre-eruption activity. All of them.
Leaving the toilet, Vernon made his way back to his table. As he weaved between tables, several things happened at once, almost blurring into each other so that when he later tried to recall the precise sequence, he couldn’t. All the lunchers, including Caldwell, had stopped eating and were staring at the sky. Some were open-mouthed, others reaching for their mobile phones. All along both banks of the Thames, thousands of Londoners and tourists stood perfectly still, their gaze fixed upwards.
It took Vernon a moment to register that it was no longer sunny. Also, he could now hear the oddest of sounds – an ear-grating screeching coming from directly above. Reflexively, he clamped his hands over his ears.
Caldwell, pushing his chair back, stood up and craned his neck upwards. ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’ The young man pointed his picture-phone upwards and started to snap images. ‘There must be millions of them. I swear, the sky was empty a few seconds ago.’
When he looked up at the sky, Vernon felt sick. A witch’s curse had come to life. There, overhead, was a seething black mass, like a bubbling cauldron. Birds – sparrows, rooks, swallows, jackdaws, seagulls, starlings, pigeons, magpies, buzzards, thrushes – were wheeling and flocking in countless numbers. They were flying in from every direction, huge formations of them, great V-shapes cutting through the air, squawking, squealing, cawing.
The sky, so blue a minute earlier, was now visibly pink in the few places where it could still be glimpsed through the bird formations, and was rapidly getting redder.
‘We better get back to HQ.’ Vernon slapped a twenty-pound note on the table and he and Caldwell shoved their way through the throng.
As they hurried past a shop on their route back, Vernon stopped, his attention caught by a TV in a shop window, showing the lunchtime news.
‘Don’t you recognise that?’ He pointed at a building on the screen.
Caldwell shook his head.
‘We need to hear what they’re saying,’ Vernon said, leading Caldwell inside.
‘Axum is Ethiopia’s holiest city,’ a sweating reporter declared, ‘and the building behind me its most sacred shrine. This small, unspectacular building is known as The Treasury, and has been the centre of obsessive curiosity for decades. The Patriarch of Ethiopia’s Orthodox Church has refused to make a statement, but rumours are rife. What is certain is that the people of Axum are inconsolable. They’re claiming that the odd phenomena being witnessed all across the world in the last few hours are a direct consequence of this sacrilegious act.’
‘Are you following any of this?’ Caldwell asked.
‘Sshhh,’ Vernon said. On vacation last year, he’d had his photo taken outside the very building now on the screen. Like every tourist, he’d been dying to see what was inside, but that was something permitted to only the person who permanently lived there.
‘Until we hear officially from the authorities,’ the reporter went on, ‘I can’t tell you anything more about the alleged theft of the western world’s most potent religious symbol. Ethiopia’s claims to possess this holiest of objects have always been controversial, but many experts have insisted there is persuasive evidence that this small building in Axum contained the sacred treasure.’
‘I don’t believe this.’ Vernon’s three a.m. feeling was back worse than ever.
‘However, for the time being,’ the reporter concluded, ‘we are no closer to discovering if it has indeed been stolen. The whole world now anxiously awaits news of its fate…the fabled Ark of the Covenant.’
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(Three Days Later)
Situation Room, MI5 Headquarters, Thames House, London
Some people were in tears, others bowing their heads in prayer. James Vernon stared at the matrix of TV monitors that were showing pictures coming in from across the globe. The Situation Room, with more than a hundred members of staff crammed inside, was a bland, magnolia-painted space. Much of it resembled a call centre filled with dozens of featureless booths and black plastic seats. Enormous screens on the front wall showed virtual reality computer simulations of whatever situation was the present focus of analysis. Currently, several had crashed and IT consultants were trying to resolve the problems. The TVs remained in full working order, though many people in the room wished they hadn’t.
‘God help us,’ Caldwell groaned as a Breaking News sign flashed across the Sky News feed. A ticker tape message ran along the bottom of the screen saying, ‘Vatican confirms death of Pope. Time of world crisis. Election of new Pope to take place immediately. Sacred College of Cardinals already assembling in Sistine Chapel.’
Vernon put his hand to his head. He wasn’t a Catholic but somehow this news was more devastating than the rest. Hours earlier, he had watched the Pope giving a speech in front of millions of stunned people packed into St Peter’s Square. Unlike the UK’s prime minister and the American president, the Pope had managed to capture the world’s mood. While the politicians talked of facts and figures and practical steps to be taken, the Pope spoke of his own frailty, his private fears, of how he could hardly bear to think of the suffering being endured by so many.
‘This is humanity’s night in Gethsemane,’ he said. ‘Our Golgotha is surely not far away. Only God can save us now.’ Then one of his aides handed him a note. As soon as he looked at it, the Pope collapsed, clutching his heart. The Vatican had still refused to divulge the note’s contents.
Vernon shuddered. Only God can save us now. Days ago he would have laughed but now he felt like getting on his knees to pray like so many others flocking into churches, temples, synagogues and mosques all over the world.
‘Our sins have brought this punishment upon us,’ religious leaders were saying. According to atheists, it was a freak combination of natural disasters caused by worsening global warming, but even they were running scared. They whispered of tipping points being passed, of possible ELEs: Extinction Level Events. Just a different way of saying what the holy men had already pronounced – maybe the end of the world was really happening.
It now seemed bizarre that people were so slow to respond to that first sign three days earlier. They all experienced the ‘three a.m. event’, as it was now being called, but everyone ignored it. Then animals everywhere on the planet started behaving oddly, scampering around in every direction, whelping and whining. It wasn’t just some animals – it was all of them. Cats, dogs, horses, lions, elephants, rats, reptiles, insects, the whole list: stampeding, running, scurrying, fleeing, desperately trying to find whatever refuge they could. People still tried to pretend there was nothing to worry about. It was only when the swarms of birds appeared over the cities that it became impossible to deny something catastrophic was taking place.
As one of MI5’s senior intelligence analysts, James Vernon was seconded onto an emergency team that included his most talented MI6 counterparts, and experts with high security clearance from top universities. For the last three days, he and his colleagues had waded through classified reports from British agents in every part of the world. It was his job to collate all of the data, summarise it and present it to MI5 and MI6’s decision makers.
A week earlier, he’d been thinking he was at the top of his game, that fast-track career opportunities to the top of the organisation were lining up for him. Now he doubted he’d see his thirty-first birthday. He felt so exhausted, mentally and physically. There was a security shutdown and no one had been permitted to leave the building for the last thirty-six hours. He’d snatched a few fitful hours of sleep in the rest room, but it wasn’t enough. The Director General had sanctioned the use of amphetamines to combat tiredness.
Vernon glanced around at his colleagues. Everyone was as dishevelled as he was. The sour reek of body odour was everywhere. Even the women, normally immaculately turned out, had abandoned their grooming routines.
‘Coffee?’ Caldwell asked.
Vernon nodded. He was in the habit of stretching his legs every half hour: anything to avoid staring at the data on his computer and the pictures on the TVs.
The two men went to the vending machine and each selected a strong black coffee. In the old days, they would have gone to the window and admired the view over the Thames while they sipped their drinks. Now, the blinds were permanently drawn. No one in their right mind would enjoy looking at what was out there. Without speaking, the two analysts took their drinks and headed in the opposite direction, towards the small lounge adjoining the Situation Room.
‘We can’t keep running away,’ Vernon said, stopping abruptly.
Caldwell peered at him. Only twenty-two-years-old and fresh from Cambridge University, the younger man was already impressing as an analyst. At 6’4’’, he was an ungainly figure, notorious for his ill-fitting suits, but no one doubted his ability.
As they made their way back to the window, several of their colleagues watched them. Vernon pulled on the cord to open the blinds.
‘What does he think he’s doing?’ one of the analysts grunted.
Even though it was a spring afternoon, no light came into the room, just a fluttering darkness. The birds were out there, just as they had for the last three days, going round in circles. It was as though they were trying to find some place of safety but always failing. So they just kept flying. Many had dropped dead from the sky, exhausted. All air traffic had to be suspended; no planes could fly through the swarms. The ground was covered with bird droppings. On the first day, the authorities tried to clean it away. On the second day they gave up. The smell was appalling. Thousands of dead birds lay rotting in their own excrement in every street.
Black vultures that had flown north from Spain took a liking to the Gothic buildings along the Thames and settled on the roofs like medieval gargoyles. But it was the crows that unnerved people, looking as though they’d come straight from hell. When they swooped low over people’s houses, they stared with dead, black eyes at anyone who dared to look back.
Vernon rapped his knuckles against the triple-glazed windows, relieved they so effectively blocked out the sound of the outside world. Some people claimed they would get used to the noise – the interminable racket of the screeching birds – just as they had to aircraft noise in the past, but he wasn’t one of them.
Jesus!
He recoiled as a black object came hurtling towards the window. At the last moment, he ducked. A crow thudded into the centre and disintegrated. Mush oozed down the windowpane. The crow’s blood matched the queer new colour of London’s sky. In the brief moments when it appeared through the gaps in the bird mass, it threw a sickly, rust-coloured light over the city that had caused headaches, nausea and migraines to reach epidemic proportions. At sunrise and sunset, the light was particularly lurid, forming great impressionistic coloured streaks across the sky as though some mad artist was at work.
‘Close the damned blinds,’ a woman snapped.
Vernon pulled the cord and turned away, his queasiness worse than ever.
‘I bet you’re glad your wife and baby are well out of all this,’ Caldwell said. ‘Sweden, isn’t it?’
‘That’s right.’ Vernon was confident there was nowhere on earth safer than the island of Björkö, eighteen miles from Stockholm, where Anna was living on a farm with baby Louise. But it wasn’t a recent move: Anna left him six months ago. ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘No girlfriend waiting for you somewhere?’ In all the time he’d spent with Caldwell, Vernon had never once asked his colleague about his private life.
The response was typically terse. ‘No one special.’
Talking was difficult for everyone. The whole of Thames House had surrendered to a peculiar quiet. Voices, when they were heard at all, rarely rose above a whisper. The volume controls on the TV monitors were turned down so that people could barely hear what was being said. Everyone preferred it that way.
The two men finished their coffees and returned to their desks. Vernon found it impossible to concentrate. When governments realised they couldn’t conceal what was happening then, for good or ill, they let the media floodgates open, and now one grotesque image rapidly followed another.
Vernon stared at the space on his desk where the framed picture of his wife and baby once took pride of place. Now it lay at the back of his top drawer. The future was all he thought about when Louise was born eight months ago. Now he wondered if she had one: if anyone did. At least Louise was too young to understand.
He kept a second photograph, this one in his bottom drawer, as far from his reach as he could manage. It wasn’t of his wife or child. A picture of a ghost, maybe – it had haunted his marriage from the beginning.
Reluctantly, he focused on the TV pictures. He’d never get some of these images out of his mind. Two days earlier, a series of apocalyptic earthquakes hit Turkey, destroying forty percent of the country. Istanbul was in ruins. Millions were dead, their mangled bodies lying in open view as overwhelmed emergency services dug trenches to bury the corpses. In some places, the bodies were gathered into mountainous heaps and set on fire.
In Southeast Asia, two Tsunamis, triggered by huge underwater earthquakes, struck one after another. Most people managed to escape the first, but not the second. No one dared estimate the number of dead. Then reports came in from Thailand telling of people being healthy at breakfast time but dead by noon. They’d complained of nothing more than a sudden heavy cold, but virulent avian flu was soon diagnosed, the start of the lethal pandemic the experts had feared for so long. Despite attempts to impose quarantine zones, it was spreading rapidly across Asia. It wouldn’t be long until it reached Europe.
Everyone knew it was just the beginning. The most obvious sign was the sky. Across the world, it was changing colour, turning to the blood red now so familiar to Londoners. The history books said there had been nothing like this since Krakatoa in 1883. That volcanic eruption produced the loudest sound ever recorded by humans. The veil of dust it threw into the sky blocked so much sunlight that the global temperature was reduced by 1.2 degrees Celsius. The deflection of the sunlight from the suspended dust particles changed the sky’s colour for months. Normal weather was disrupted for years. A sideshow, apparently, compared with what was happening now.
South of the Equator, storms covering hundreds of square miles were raging, lit by flashes of lightning so fierce that the U.S. meteorological planes monitoring them said they resembled atomic bombs detonating. The video images they transmitted to TV stations were extraordinary. It seemed the weather systems of hell had come to earth.
Vernon closed his eyes and gripped the edge of his desk. As a kid, whenever something on the TV frightened him, his parents told him that if he shut his eyes, the ‘monsters’ would vanish. Not in the adult world: here, they just got bigger and loomed ever closer.
He heard a gasp and hesitantly opened his eyes. Everyone was still looking at the screens, but all the monitors now showed the same image – a yellow screen imprinted with three flashing scarlet letters: UGT. It was the first time in history it had happened. Vernon swivelled round on his chair and gazed at the analysts sitting behind him. They were as stunned as he was. UGT was known as the ‘Word of God’ because no one was sure whether it really existed, and it only appeared if it was time to say your prayers.
‘Now it’s official,’ Gary Caldwell mumbled.
Vernon swallowed hard. It was official all right: Unspecified Global Threat.
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‘James Vernon, please go to the detention cells immediately,’ a voice said over the tannoy.
Vernon got up from his seat, grabbed the jacket of his suit from its hanger, and headed for the door. All around him, UGT kept flashing. The UGT protocols could be declared only if every government in the world concurred because they meant that each service had to share its secrets with its rivals to combat the common danger – usually anticipated as an extraterrestrial threat of some sort.
Vernon shook his head. Once you let others see your secrets, that was it. Right now, requests from all over the world would be arriving, asking for access to the highest security files, the ‘black’ files, forbidden to all but MI5’s most senior staff, and MI5 would be doing exactly the same in reverse.
As he walked along one of the endless corridors in Thames House, heading for the central block of lifts, Vernon wished the building wasn’t so enormous. Built in 1930, it had two symmetrical wings connected by a linking block, and visitors always fretted about getting lost. The miles of corridors kept the staff fit, that was for sure. With its riverside location and neoclassical architectural style, Thames House was once described as ‘the finest office building in the British Empire’. Its elegant façade was made of Portland stone, decorated with several fine sculptures. Not a building you’d normally associate with the secret services, but the perfect stage, Vernon thought, for the grim announcements that would surely be made in the next day or two.
The bulletproof windows in the corridors didn’t benefit from blinds. Normally, Vernon hurried past, but now he stopped, morbidly drawn to look at what London had become. The streets were deserted. It was frightening how fast the city had gone from thriving metropolis to ghost town. Although Europe and North America were largely untouched by the natural disasters, normal life had come to a standstill even here.
Most Londoners fled from their workplaces as soon as the birds appeared and never went back, the stock market suffered the greatest crash in history, and the transport system was overwhelmed. For once, the Government responded fast, using an emergency plan drawn up years earlier in anticipation of London suffering a catastrophic terrorist attack. Within 36 hours, military and police control was fully established. Only a skeleton Tube service operated now, and it stopped at 8 p.m. when the curfew began. Army convoys rolled through empty streets. Under the Government’s emergency powers, all of the major utilities – gas, electricity, water, telephones, fuel – were brought under central control until further notice, and key personnel were being forced to work whether they liked it or not. Tanks and barricades ringed Parliament, and similar arrangements had been made at all key civic and administrative buildings. Most TV and radio programmes were cancelled, replaced by constant news reports. Newspapers were still being produced, but probably not for much longer.
It was only natural, Vernon thought, that people wanted to be with their families at a time like this, those lucky enough to have them. Most of those still at work had nowhere else to go.
At first, the Director General ordered every member of staff to remain at their posts. Soldiers prevented anyone from leaving, but some people became hysterical, begging to be allowed to go home to their families. For practical reasons, the DG relented; there was simply no point in trying to get productive work from staff no longer mentally fit for duty. The majority of the family types were allowed out. A handful, determined to do their duty, stayed behind. Practically all of the non-attached members of staff volunteered to remain.
Vernon wondered if he ought to have tried to get to Sweden, but he didn’t want to spend his last hours with the wife he didn’t love, and seeing baby Louise would make him unbearably sad. There was only one person he wanted to be with at a time like this, but there was no chance of that particular reunion happening.
Six crows swooped down and perched on the window ledge, staring at him. He banged on the window to frighten them off, but they didn’t move.
Making his way down the corridor once more, he swore as he tripped over piles of litter – mostly crisp packets, chocolate wrappers and Coke cans. Conditions in Thames House had deteriorated fast. Bins hadn’t been emptied for days. The toilets were in a foul condition, many blocked and leaking. Everything throughout the building stank.
The corridors were practically deserted. A couple of days earlier, the activity was frantic, with everyone racing backwards and forwards from one emergency meeting to the next. Not now. In a way, Vernon was glad. Several times, he’d bumped into people in tears, and he’d been unsure what to do. Console them? Ignore them? Tell them to get a grip? Tell bad jokes? Nothing seemed right.
It surprised him how many beautiful women were still left. When he was a teenager, he always imagined that if he were told the world were ending, he would find as many gorgeous women as possible for sex. Now, he realised, no one would be having sex as the world ended. Imminent extinction wasn’t any kind of turn-on.
As he was about to step into the lift, he got a call on his mobile phone. Caldwell informed him that within seconds of the UGT declaration, identical requests had come in from three completely different sources. They all wanted an obscure document called The Cainite Destiny. It was the identities of the three intelligence organisations that was so intriguing – Mossad, the Israeli intelligence service, Bundesrichtendienst, the German foreign intelligence service, and Sodalitium Pianum, the Vatican’s ultra-secretive intelligence service.
‘The Vatican, the Israelis and the Germans?’ Vernon blurted. ‘What the hell is this document they all want?’
‘I’m looking at our database entry right now,’ Caldwell replied. ‘It says The Cainite Destiny is a single page from a diary. It was written in 1938 and came into our possession at the end of WWII. Only three people have accessed it since then. Two of them were Director Generals, and that was several decades ago. The third was your boss: twenty-four hours ago.’
‘Are you certain?’
‘That’s what the database says.’
‘What’s the high-level description of this document?’
‘The Cainite Destiny was handwritten in German by one of Heinrich Himmler’s senior adjutants. The British army arrested him after the German surrender in 1945. According to our database, this document gives some inexplicable version of the Nazis’ ideology, based on the occult. A professor analysed the document and said its implications were terrifying. His interpretation was rejected out of hand. Nevertheless, the document was given the highest possible security classification because it was feared it was a coded reference to a Nazi plot that might be resurrected by neo-Nazis at some future date.’
There was a long pause. Vernon wondered why Caldwell had stopped speaking. ‘What is it?’
‘Listen to this. The reason the document is called The Cainite Destiny is that it suggests a direct link between the Nazis and the Biblical figure Cain.’ He hesitated again. ‘And there’s one more thing.’
The Nazis and Cain? Vernon shook his head. Hokum. Why would three of the world’s best intelligence services be giving something like this even the slightest credence? And why had his boss looked at it so recently? ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I don’t have time to mess around. What’s the final thing?’
‘Sir, it predicts the end of the world.’
Vernon swallowed hard. Once, those words seemed so abstract. One day, they were certain to come true. He just hadn’t expected it to be in his own lifetime.
He pushed the button to call the lift. As he waited, he studied the MI5 crest above the lift doors, showing a combination of a golden, winged sea-lion on a blue background; six red roses; three five-pointed green cinquefoil heraldic flowers, and three portcullises. The crest also displayed MI5’s motto: Regnum Defende – Defend the Realm. Right now, Vernon didn’t know from what he was defending it. Hitler reaching out from the grave?
When the lift doors opened, Vernon was startled to see Old Harry, the veteran lift operator. Still in his pristine bottle-green uniform, Old Harry hadn’t abandoned any of his normal habits.
‘Good afternoon, sir.’ Old Harry squinted at Vernon’s badge.
Vernon couldn’t believe he was still having his ID checked. Perhaps it was reassuring: the world hadn’t completely gone to pieces if Old Harry was still following the rules. He’d even taken the trouble to spray the lift with air freshener – a welcome relief from the sour smell that permeated the building.
Vernon stepped inside and the doors swooshed shut.
‘Which floor?’ Old Harry asked.
‘Basement.’
‘Right you are, sir.’
Vernon couldn’t avoid seeing himself in the lift’s mirror. An exhausted man gazed back, with black rings round his eyes, a gaunt face, a crumpled suit and crooked tie. He took out a comb and tried to tidy himself up.
The lift stopped and the doors opened again. A girl came in, dabbing her eyes. Vernon looked away. They’d had a casual fling on a training course in Cardiff six months earlier. Another ghost of the past.
‘Well, don’t acknowledge me,’ she snapped.
That’s all I need, Vernon thought as he awkwardly stepped past her into the detention block’s reception area.
‘Good luck,’ Old Harry said as the lift doors closed.
Vernon nodded half-heartedly then watched as the changing lights on the panel above the lift doors showed the lift making its way to the top floor. It wouldn’t be long before the lifts were shut down; too much of a drain on the building’s limited electricity. MI5 and MI6 had already taken themselves off the National Grid and were using their own generators to ensure they didn’t suffer power cuts. Soon, everyone would be tramping up and down stairs.
He placed his security smartcard against the electronic reader and pushed through the turnstile. Glancing at the security guard, he noticed that the man was clutching a set of Catholic Rosary beads. He tried to think of something to say, but nothing came. Normally, he would make a comment about football, but every game had been cancelled and it seemed meaningless now.
‘Sir,’ the guard said once he’d gone past.
Vernon stopped and turned. ‘Yes?’
The guard fidgeted. ‘Sorry, nothing. It’s just that…’
‘What?’
‘Can’t you feel it? Ever since they brought that man in…’
‘What man?’
‘Isn’t that why you’re here?’ The guard lowered his head and went back to counting his Rosary beads.
Vernon shrugged and headed for the coffee machine. The world was full of riddles these days. He needed something to wake him up before the next shock arrived. It wouldn’t be long judging from what the guard had said. The cells definitely weren’t a place for innocent meetings.
He’d rather have stayed in the Situation Room. There was so much new work to be done now that UGT had been called. Strange times required the strangest procedures. Computer programs would be searching databases for any documents that mentioned words like Armageddon, Apocalypse, End of the World, Doomsday, Extinction, End Times, Judgment Day. Analysts would be scrutinising prophecies by every nut and mystic. Even an old favourite like Nostradamus, debunked or not, would be back in the frame. It was the moment when the secret services gave credence to the supernatural. Not because they believed any of it, but because there was nothing else to go on. And those programs would no doubt soon locate The Cainite Destiny. He hoped he’d get an opportunity to study it.
He vaguely recalled something about Godwin’s Law having a habit of cropping up everywhere. The precise wording, if he remembered right, was, ‘As an online discussion grows longer, the probability of a comparison involving Nazis or Hitler approaches one – certainty.’ The same was obviously true of apocalyptic predictions.
Maybe it wasn’t so odd that the supernatural was being taken seriously. Right from New Year’s Day, newspapers were reminding their readers that the Mayans long ago predicted that the world would end on 21 December 2012. It started as a bit of a joke, one of the ‘things to look out for this year’, but no one was laughing now. On top of that, the only notable thing that happened immediately before the chaos descended was the series of spectacular thefts that had grabbed worldwide attention, seemingly taking place at precisely that three a.m. moment when the whole planet shivered.
The Treasury in Axum was just one of seven high-profile locations raided by expert thieves. It soon became obvious they were looking for very particular, highly prized artefacts, all of a religious nature. Religious leaders were openly saying that these thefts were the cause of the natural catastrophes. They were the ultimate insult to God, they claimed, forcing him to decide that humanity must be purged, just as in the original End Days of Noah’s Flood.
Hysterical nonsense, Vernon thought, but always there lurked that one flicker of doubt. After all, not only had the thieves apparently stolen the Ark of the Covenant, they were also said to have found perhaps the most elusive treasure of them all.
The Holy Grail.
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Vernon wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting when he arrived in the detention area, but it wasn’t this. These cells hadn’t been used in anger for years; prisoners nowadays were taken to the high-security police facility at Paddington Green.
Soldiers in camouflage uniforms were everywhere. There was an odd atmosphere: the soldiers silent and visibly agitated. Normally, soldiers could be relied on for their black humour. Not these ones. Whoever the mystery prisoner was, his presence had spooked them.
Vernon was starting to feel the same way. He guessed that a terrorist had been apprehended, someone who needed to be interrogated immediately. His boss probably wanted him to provide detailed background intelligence on the prisoner, to try to work out his movements over the last twenty-four hours, discover who was helping him and so forth. Maybe the terrorist had tried to take advantage of the current chaos to stage a ‘spectacular’.
When he reached the battleship-grey block that contained the detention cells and interview rooms, a soldier inspected his ID badge.
‘Commander Harrington is waiting for you in Room One,’ the soldier said. He was jumpy, his eyes darting around.
‘Why all the extra security?’ Vernon asked.
‘You’ll soon find out.’ The soldier knocked on the iron door. A second soldier looked through a viewing slit then opened the door.
Vernon stepped into the main detention block with its austere walls and worn-out black and white floor tiles, his unease accelerating fast. He loosened his tie.
The soldier who greeted him was nervous and on edge. He escorted Vernon to the main interview room, knocked, then punched in a security code to open the door.
The first thing Vernon noticed as he entered the room was the polished black table in the centre, at which two men were sitting. One was his pin-stripe-suited, fifty-year-old boss Charles Harrington; the other a black man wearing the uniform of a colonel in the U.S. Marine Corps, and with a typically severe military crew cut.
The American stood up and held out his hand. ‘I’m Colonel Brad Gresnick of the Defence Intelligence Agency. I’ve just flown in from the Pentagon.’
Vernon peered at him. A clean-cut type, probably in his early thirties, the colonel was over six feet tall and about 190 pounds, with a muscular build. Vernon didn’t like to acknowledge it, but Gresnick was a dead ringer for Hollywood’s top black heart-throb actor Jez Easton. Immediately, he felt a desire to put Gresnick down. A by-the-numbers soldier, he decided, a yes man who’d do anything to climb the greasy pole.
Vernon was no fan of the DIA, having worked with them a couple of times before. They were the military counterparts of the CIA, responsible for gathering foreign military intelligence, analysing military threats to America, making sure the American armed services were ready for any eventuality. They provided the Secretary of Defence and Joint Chiefs of Staff with all the information they needed to make decisions. Vernon found them pedantic, lacking the flair of the CIA. What was one of their men doing over here at a time like this?
‘I thought all flights were suspended because of the birds,’ Vernon said.
‘Military flights have special equipment for dispersing them.’ Gresnick resumed his seat.
‘Sit down, Mr Vernon,’ Commander Harrington said. ‘We have a lot to get through.’
Putting down his coffee, Vernon took a seat opposite the others. Numerous documents were laid out on the table, all bearing ‘Classified: Eyes Only’ stamps. Next to the paperwork, sitting on a black cloth, was a translucent globe, emerald green in colour, the size of a tennis ball. A paperweight of some kind, Vernon thought. Finally, there was a small microphone.
‘Why don’t you bring Mr Vernon up to speed, colonel?’ Harrington said.
Gresnick nodded. ‘Four days ago, the thirty men of our top Delta Force unit went awol from their base at Fort Bragg. Within twenty-four hours, one of our analysts discovered an extraordinary and hitherto unknown connection between all of them. Without exception, they were grandchildren of members of Section 5, a military intelligence unit from World War Two. In April and May of 1945, Section 5 interrogated Nazi officials responsible for part of the vast treasure hoard the Nazis looted from all over Europe. The treasures these particular Nazis looked after were of an esoteric, religious nature, and were stored in deep bunkers beneath Nuremberg Castle.’
‘That’s quite a story.’ Vernon realised he was going to have trouble avoiding the Nazis today.
‘All these Delta Force guys were single and childless,’ Gresnick said. ‘Before they deserted, they sold their homes and withdrew all of their money from their bank accounts.’
Vernon had no idea what any of this had to do with MI5. Intriguing for sure, but it seemed like an internal American Army issue, of trivial importance given world events.
‘You’re probably wondering what the punchline is,’ Gresnick said. ‘No doubt you’re aware of the recent thefts of religious artefacts from various sites around the world.’
Vernon nodded. Three of the seven sites were in the British Isles.
‘The DIA has concluded that all of the thefts bore the hallmarks of operations by U.S. Special Forces – unauthorised, I must emphasise. We’re certain these deserters were responsible.’
Vernon sat upright. ‘Why would American Special Forces go renegade and start stealing religious relics?’
Gresnick slid a folder towards Vernon.
‘Finish your coffee and take a few minutes to read that file. I think I can safely say it’s the strangest document you’ll ever read.’
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Defense Intelligence Agency
Classified: Eyes Only
For circulation amongst Sigma Access Group only
Alpha Summary – supposed theft of iconic religious artefacts as hypothetical cause of current global environmental instability.
Beta Summary: On 24 April 2012, at 3 a.m. GMT, seven locations said to be associated with three famous religious relics were raided. All of the raids were synchronised and took place under cover of darkness. Within hours of the raids, reports came in from across the globe of cataclysmic earthquakes, an alarming increase in volcanic activity, formation of multiple category-5 hurricanes, and acute weather conditions in almost every country. The colour of the sky across the earth was observed to start changing to blood red.
Religious leaders declared that the thefts were a blasphemy and the direct cause of the natural disasters. They demanded the safe return of the treasures and stated that, otherwise, the world would suffer the ‘Wrath of God.’
All governments agreed that the severity of the natural disasters posed an unprecedented threat to the future of life on earth. The United Nations met in emergency session to coordinate a global response. It was decided a twin-track approach should be adopted. While scientific solutions were urgently sought, governments would, at the least, pay lip service to the possibility of the current crisis having a supernatural origin. To prevent possible religious hysteria breaking out amongst billions of believers, governments of all major powers agreed to use their intelligence services to apprehend the thieves and retrieve the stolen artefacts.
At present, scientists have been unable to account for the pattern of extreme environmental events. Investigations, analysis and data gathering are ongoing. Emergency conferences involving the world’s leading scientific experts have been organised and will be given the full support of all governments. Religious leaders will also be consulted about ways forward. For the sake of public morale, it’s critical for governments to be seen to be taking all possible courses of action at this time.
****
(His Eminence Thomas Cardinal Lenihan of the Archdiocese of New York and Rabbi Dr. Menachem Grien, Professor of Theology at Columbia University, were consulted in the preparation of the following.)
The three holy relics said to be connected with the seven raids are the most famous in Western religious history:
The Ark of the Covenant
The Holy Grail.
The Spear of Destiny.
The seven locations raided are:
Temple Mount, Jerusalem.
The Church of Saint Mary of Zion, Axum, Ethiopia.
Chalice Well, Glastonbury, England.
Schatzkammer (Imperial Treasury), Hofburg Palace, Vienna, Austria.
Oak Island, Nova Scotia, Canada.
Rosslyn Chapel, Edinburgh, Scotland.
Hill of Tara, Republic of Ireland.
Brief descriptions of the three artefacts are provided below:
1) The Ark of the Covenant
A portable wooden vessel, the size of a large chest and overlaid inside and out with gold. According to the Book of Exodus, God commanded Moses to make the Ark and furnished him with a precise set of instructions. The Ark was the container for the two stone tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments. The Ark was mentioned many times in the Old Testament before abruptly vanishing. Many conflicting theories have been proposed concerning its fate and current whereabouts.
In the present context, it is important to highlight that the Ark was considered to have many dangerous properties, including the characteristics of an early Weapon of Mass Destruction.
The following is a list of powers attributed to the Ark:
Levitation: it could raise itself and other nearby objects off the ground.
It emitted light and sparks.
It had a flamethrower capability, which it allegedly used to kill two sons of Aaron, the Ark’s first High Priest.
It was associated with a fiery cloud that materialised above it and from which a voice spoke to Moses and Aaron.
It could induce leprosy and tumours in people.
Those who touched it without permission, even accidentally, usually died. Ordinary people could not safely approach within half a mile of it.
During battles, it rose into the air, emitted a terrifying sound and sped into the heart of the enemy army. In one battle, it allegedly killed 50,000 enemy soldiers.
During the siege of Jericho, Jewish priests circled the city on seven separate days. Some priests blew trumpets as they went round the city walls while others carried the Ark in procession using special poles so that they did not come into direct contact with it. It has been speculated that the Ark may have amplified and directed the sound waves like a sonic cannon, eventually bringing down the walls of Jericho.
The High Priest had to wear special protective clothing whenever he approached the Ark.
When the Ark killed Hebrews, Moses insisted that their bodies be taken far from the Israelites’ camp to be buried, contrary to normal religious practice. No explanation was ever offered as to why Moses took these extraordinary precautions.
The Ark was said to give off a dazzling supernatural radiance.
2) The Holy Grail
Usually defined as the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper. This event supposedly took place in the house of Joseph of Arimathea who may have been Jesus’ uncle. Reputedly, Joseph used the cup to catch a few drops of the blood shed by Jesus at the Crucifixion, and the blood was said to be miraculously preserved in the cup. Another legend said that the cup was originally made for Abraham, the great patriarch of the Hebrew People. Like the Ark of the Covenant, the Grail was said to emit an unearthly radiance.
Other theories say that the Grail is a dish, a stone, a person (Mary Magdalene), the head of Jesus, the skeleton of Jesus, or even Jesus’ bloodline following his alleged marriage to Mary Magdalene and birth of a daughter. As with the Ark, many conflicting theories have been proposed concerning its fate and current whereabouts.
3) The Spear of Destiny
A Roman Centurion thrust this spear into Christ’s side as he hung on the cross. The spear was highly prized, and many powerful figures throughout history went out of their way to possess it, including several emperors of the Holy Roman Empire and Adolf Hitler.
It became a museum piece and was put on display in a prestigious palace in Vienna as part of the Imperial Regalia of the Holy Roman Empire. Note that the Holy Roman Empire is sometimes referred to as the First Reich. Bismarck created the Second Reich and Hitler ruled over the Third Reich.
****
Brief descriptions of the seven locations that were raided are provided below:
1) Temple Mount, Jerusalem
Temple Mount contains secret underground passageways that belonged to the original Temple of Solomon and survived the temple’s destruction by the Babylonians in 586 BCE.
The raiders on 24 April blasted open one of the sealed tunnels using plastic explosives. There is evidence that the explosives were detonated using timers. However, no indication has been found that anyone entered the tunnel or that anything was removed. The Israeli Defence Force has sealed off the area, and no one is currently being granted access. No further investigations are possible at this time.
Rioting broke out in Jerusalem within minutes of the explosions, with Muslims accusing Jews of attempting to blow up the Dome of the Rock – one of Islam’s holiest sites. The gold-domed mosque is built above the ruins of the Temple of Solomon and the later Temple of Herod.
2) Treasury of the Church of Saint Mary of Zion, Axum, Ethiopia
Axum is Ethiopia’s holiest city, and the Church of Saint Mary of Zion its holiest church. The Treasury, a separate building located just behind the church, was said to house the Ark of the Covenant, supposedly brought there by Menelik I, the son of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. (Menelik means ‘son of the wise man’, and the ancient kingdom of Sheba is believed to have incorporated Ethiopia.) A monk known as the Keeper of the Ark protected the Ark at all times. He was shot dead during the raid. The Ethiopian authorities did not allow investigators to enter The Treasury. They refused to confirm that the object they claimed was the Ark of the Covenant was taken.
3) Chalice Well, Glastonbury, England
Legend says that Joseph of Arimathea was imprisoned after Jesus’ death. When he was released, he fled from the Holy Land and took the Holy Grail to the safe haven of Glastonbury in England. He hid the Grail at the bottom of Chalice Well at the foot of Glastonbury Tor, a sacred mound overlooking the town of Glastonbury. The well’s water is allegedly tinged red and reputed to have healing powers. The April 24 raiders climbed into the well and removed a section of the well’s wall, revealing a small, rust-free iron chamber, previously unknown. There is no indication of what, if anything, they discovered.
4) Schatzkammer (Imperial Treasury), Hofburg Palace, Vienna, Austria
The Schatzkammer houses the Imperial Regalia of the Holy Roman Empire: the European empire created by Charlemagne and dissolved centuries later by Napoleon Bonaparte. The only item stolen from the collection of treasures was the so-called Spear of Destiny. All alarm systems and CCTV cameras at the Hofburg Palace were disabled during the raid. A top-secret tranquillising gas knocked out security guards. Only U.S. and U.K. Special Forces are known to have access to this gas.
5) Oak Island, Nova Scotia, Canada
A small, remote island off the east coast of Canada, practically uninhabited, and reputed to be the site of a vast, inaccessible buried treasure located at the bottom of a booby-trapped, intricately constructed 200-feet-deep vertical shaft known as the Money Pit. Originally, pirates were thought to have buried the treasure; Captain Kidd and Blackbeard being the most likely candidates. However, some experts have said pirates lacked the engineering skills to construct such a complex structure. Leonardo Da Vinci has been mentioned as a possible designer of the pit. Other theories claim that Freemasons or the Knights Templar created it. Following the forcible arrest of the Knights Templar in 1307, those leaders of the Order who managed to evade capture gave instructions for their treasure to be hidden from their enemies. It was removed by the ships of the Templar Fleet and vanished from history. Some accounts say it included the Holy Grail and the Ark of the Covenant. Several experts believe the Templars discovered the Americas before Columbus, and that the Templar Fleet possibly went to North America to bury the treasure.
The raiders at Oak Island appeared to know exactly how to access the Money Pit. A previously unknown route through the booby-traps was cleared, leading to a large subterranean, waterproofed chamber, the walls of which were carved with swastikas, many hundreds of years old. A couple of Roman coins were discovered near the mouth of the pit. The coins were from ancient Judea, with one side showing the head of the Emperor Tiberius and the reverse the Roman Governor Pontius Pilate.
On a tombstone near the Money Pit is a Latin inscription: I tego arcana Dei meaning Begone! I conceal the secrets of God.
6) Rosslyn Chapel, Edinburgh, Scotland
Rosslyn chapel was built between 1446 and 1486 and is often described as the most mysterious Christian chapel in the world. Like Oak Island, Rosslyn is linked with the lost treasure of the Knights Templar, including the Holy Grail and the Ark of the Covenant. Many Templars fled to Scotland in the years after 1307 because the Scottish king, Robert the Bruce, having been excommunicated for killing a rival in a church, wasn’t bound by the Papal edict to suppress the Templars. Several experts believe the Templars regrouped in Scotland and eventually emerged in a new guise – the Freemasons. Informed speculation says that Freemasonry originated specifically at Rosslyn.
The Rosslyn raiders disabled all of the chapel’s alarm systems and CCTV monitors. As at the Schatzkammer, security guards were rendered unconscious by tranquillising gas. The raiders removed a section of wall from the crypt, revealing a sizeable stone chamber. There is no indication of what, if anything, they discovered.
7) Hill of Tara, Republic of Ireland
Ancient Ireland’s most sacred site where the High Kings of Ireland were crowned. Legend says that the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah brought the Ark of the Covenant to Ireland for safekeeping after the destruction of King Solomon’s Temple, burying it somewhere on the Hill of Tara.
The raiders used an excavator stolen from a nearby building site to dig a trench several yards away from a feature known as the Mound of Hostages. A large bronze chamber was exposed. It is unknown whether the raiders found anything.
Conclusions
The raiders at each location used similar methods. The top-secret tranquillising gas used in two of the locations indicates the involvement of U.S. or U.K. Special Forces. Thirty U.S. Special Forces’ personnel went absent without leave on 23 April. It appears probable that these individuals were responsible for the raids.
The raiders clearly had access to secret information concerning each site. However, the only object that has definitely gone missing is the Spear of Destiny from Vienna’s Hofburg Palace.
It is speculation whether the raiders also retrieved anything that might be described as the Holy Grail or the Ark of the Covenant, or any other religious treasures. It is unknown whether the raiders found a particular religious relic at each of the seven locations, or if they were looking for the same objects at different locations. However, given their detailed knowledge, it is likely the raiders knew precisely what they would find at each site. On the other hand, it’s possible they carried out some fake thefts to create confusion and mask their true intentions (the raid at Temple Mount may be one example). Were they seeking publicity by targeting high profile sites? By their actions at the Temple Mount, were they seeking to generate unrest between Jews and Muslims? No claims of responsibility have been issued.
The blood of Jesus Christ is an obvious connection between the Holy Grail and the Spear of Destiny, and these two items are historically regarded as two of the four so-called Grail Hallows. These four objects appear in the legends of King Arthur and the Holy Grail and are said to have enormous power, particularly when brought together. The other two Grail Hallows are a sword and dish. There is no known link between the Grail Hallows and the Ark of the Covenant. The Hallows are associated with the Christian New Testament while the latter is an Old Testament, and specifically Jewish, sacred artefact.
The Ark, by reputation, is a potential WMD. The Spear of Destiny allegedly confers great power on its owner. The Holy Grail is said to be the goal of the ultimate spiritual quest of humanity. The Grail Hallows, as a collection, supposedly possess unprecedented power.
Do these fabled religious relics have the capacity to be the centrepieces of some hitherto unsuspected Armageddon conspiracy? Cardinal Lenihan and Rabbi Grien concur that they do. Prominent scientists have ridiculed this notion, but have at this time been unable to explain the current global crisis, and have provided no suggestions as to what ought to be done.
REPORT ENDS
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Vernon laid the document back on the table. Well, Gresnick wasn’t exaggerating. Days ago, he would have considered that everyone involved in compiling this report was nuts. Now he didn’t know what to think. Crazy things were happening everywhere and no one had any answers. It was the duty of the intelligence services to follow all possible leads. In an odd way, Sherlock Holmes’ formula was the right one: ‘When you have eliminated all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ If there were no credible leads, you had to look at the far-fetched ones, and they didn’t come much more far-fetched than the theory outlined in Gresnick’s document.
‘Let me get this straight, colonel,’ Vernon said. ‘The DIA are claiming that a few days ago an elite Special Forces unit deserted en masse and became – how shall I put it – Tomb Raiders, or Raiders of the Lost Ark? And now their activities may have brought down, um, God’s fury on us.’
‘That’s as good a way of putting it as any other. We think all of the deserters are now in the UK…in the southwest of England, to be precise.’
Vernon turned to Harrington but his boss’s blank expression signalled that he too wasn’t sure what the hell he was listening to.
Vernon couldn’t figure it. Why would Delta Force deserters steal holy relics? And what were they doing in the southwest of England? It was a part of the country he was more than familiar with, and it certainly wasn’t where you’d expect to find renegade U.S. Special Forces.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, wondering why Gresnick was now, in his turn, exchanging a meaningful glance with Harrington. ‘This is a lot to take in.’
‘There are some other things I need to throw into the mix,’ Gresnick said. ‘Two of the deserters were apprehended in London last night by your armed police group CO19. They had detailed maps of southwest England in their possession. They were picked up in one of the reading rooms of the British Library after breaking in very amateurishly, almost as though they wanted to be discovered. When CO19 found them, they were studying microfiche of rare manuscripts. They’re being held in the cells next door.’
‘The British Library?’ Vernon queried. ‘Microfiche of what?’
Gresnick and Harrington again interchanged glances, but neither replied.
‘Beyond what it says in the document you’ve just read,’ Gresnick said, ‘what else do you know about the Holy Grail?’
‘Nothing,’ Vernon snorted. ‘Absolutely nothing.’ He folded his arms.
Gresnick raised his eyebrows. ‘That’s not quite right though, is it?’
Vernon dug his fingers into his arms. He’d had his fill of hearing about the Grail. For three years, his former girlfriend talked of little else. Girlfriend? Ghost. How else would you describe the person who haunted you day and night? The last thing he wanted was to be dragged back into that circus of horrors.
‘Mr Vernon,’ Commander Harrington said, ‘the reason we’ve brought you down here is that one of the prisoners had certain information in his possession.’
Vernon felt the room growing cold.
‘It appears the prisoners were planning to kidnap or assassinate someone,’ Harrington went on.
Vernon jerked his hand forward, almost knocking over his coffee. ‘The Prime Minister?’ he ventured. ‘The Queen?’
‘Actually, it’s your ex-girlfriend. We have no idea why, particularly given her condition.’
Vernon’s hands trembled and he thrust them against his thighs to steady them. This is impossible. He stared hard at Harrington. ‘Lucy?’ The name, as it emerged, scraped his mouth like sandpaper. ‘Condition?’
Harrington looked away. ‘I’m sorry, James, I thought you knew.’
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‘Time for your medication. One blue and one red. Take a sip of water.’ The nurse leaned over and placed the tray with its pills, glass of water and half an orange on the table next to the patient.
Lucy Galahan let the nurse see her taking her pills then sat back in her rocking chair, pulling her blue blanket up to her neck. It didn’t take long for her to feel the usual drowsiness creeping over her: the dull march of numbed senses, of everything fading into the distance. Occasionally she resented how her life retreated from her at pill-time, but usually she simply felt less bad. That was all she wanted, for the hurt to stop.
Sometimes she fantasised about gathering all of her pain together, every jagged fragment she had collected in her life, and fashioning it into some misshapen snowman. She’d place it next to a radiator and watch it melt, taking all her hurt with it.
As she drifted off, Lucy remembered that as a kid the thing she’d most looked forward to was when her mum put her to bed, kissed her good night and said, ‘Sleep tight, don’t let the bed bugs bite.’ Nothing had hurt in those days, not even the bed bugs. Every time mum switched off the light, she felt warm and safe. There were never any bad dreams. Now, that’s all there were.
When her eyes opened again, she was in her bed and two nuns and a nurse were staring down at her. The only light in the room came from a couple of candles, the flickering light drawn to the silver crucifixes hanging from the nuns’ necks.
‘Leave us,’ a voice said – a man’s voice.
Lucy was startled. It was months since she last encountered a man. The six-hundred-year-old convent of Our Lady of Perpetual Succour was strictly women-only.
‘Are you certain, your Excellency?’ one of the nuns said. ‘Mother Superior didn’t…’
‘There’s no mistake,’ the voice said. ‘She’s the one.’
Lucy didn’t understand. Excellency? Who was this person? She tried to prop herself up on her elbows to see him, but she was exhausted and her head flopped back onto the pillow.
The nuns and the nurse closed the door behind them as they departed. They’d left a single candle on Lucy’s dressing table. She could hear the sound of breathing – her own and the man’s. Where was he? The foot of her bed, she decided. It didn’t leave him much room. It was a narrow hospital bed with broken springs. Not much else could be fitted into the room. In the days when this was an ordinary convent, it would have been called a cell rather than a room.
‘Let me apologise for disturbing you like this,’ the man said.
Lucy thought she detected traces of an Irish or Scottish accent.
‘I know this must be uncomfortable for you,’ the man went on.
‘Who are you?’ Lucy’s eyes followed the direction of the candle flame up to the ceiling. The candlelight danced over the paintings she’d stuck up there so that when she awoke each morning they would be the first things she saw. She sensed the man was as intent on her paintings as she was. They covered most surfaces of her cell. She’d even doubled up in some places. It would be a lie to describe her as a skilful painter, but it was the one activity that relaxed her. She transmitted her pain through the brush and onto the canvas. It comforted her to see the pain becoming something separate from her, in the distance, anywhere other than lodged in her heart.
Maybe the signs had always been there. As a teenager, she engaged in mild self-harm – a few shallow cuts on her legs and arms with razor blades. She read Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, entranced by expressions like ‘breathing sour air.’
The man’s voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘So, it’s true,’ he said. ‘I hardly dared believe it.’
‘You still haven’t said who you are.’ Lucy wasn’t certain she was having this conversation. Dr Levis, her psychiatrist, told her she’d been delusional on a few occasions. The delusions were only part of it. Severe trauma can lead to Dissociative Identity Disorder, Levis said. The new name for old-fashioned Multiple Personality Syndrome. Voices in the head; several of them. But that was in the past, wasn’t it? Getting better now, Levis said, much better.
‘I’m from the Vatican,’ the man stated. ‘My name is Cardinal Joseph Sinclair. I’m the Prefect of the Congregatio pro Doctrina Fidei.’
Lucy concentrated hard. Was this a new voice in her head, or the genuine voice of a real person? All the time, she had to check for clues to separate the real from the imagined. In the ancient world, she wouldn’t have had a problem. ‘Reality’ was much more fluid then. People knew there was an afterlife because they’d seen it. Dreams – how wondrous they must have seemed to those who had no idea what they were. Another world, where the dead were alive again. The ancients believed the dream world was the real world, that when we went to sleep we were afforded glimpses of the world we would inhabit when our sleep became permanent. When her parents died, Lucy lost the ability to know where the dream ended and reality began.
‘Sorry, I should have said the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,’ the cardinal said. ‘It’s my job to protect the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church from those who seek to subvert them.’
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith? A fragment of Lucy’s old life came back to her. At Oxford University, she was an expert in non-standard belief systems and she was well aware of whom the unorthodox – the heretics – feared the most.
‘Why don’t you say who you really are?’ She felt she was talking to the past, to all the normal things she’d lost. Maybe she had conjured this urbane man as a substitute for her father. She longed to be hugged by her dad again. It seemed impossible that he would never hold her anymore, nor ask how she was feeling, never make clumsy inquiries about her love life or how her career was going.
‘So, you’ve heard of us,’ the man said. There was something different about his voice. A sudden harshness.
Lucy felt a shiver running through her. ‘When did you people stop calling yourselves the Inquisition?’ she asked.
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Vernon couldn’t concentrate. In a world that might be dying, his personal ghost had resurfaced. Lucy Galahan was the love of his life, the one who for three years treated him to every bizarre theory about the great holy relics – real and fabled – that littered human history. A lecturer in Comparative Mythology and Esoteric Studies at Oxford University, she was dazzlingly clever. It helped that she had great looks too, and an athletic body honed by her obsession with scuba diving. Put it all together and she was Vernon’s ideal woman…until she dumped him.
‘This is a file found in the possession of one of the prisoners,’ Gresnick said, sliding a folder to Vernon. ‘It’s a surveillance log. It’s all there: a detailed diary of Lucy Galahan’s movements in the last week, her daily schedule, who are carers are, long-lens photographs, background reports and so on.’
Vernon, shifting uneasily in his chair, glanced at one of the pictures: a close-up of Lucy in a wheelchair in a garden, accompanied by a nun. It shocked him to see the face that had tormented him for so long. Even worse was to see Lucy so helpless. Often enough, he’d tried to pretend she meant nothing to him, but that just made things worse. Her raven hair entangled his thoughts. He’d spent so much time running his fingers through it, playing with it and smelling it. Her eyes did the most damage, though. They were big and tender, almost childlike. The shade of blue was remarkable, practically violet.
Swallowing hard, Vernon flicked through the rest of the material. The file stated that Lucy was in a care home, on the outskirts of Glastonbury, for the recuperation of Catholics who’d suffered from mental breakdowns. Care home? Judging by the photos, it was some spooky old convent. Our Lady of Perpetual Succour it was called. You’d know you were in big trouble if you ever ended up in a place with a name like that.
With Glastonbury being one of the most famous locations in southwest England, frequently linked to mystical forces, Vernon wondered if Lucy was the true reason the Delta Force deserters were in that part of the country, or if Glastonbury itself was the key. It seemed a bizarre proposition that soldiers would have any interest in Lucy, especially given her mental state.
It was eighteen months since they broke up. When her mother died from breast cancer, Lucy hadn’t coped. She threw herself into her work. The more he tried to comfort her, she more she pushed him away. Finally, she sent him a letter saying she didn’t want to see him again. No reasons given. It was the coldest thing he’d ever read, and inconceivable that Lucy had written it. She never answered his calls, and didn’t reply to any of his e-mails and letters.
On the rebound, Vernon met the Swedish nurse who became his wife, and he tried to put Lucy out of his mind for good. Deep down, he never stopped thinking about her. It was such a struggle to pretend that his wife was the great love of his life when she could never hope to displace Lucy.
Anna was blonde and not in the least cerebral; the opposite of Lucy. That was why he chose her, of course. He couldn’t blame her for going back to Sweden. Their relationship began sliding from the moment she announced she was pregnant, weeks after they started seeing each other. He did the honourable thing and married her, but now he wondered where the honour was in making two people miserable. What would be the effect on baby Louise? Nothing healthy, that was for sure. She was a gorgeous little thing and he loved every moment he spent with her, but she was better off with her mum. Out of sight out of mind, he thought. But that wasn’t the case with Lucy. It still hadn’t sunk in. Lucy in a loony bin?
Gresnick passed over another folder. ‘The DIA have produced a detailed file on Lucy,’ he said. ‘We’re trying to find some reason why Delta Force deserters would be targeting her. During our researches, your name cropped up, which is why I’ve asked to see you. So far, the best we’ve been able to come up with is connected with the fact that the two deserters we caught last night were studying old manuscripts concerning the Holy Grail.’
Vernon nodded. A couple of years ago, Lucy published The Unholy Grail: The Secret Heresy, a controversial analysis of the Grail legend, claiming it was a coded reference to heretical rituals. Initiates would understand what the Grail story was really saying, she argued, while non-initiates would think it was simply an exciting tale. Because the story was dressed up to make it look superficially consistent with orthodox Christianity, the Catholic Church never banned it, though they were always uncomfortable with it. So, the Grail legend allowed heretical beliefs to be safely distributed across Europe.
A book published in 1920 inspired many of Lucy’s ideas. From Ritual to Romance by Jessie Weston was, in its day, both highly influential and much derided. Lucy’s book suffered the derision part of the equation, but, unlike Weston who’d enjoyed admirers of the calibre of T.S. Eliot, Lucy didn’t have any supporters.
‘I know it’s a lot to take in,’ Gresnick said, ‘but I’m afraid there’s more. I think we ought to let you see the two prisoners now.’
Vernon stood up, expecting to leave the room.
‘Oh, we’re not going anywhere,’ Gresnick said. ‘I want to show you the video footage we took when the prisoners were brought in.’
‘Why can’t I see them in the flesh?’
‘Just watch the video.’ Gresnick turned to the large LCD TV at the side of the room, currently showing a screensaver of mathematical symbols. He pressed a button on a remote control and the screensaver disappeared, replaced by video images of soldiers bringing in, at gunpoint, two handcuffed men in dark suits.
One of the prisoners glanced at the camera.
God Almighty. Vernon looked away in revulsion.
Gresnick froze the picture. ‘What age would you say that man is?’
‘Seventy? Eighty?’ Vernon was baffled by how an old man could be serving in Delta Force, and even more perplexed by how an elderly man arrested in a library ended up in such a horrific state. Surely he should have been taken straight to hospital. Much of his flesh was charred; third degree burns by the looks of it. Strips were flaking off.
‘He’s thirty-one,’ Gresnick replied. ‘A doctor said he’s been exposed to incredible levels of radiation.’
‘Thirty-one? Impossible.’
Gresnick pressed the play button again.
The soldiers took both prisoners to the detention block and put them in separate cells. Dr Hugh Wells, a friend of Vernon’s, laid the burned man on a prison bed and attended to his wounds. Another doctor started to cut away the prisoner’s clothes.
Gresnick fast-forwarded the pictures until they showed Dr Wells alone in one of the interview rooms, talking quietly to an overhead camera.
‘The man’s body is covered from head to foot with blisters and sores,’ Wells said. The doctor then mentioned that, as a young trainee, he was part of an international team of doctors sent to the Soviet Union to treat victims of the Chernobyl disaster. This prisoner’s condition, Wells said, reminded him of the nuclear engineers who’d been nearest to the site of the partial meltdown. Many died in agony within days. This man, according to Wells, was much worse off and unlikely to survive hours never mind days. All they were trying to do now was ease his pain.
As for the second prisoner, Wells said that although he seemed healthy, he was being kept in isolation as a precaution. No one would be allowed to approach either prisoner directly without protective clothing. Any interrogation of the prisoners would have to take place remotely.
Gresnick stopped the video and the screensaver reappeared.
‘I just don’t get this.’ Vernon shook his head. ‘I mean, what happened to that man? A radiation source? Where? How?’
‘We have no idea.’ Gresnick reached forward and raised the emerald paperweight. ‘Something very odd happened when the armed police arrested the two men. They told them to raise their hands and stay where they were. Instead, one of the men put his hand in his pocket and snatched this out. A policeman thought he was reaching for a weapon and opened fire. The bullet hit this ball. It didn’t leave a mark.’
‘It’s just a paperweight,’ Vernon blurted.
Gresnick shrugged. ‘Well, the prisoner seemed to think it was valuable. The police had to prise it away from him. There’s another curious thing – before he touched this object, the prisoner was uninjured, and looked like a normal thirty-one-year-old. The burns and rapid ageing appeared while he was being brought over here, but he wasn’t exposed to any radiation en route. The ball was seemingly the last thing he touched.’
‘What are you saying? That the radiation came from that ball?’
Gresnick tapped the back of the orb with a pencil. ‘As far as I can make out, it’s just a coloured glass ball. Several of us have touched it without mishap, but we’re sending it to a lab to have it analysed in depth.’
Vernon imagined he was looking at the scattered pieces of some giant jigsaw, but he couldn’t form any idea of what the big picture might be.
‘The burned man is Captain Lucius Ferris,’ Gresnick said. ‘His colleague is Sergeant Samuel Morson. Both are highly decorated veterans. These were the Special Forces men chosen for the most dangerous operations. In terms of our elite soldiers, they were the cream of the cream.’
Vernon couldn’t think of a single plausible idea why America’s top soldiers would go AWOL.
‘It’s time to see if these guys want to talk.’ Gresnick picked up the remote control again and pressed a button.
On the LCD TV, a live feed appeared of the prisoners in their adjoining cells. The cell walls were made of reinforced glass to allow unobstructed 24/7 observation. It was possible to see both men from one camera. Sergeant Morson had been made to sit in a position giving him a clear view of his superior in the adjacent cell; a tactic, Vernon assumed, designed to make the sergeant anxious and more talkative, but Morson wasn’t showing any signs of distress. His expression mixed arrogance with satisfaction. Vernon was nonplussed. Why did Morson seem so pleased with himself when his captain was likely to die at any moment?
Gresnick drew his microphone towards him and coughed a couple of times.
Vernon noticed how neatly Gresnick’s cufflinks were arranged, how straight and pristine his tie was. He was obviously the sort who spent a lot of time getting everything just so.
‘What is this object, Sergeant Morson?’ Gresnick held up the emerald globe, pointing it towards the overhead camera.
Morson peered at it on the monitor that had been set up in his cell to allow easy, two-way communication. ‘Isn’t it a paperweight?’
‘So, you wouldn’t mind if I smashed it on the floor?’
‘Do whatever you like.’
If Gresnick believed the object held some great significance for Morson and his colleague, he’d received no encouragement. ‘Why did you and your men carry out seven raids?’ he asked. ‘What did you want with religious relics?’
Morson didn’t answer.
‘Why were you examining microfiche of ancient manuscripts in the British Library?’
This time, Morson smiled, but still didn’t speak.
‘Why did the natural disasters start straight after your seven raids?’
‘You have no idea, do you? The kingdom of the blind, and no one-eyed man in sight,’ Morson said without warning.
‘What do you want with this woman?’ Gresnick lifted up Lucy’s picture.
‘He knows.’ Morson pointed at Vernon.
Vernon shrugged. He’d had to read the DIA file to find out what had happened to Lucy since their break-up. After her mother died, her father committed suicide several months later. At the same time, Lucy’s professional reputation was ruined when her theories about the Grail were ridiculed as speculative, unacademic nonsense. ‘This poor woman is clearly losing her mind,’ one of her critics said, before literally being proved right. The whole world was going nuts, Vernon thought, but Lucy got there before everyone else.
‘You’ve gone to a lot of trouble,’ Gresnick said to Morson. ‘She must be very special.’
Morson grinned.
‘Why her? She can’t possibly help you, or be a threat to you. She’s been diagnosed as suffering from acute post-traumatic stress disorder, leading to Dissociative Identity Disorder. If she were going to harm anyone, it would be herself.’
‘You know nothing,’ Morson snapped. ‘That woman…’
‘Yes?’
‘She’s the most important person in the world.’
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Cardinal Sinclair was tall, probably in his early fifties, with silver hair, a weather-beaten face and grey eyes.
‘I’m not here to harm you,’ he said. ‘Our enemies always exaggerated our reputation for torture.’
Lucy, sitting up in her bed, was amazed by the cardinal’s physical likeness to her father. Maybe her brain was deceiving her again, projecting her own desires. In her black pyjamas, she was a good match for the cardinal.
Dressed in black with a white dog collar, like an ordinary priest, Sinclair wore nothing to suggest he was the second most powerful man in the Catholic Church, the Vatican’s doctrinal enforcer, their ultimate authority on heresy. Taking the candle from the dressing table, he held it up to examine Lucy’s paintings.
She watched him closely. For the last few minutes, she’d been silent, trying to absorb his news. No TVs, radios, newspapers or computers were permitted to the patients in the convent and none of the nurses or nuns had chosen to pass on word of the outside world. From what the cardinal said, hell itself had materialised out there in the last few days. Her own life was a wasteland, and now it seemed the rest of the world was joining her. Sinclair claimed that seven so-called supervolcanoes were on the verge of eruption. America, with three, including one in Yellowstone National Park, was particularly vulnerable. If, as now seemed likely, they all erupted in the next day or two, civilisation, if not all life on earth, would vanish.
‘Why would you come here?’ Lucy asked. ‘I mean, at a time like this you must have so many more important things to do.’
The cardinal didn’t take his eyes off the walls of her room. ‘These paintings,’ he said. ‘What I haven’t told you is that I’ve seen one of them before.’
Lucy stared at him. He had never been to the convent before, so how could he possibly have seen one of her paintings? Was he playing a game? She looked towards her medicine cabinet. Got to calm down. She reached towards the cabinet where she kept her tranquillisers, but the man took her hand and held it firmly.
‘You’re not having delusions, Lucy. I read your latest medical report. It says you’re getting much better. They were about to put you on day release into the community. Dr Levis is delighted with your progress.’
Getting better? Lucy wanted so much to be well again, but every time she imagined it, it ended with her falling over.
‘How can you say you’ve seen my paintings? It’s impossible.’
‘I scarcely believed it myself until now.’
Lucy was startled when the cardinal sat down beside her. Her father used to sit beside her in that exact same way. Not dead. Still here, still able to comfort her. She’d give anything for that to be true.
The cardinal pointed at the painting in the middle of the wall behind the headboard of Lucy’s bed. It was the first she ever worked on, the template for the others.
‘I don’t know how,’ Sinclair said, ‘but that painting right there is also in Rome. It’s part of a huge mural found in a secret vault in the tomb of Pope Julius II. The artist who painted it died the day after its completion. The mural was his final, greatest masterpiece.’
Lucy closed her eyes. A name leapt into her mind. It was as though thousands of locked doors were opening in her mind and light was bursting through, banishing the darkness that had gripped her for so long. All manner of weird facts were pouring into her, things she couldn’t possibly know. She started to tremble. My God, what’s happening to me? ‘Raphael,’ she said hesitantly, hoping Sinclair would tell her she was wrong. The expression on his face proved there was no mistake.
‘Only three living people have seen Raphael’s mural,’ Sinclair said slowly.
‘Raphael died almost five hundred years ago.’ Lucy was mystified. Ideas were flashing in her mind, things she didn’t have time to process, almost overwhelming her.
‘Raphael died in 1520 at just thirty-seven years of age,’ Sinclair replied. ‘He painted your picture five hundred years before you did.’
Lucy clutched her knees, shaking her head from side to side.
‘Come with me.’ Sinclair got up and walked towards the door. ‘You can see for yourself.’
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Vernon peered at the TV screen, searching Sergeant Morson’s face for clues. How could Lucy be so important? While Harrington had a whispered conversation with Gresnick, he again flicked through her DIA file. It said she spent most of her time working on a series of depressing paintings, covering every inch of her room with them. Each canvas had a blue background and featured a female figure with long black hair, wearing a black wedding dress. The female’s face was always blank; just a white, featureless oval.
A psychiatrist’s report said Lucy was terrified of being ‘in the blue’ – Lucy’s own description of her condition, apparently. Vernon didn’t need any translation. Lucy and her father were both keen divers and they’d taken him out with them on several expeditions. ‘In the blue’ was a diving term for the place in a deep dive in clear water where the diver could see neither the surface of the sea nor the seabed: all he had around him was the colour blue in every direction. Many divers found it an inspirational, exhilarating place, but for a few it was disorienting and filled them with panic. Vernon was one of the latter. He once heard a diver who’d suffered a mental collapse describing the experience as being ‘in the blue’. The diver had subtly changed the meaning from a specific point in a dive where it becomes difficult to know up from down, backwards from forwards, to the perfect label for acute depression – the loss of a person’s bearings, their very identity. Lucy was now using it in that context too, it seemed.
Vernon had been in the blue just once – on a summer’s dive in amazingly clear water off the Cornish coast near Penzance – and never wanted to be there again. Lucy and her dad accompanied him at the start but were anxious to explore an old shipwreck. He stupidly said he’d like to be on his own for a while, and they swam off. After a couple of minutes, he couldn’t see anything except blue. He was in a blue world extending in all directions, a place where he had no anchors, no bearings, no pointers. He quite simply lost himself. He began to think he might actually have drowned and was now in some blue hell, but Lucy swam up from below and dragged him back to the surface.
‘What’s happening to your captain?’ Gresnick’s voice jerked Vernon back to the present. ‘What caused those injuries? You must know he’ll be dead within hours.’
‘The captain isn’t dying.’ Morson smirked. ‘He’s being reborn.’
‘What?’
‘You’ll see by morning.’
‘Some people are saying the world is about to end. What’s your opinion, sergeant?’
‘Something astonishing is coming. The very earth will tremble beneath your feet.’
‘Are you referring to the Turkish earthquakes?’
Morson continued to smirk. ‘He knows we’re coming for him. He stopped us before, but this time there’s nothing He can do.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Commander Harrington spoke for the first time in the interrogation. ‘Who is He?’
‘Are you a religious man?’ Morson asked.
Harrington nodded.
‘Then you know exactly who I mean.’
Vernon leaned forward, curious to see Harrington’s reaction. His boss had never concealed the fact that he was a fully paid up God squadder – a Methodist, Baptist or Quaker; Vernon couldn’t remember which. He wasn’t interested enough to find out the difference between the three, and always got them mixed up. Harrington, to Vernon’s irritation, kept a Bible prominently displayed on the desk in his office. Vernon felt it was inappropriate for religion to make such a brazen appearance in MI5’s HQ.
Harrington’s expression barely changed. He gazed at a wall-calendar showing Ferrari supercars. ‘Are there any significant days coming up, Mr Vernon?’ he asked. ‘Anniversaries, religious festivals, that sort of thing?’
Vernon knew the drill. Spectacular acts of terror, protest, revolt, rebellion were often scheduled for memorable dates, as if they could draw legitimacy, power perhaps, from the previous incidents. Swinging round to a computer on a side-table, he used the internet to search for imminent big dates. The first one up was 30 April, the eve of May Day.
‘The Germans call April 30 Walpurgis Nacht.’ Vernon read from the first entry that appeared onscreen. ‘It’s supposedly the night when witches emerge into the open to wreak revenge on God-fearing people.’ He quickly scanned the second entry. ‘It’s also an ancient Celtic festival called Beltane, involving a sacrificial fire.’ He noticed a third possibility, unconnected with the supernatural, but quite as chilling. ‘And it’s the day Hitler committed suicide.’
Gresnick sat up straight when he heard that. ‘What do you think of Hitler, sergeant?’
‘He knew.’
‘Knew what?’
‘The dead have always outnumbered the living. They call the living monsters. They’ll call us monsters too, perhaps the worst monsters of them all.’
‘This is getting us nowhere.’ Harrington cut off the link to Morson.
The mathematical screensaver reappeared on the TV monitor. Ancient Greek letters, large and small, in every colour, flooded the LCD screen, rotating, inverting, shrinking and expanding. An insoluble equation, Vernon thought, just like this whole situation. Distracted, it took him a moment to register that Dr Wells had entered the room.
‘I thought you ought to be told right away,’ Wells said to Harrington. ‘The tests we’ve done on Captain Ferris don’t make any sense. We haven’t made any progress in identifying what type of radiation he’s been exposed to, but it seems to be causing a metabolic transformation.’ He rubbed his face nervously. ‘I mean he’s changing at a molecular level.’
‘I’m not following.’
‘Commander, I’ve never seen anything like it. The things that are happening to that man – nothing in medical science can explain it.’
‘What are you saying?’ Harrington got up from his seat and stood face to face with Wells.
‘Do you believe in God?’ Wells asked.
‘I’m sure my religious beliefs are quite irrelevant. Get to the point, doctor.’
‘The prisoner’s burns aren’t getting any worse. In fact, they’re healing. He’s becoming younger again.’ Wells dabbed his forehead with a tissue. ‘All the charred flesh has flaked off. The skin beneath is – how shall I say it – translucent. You can practically see through him. But there’s something else. Symmetrical growths have appeared on each of his shoulders, almost like – Jesus, I know how this must sound.’ He pronounced his next words very slowly. ‘…budding wings.’ He shook his head. ‘I know it’s impossible, but…Christ, this can’t be happening.’
‘Get a grip on yourself,’ Harrington barked.
‘I’m not a believer. If I were – no, it’s insane.’
Harrington folded his arms and turned away from the doctor.
Wells stared at the floor. ‘Commander, I think the prisoner is turning into…’ The pause was painfully long. ‘…an angel.’
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It was some kind of trick. There was no other explanation. Lucy wanted to get up from her seat and run. When Cardinal Sinclair brought her to the chapel, switched on the slide projector and inserted the slide he’d brought with him from Rome, she expected to see a conventional Renaissance painting, but what was in front of her was a miracle: it simply couldn’t be. As she stared at the huge image projected onto the back wall, she trembled.
‘In five hundred years, only a handful of people have seen this,’ Sinclair said. ‘No one’s allowed into the vault where it’s kept without the Pope’s express permission. Raphael worked so feverishly on it that it killed him. It was the strain and exhaustion that led to his death at just thirty-seven.’
Lucy made a fist and pushed her knuckles against her forehead. She got up and stepped, almost staggered, backwards, trying to absorb everything in the mural. Twenty-four small panels were arranged around a large central panel that was split in half, the upper portion showing a traditional celestial scene of angels bathed in divine light; the lower an image of the end of the world, focusing on the terrified faces of masses of ordinary people as they fled from fire raining down on them from a black, burning sky.
Of the surrounding panels, one showed the Temple of Solomon, another the Ark of the Covenant. There was a picture of the moment when a Roman centurion pierced Christ’s side with a spear; another showing the beheading of John the Baptist. The Tree of Knowledge and the Garden of Eden were featured, and Cain killing Abel. One showed Jesus drinking from a chalice at the Last Supper.
Lucy’s eyes darted from panel to panel. There were several other conventional religious scenes, but then things turned weird. One panel showed King Arthur at Camelot, another the procession of the Grail Hallows in front of the old Fisher King in the hall of the Grail Castle, another King Arthur’s final apocalyptic battle at Camlann. There were a few other Arthurian images and then several panels depicting scenes whose significance was entirely lost on Lucy.
Arthurian Art, she knew, never took off seriously until the Pre-Raphaelites became obsessed with it in the 19th century. No art historian had ever suggested that Raphael painted Arthurian scenes. If these images were authentic, they could revolutionise art history, maybe history itself.
But it wasn’t those panels that kept drawing Lucy’s gaze back to the mural. They were improbable but not impossible. The mural also contained one feature for which no explanation was conceivable. That was the panel in the centre of the bottom row, a panel that had nothing at all in common with Raphael’s sublime style.
Lucy urged herself to wake up. This simply couldn’t be real. What was in front of her wasn’t just familiar, it was her own work. The panel was an exact copy of that first painting she made in her cell.
‘I know it’s difficult to accept,’ Sinclair said, ‘but there it is.’
Lucy, standing in her black pyjamas and slippers, rubbed her arms. The chapel was so cold. She kept rubbing, the motion growing more frantic. Maybe she could rub away what she was seeing, erase it from her mind.
‘If you study the panels,’ Sinclair remarked, ‘you’ll see that they form a narrative as you move clockwise. Pope Julius II died seven years before Raphael. We have no idea if he left Raphael with specific instructions to create these images, or if he permitted Raphael to use his artistic imagination. Raphael didn’t leave any explanation as to what the images meant.
‘The Vatican showed the mural to trusted experts, and not one could account for all of the images. Many are unlike any Julius was known to favour. Only one person offered any clues to what was going on.’
Lucy had taken a seat in one of the pews. With a jolt, she sat upright. One second there was nothing in her head, the next a name sprang at her, just as it had earlier with Raphael, as though it had been waiting there for years. It was so bright, so vivid, it might as well have been lit in neon. ‘Nostradamus,’ she said. Why was she so certain? It made no sense. She bowed her head.
The cardinal sat down beside her, giving her a little nod of confirmation.
‘What’s happening to me?’ Lucy closed her eyes. Words were bubbling up in her mind, things she didn’t comprehend. ‘Decision…’ she said, ‘…Decision Point. Salvation. Damnation. Choose. Destroyer or Redeemer.’
Sinclair gazed at her. ‘Why are you saying those things, Lucy?’
‘I have no idea.’
‘Are you afraid?’
‘I don’t understand any of this. What’s going on?’
‘It’s all there, in your subconscious, Lucy. You know what you have to do.’
‘I don’t know anything.’
‘Lucy, the Vatican has never revealed that it once consulted Nostradamus regarding this mural. They warned him under pain of death not to divulge a word. The things he wrote down were locked away. Only Popes and the holders of my office have ever been granted access to his writings. Yet, without prompting, you mentioned his name. Every word you just told me was used by Nostradamus.’
Lucy cradled her head.
‘Nostradamus said the Decision Point was when the world would be saved or destroyed by a Chosen One.’
Lucy stood up then walked towards the wall where the mural was being projected. She stretched her hand towards the panel that, somehow, belonged to her. The projection played over the back of her hand, rippling and twisting as she moved her hand through it. ‘Either I reproduced an unknown work by Raphael,’ she said, ‘or he reproduced an unknown painting by me, five hundred years before I was born.’
‘The Pope died a few hours ago,’ Sinclair replied. ‘I’m supposed to be with the other cardinals in the Sistine Chapel to elect the new Pope. Now you can understand why I came here instead.’
The Pope dead? Lucy snatched her hand back to her side and turned to face the altar. She’d once gone to see the Pope in the days when she was still a good Catholic, when she still believed in all the things that now seemed so ridiculous to her. She’d stood in St Peter’s Square with tens of thousands of the faithful, waiting for the papal blessing on Easter Sunday. Now he’d gone, just like her parents. They all went, sooner or later.
She again gazed at the faceless woman floating in blue. Why would Raphael deface his stunning work of art with that guileless piece of work? It couldn’t have meant anything to him. It had significance purely for her. In the days when she went scuba diving, the part of the dive she most eagerly anticipated was being in the blue. She used to hang there, in that strange watery limbo, that blue world, feeling weightless, freed from the pressures of life. Nothing could touch her. No one could demand anything from her. It was as if she’d found the perfect place to hide.
‘I don’t know who that faceless woman is,’ she said quietly. ‘A figure looking for an identity, that’s all. It’s no one in particular.’
‘But it couldn’t be more obvious,’ Sinclair replied. ‘It’s you.’
Lucy couldn’t blame him for thinking that. He needed it to be her. After coming all this way, he had no room for mistakes.
‘Nostradamus said Raphael’s mural was a prophecy about the end of the world,’ Sinclair said. ‘The individual pictures are a code. If it’s solved, the world will be saved. If not, everything ends.’
‘I can’t help,’ Lucy said. ‘Look at me: I’m in an asylum.’
Without warning, an unfamiliar noise interrupted them and they went quiet.
Lucy was first to speak. ‘Firecrackers?’
The sounds were distant, but clear enough. Staccato bursts, loud bangs. But why would anyone be celebrating at a time like this?
Sinclair stood up then hurried to the door, bolting it shut.
‘What are you doing?’ Lucy felt panic rising through her.
‘Those sounds,’ Sinclair said. ‘It’s gunfire.’
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Vernon was struggling to take it in. An angel? Of all his colleagues, Hugh Wells was the most rational, but now he watched in astonishment as the doctor’s hands trembled.
‘There must be another explanation.’ Wells flopped into a seat, clutching his head.
Vernon glanced around the room and, for a moment, imagined that the walls were closing in on every side.
Commander Harrington shook his head. Wearing his pinstriped suit like a City financier, he seemed to Vernon to be in the wrong place and the wrong job. Colonel Gresnick was the only one maintaining any calm. Wasn’t he rattled by the thought that there might be an angel in the cell next door?
‘What do you think, colonel?’ Vernon asked.
‘I haven’t filled you in on everything I know about Section 5.’ Gresnick rolled his pen back and forth between his fingers. ‘Originally, it had twenty members. By 1945, they’d been together for two years and hadn’t suffered a single casualty. Within a month of starting the interrogations of the Nazi officials, nine were dead.’
‘But wasn’t the war practically over?’
Gresnick nodded. He explained that shortly before the death of the ninth man, that same man made an astonishing accusation to General Patton. He claimed his eight colleagues were murdered, and his most incredible claim concerned the identity of the murderers: the other members of Section 5.
The next day he was discovered hanged in his room. The official verdict was suicide. An inquiry found that he had been depressed for some time. Unfiled interrogation notes discovered amongst his possessions related a crazy story involving a conspiracy going back ten thousand years, of which the Nazis were supposedly the current inheritors. The other interrogators denied that any such questioning ever took place and said the claims were preposterous. The victim’s notes were taken as firm evidence that he’d lost his mind. There was no reason to question the inquiry’s findings.
‘But now things are different, huh?’ Vernon interrupted.
‘It’s my job not to rule anything out. All we can do is go on facts. Something unexplained is happening to Captain Ferris. Of that, there’s no doubt. Anything else is speculation.’
‘That’s right,’ Harrington said, ‘pure speculation.’ He turned back to Dr Wells. ‘Doctor, I want you to continue to monitor Ferris’s condition and let us know immediately if there are any significant changes. In the meantime, I’ll post extra guards. And Colonel Gresnick, I want to know exactly what Section 5’s task was in 1945. What were they trying to discover?’
‘Section 5 reported directly to General Patton,’ Gresnick said. ‘Patton was obsessed with knowing what Hitler did with the Spear of Destiny.’
‘We’re talking about the General Patton?’ Vernon said.
‘The man himself.’
‘Why would a brilliant soldier like Patton care about an old spear?’ Even as he asked the question, Vernon felt sweat running down his back. He already knew something about the Spear of Destiny. It featured prominently in Lucy’s book, but in a peculiar way. It was her belief that it, and not crucifixion, killed Jesus Christ.
‘Mr Vernon, Patton wasn’t a conventional general. He believed he was the reincarnation of Hannibal. Also, he had highly unorthodox ideas about the post-war situation in Europe.’
‘Like what?’
‘He wanted to re-arm two Waffen SS divisions, incorporate them in his army and attack the Soviet Union. He believed Communism was the biggest threat imaginable.’
‘He was a Nazi sympathiser?’
‘Many people thought so. He died from injuries sustained in a car crash in Germany at the end of 1945. On an empty road in foggy conditions, his chauffeur-driven car collided with a U.S. military truck coming in the opposite direction. For no apparent reason, it swerved right into the path of his car. Some people didn’t think it was an accident.’
‘What about the Spear of Destiny?’ Once, Vernon asked Lucy questions like that. He remembered how excited she became whenever she found a new piece of evidence to fit into her jigsaw. She was so full of life and energy. It was horrific to think of her now as a lunatic being pushed around in a wheelchair.
‘Patton supposedly wanted to take it to America,’ Gresnick said. ‘He declared that if the Americans owned it they would rule the world.’
‘So why did he give it back to the Austrians?’
‘He didn’t. Rumour has it that Patton arranged for a convincing replica to be made. That was the one sent to Vienna.’
‘In that case, what happened to the real one?’
‘From what we can make out, it was shipped back to America and hidden in a safe location in North Carolina.’ Gresnick put down his pen. ‘Fort Bragg, to be exact.’
Vernon turned to Harrington, expecting his boss to be as amazed by that revelation as he was. Instead, Harrington’s face had blanched.
‘Is something wrong, sir?’
‘I never thought I’d see the day,’ Harrington said slowly. ‘I assumed it was the purest madness. It can’t be true.’
‘I don’t understand, sir.’
‘Don’t you see? All of this; it’s all linked. Somehow, Hitler is reaching out from the grave.’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Mr Vernon, I want you go to the archive section immediately.’ Harrington took out a handkerchief and cleaned his spectacles. ‘I need you to bring back one of the black files, together with its official translation. When you get there, ask the archivist to phone me for the authorisation code.’
‘Which black file?’ Vernon asked.
It was Gresnick who answered. ‘The Cainite Destiny.’
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The gunfire had stopped. Cardinal Sinclair stood at the chapel’s main door, listening for sounds in the corridor outside.
Lucy sat in the pews, facing the altar. She had briefly looked at the cardinal to see what he was doing, but now she just focused on her knees, wishing she could curl up into a tiny ball. She was the one in the asylum, wearing just pyjamas and slippers, but there were people out in the corridors with guns and grenades who were much crazier than she could ever be.
According to Sinclair, a squad of soldiers had come for her. He said others knew how significant she was. Significant? She couldn’t imagine anyone less important. If she took her medication, would it all go away? Maybe she’d taken the wrong pills that morning. One time she took too many and they pumped her stomach. Sometimes she pretended it was just an accident. More usually, she painted new pictures, bluer than ever, trying to find the shade that captured her feelings that day, but she never got close. What colour is suicide?
‘What soldiers?’ she asked.
‘If I know about you, Lucy, then so do others.’
‘Everything was secret. You said so.’
‘What we know, the other side knows too. That’s always been the way. God must test us. What would be the point otherwise?’ Sinclair glanced at the door again. ‘I have to get you out of here.’
‘The other side?’ Lucy repeated. ‘What are you talking about?’ She knew this was a good time to move, but she stayed where she was. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ She hadn’t left the convent for six months. The idea of being out there. It was bad before but now it was unthinkable.
‘Good and evil,’ Sinclair said. ‘The other side is always just a step behind.’
When the cardinal gripped her arms, Lucy screamed. ‘I didn’t ask for any of this. Get away from me.’
There was a flash of emotion in the cardinal’s eyes: hate. Startled, Lucy tried to get to her feet but Sinclair held her down.
‘God Almighty.’ Lucy recoiled. ‘You detest me.’
‘Come on now, Lucy, you’re frightened. You don’t know what you’re saying.’
‘Fuck off!’ Lucy’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t believe what she’d just said. In her whole time in the convent, no one had sworn, not once. To swear in a chapel…what kind of punishment was reserved for that? The words reverberated. They sounded strange, as if the convent had heard them, failed to understand them, and was now spitting them out. So obscene, so nasty. Lucy was ashamed.
The cardinal, clearly shocked, released her, took a few steps then knelt in front of the altar. He began to pray. For a second, Lucy thought she’d never seen anything so absurd. Then she felt idiotic. How can you accuse a cardinal of being ridiculous for praying?
Shooting began again, this time much closer. Sinclair prayed more loudly, in Latin. The words were beguiling, somehow much more potent than English. They were imbued with holiness, with magic. Once, Lucy had prayed like that too. She prayed until her knees were red and raw, until her hands were almost bleeding. She wanted God to cure her mother’s cancer. Within days, her mum was dead.
He’s not there, she said to herself, looking at the figure of Christ. He never was. It was so obvious to her now. Sure, she had a Creator. In fact, she had two, but they were both dead. First her mother, ravaged by the tumours that spread everywhere inside her, then her father, ravaged just as lethally by despair. He left a suicide note. In the blue was scrawled all down the page in increasingly desperate writing, until the last three words: Forgive me, Lucy.
What do you do when your creators are dead? They gave you life, but they couldn’t save their own. And they certainly can’t save yours. They’d abandoned her. Nothing made sense any longer. First, you’re created – and the thing about that is that no created thing ever asks to be created – then you’re stuck with it. You’re forced into existence whether you like it or not. The very last thing you’re offered is a choice. And you soon learn there’s only one exit: death. The creators made you knowing how the story must end. And creation is meant to be good?
She closed her eyes. All she could think of was an old nursery rhyme. London Bridge is falling down. Over and over again, she said the words. They comforted her somehow. Falling down, falling down.
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‘What do you mean?’ The veins on Commander Harrington’s forehead were bulging. ‘It can’t be gone.’
Vernon explained again, and surprised himself by reporting the facts so calmly. He hadn’t been calm a little earlier when he stepped into the archive section, normally the most well-ordered part of Thames House, and discovered the archivist dead, his face stricken with terror, and the archive room looking as though it had been bombed. Top-secret documents, many of them charred, lay strewn everywhere. All the filing cabinets were smashed open, bookcases pushed over, as if some intruder in a mad rage had frantically been searching for something.
‘The black files,’ Harrington said. ‘They must be OK. They were in our top-security vault.’
Thames House’s vault was modelled on America’s Fort Knox. Constructed from steel and concrete, it was divided into several secure compartments. The vault door weighed more than 20 tons and no one person knew the precise combination for opening it. Now, somehow, it no longer existed.
‘The vault door has gone,’ Vernon said. ‘Vaporised. All the files inside were taken or incinerated. There’s nothing left.’
‘But that vault was impregnable.’
‘Commander, I saw it with my own eyes. It was completely destroyed, and The Cainite Destiny has gone.’
Harrington slumped into his seat. ‘But that was the key to this.’
‘A forensic team is sifting the wreckage,’ Vernon said. ‘The CCTV pictures show a white light and nothing else. It’s a mystery.’
Colonel Gresnick, who had been quietly drinking coffee in the corner, put his cup down. ‘Have you considered that we’ve been set up? Maybe Ferris and Morson’s real plan was to get in here to steal The Cainite Destiny.’
Vernon glanced at the colonel in surprise. ‘Christ, a Trojan Horse: the oldest trick in the book.’
Harrington switched to the TV picture showing the prisoners’ cells. Sergeant Morson was sitting exactly as before while Captain Ferris was lying under his sheets, writhing and moaning.
‘Poor bastard,’ Vernon said. ‘I guess that’s the end of that theory.’ He turned to Gresnick. ‘Why did you think the prisoners might be interested in The Cainite Destiny? You make it sound as if it’s something special.’
‘The Cainite Destiny is the most valuable document in the world.’
‘What do you mean?’ Harrington shifted uneasily. ‘I’m one of only three people who have seen it in the last sixty-seven years. No one else has been anywhere near it. You couldn’t possibly know anything about it.’
‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ Gresnick answered. ‘My grandfather…he was the man who translated it.’
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Lucy’s eyes opened, reluctantly. Sinclair was still on his knees, praying.
‘De profundis clamavi ad te, Domine,’ he said in Latin.
Lucy knew those words too well. Out of the depths I have cried to thee, O Lord – the opening words of Psalm 129. Sometimes, she thought they’d been branded on her heart. They were the cry of everyone annihilated by grief.
As more gunshots sounded, Sinclair’s voice grew more desperate. ‘Vanitas vanitatum,’ he said, ‘et omnia vanitas.’
Lucy bowed her head. Vanity of vanities, and all things are vanity. How often had she thought that since her parents died? Life had no point now. How could it when the Creators were dead, when love had been ripped from her forever?
She left the pews and tiptoed to a side-door hidden behind red velvet curtains. As quietly as possible, she eased the door open and slipped into the corridor outside. A shot rang out in the next corridor, the one leading to the refectory. A soldier in a black uniform staggered into view and slumped forward into the middle of the intersection of corridors.
Lucy stared at the man’s head. Blood was pouring from a gaping hole in his lower jaw and spreading over the floor. His eyes were wide open, but there was no life there. She tried to move, but couldn’t. All is vanity. She wanted to curl up, lie on the floor, and hope no one would hurt her.
In due course, the soldier’s poor parents would learn of their son’s death. His brothers and sisters would be devastated. His girlfriend, maybe pregnant, would never recover: love destroyed just when it was needed most. A whole tree of suffering, branches sprouting in scores of places, pain squeezing through the roots and spreading. Broken hearts falling like autumn leaves.
Out of the depths.
Feeling sick, she crept into one of the toilets. A bucket of dirty water had been pushed into the corner, with an old mop sticking out. She poured some of the water over the floor in front of one of the cubicles then stuck an ‘Out of Order’ sign from the cleaner’s cupboard on the cubicle door, and locked herself in. Perching on top of the toilet seat, she pulled her knees up to her chin and tried not to make a sound. She shut her eyes. Minutes passed. No noise. Nothing.
Her mind flitted back to Raphael’s painting. Everything about it was wrong, or too right – and maybe those amounted to the same thing. When she tried to mentally reconstruct the mural, she found all the details were somehow imprinted in her memory, as though they had been with her forever. More and more, she was convinced she’d seen this mural before…but she had no idea how that could be.
God, the delusions were coming back; how else could she explain it? The more she concentrated, the more vivid the painting became. It turned into a 3-D representation that she could rotate and flip, see from every angle. Why did she feel she knew it so well? In many ways, it was like a smaller-scale version of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling fresco. It had much of the same religious iconography and told a similar story of Creation. Except there was something subtly different, some ambiguity. Perhaps it was a mirror image, or not quite in focus. What she didn’t doubt was that buried in these images was a radically different history of mankind from the one she’d been taught at school.
She brought the top left-hand panel to the forefront of her mind and studied it as though she were back at Oxford University. Rusty thought processes cranked into gear.
The panel showed a dazzling lightshow, full of rainbow lights swirling like the wind, but in one corner was darkness; a thick, ominous murk. This must be a depiction of the separation of light from darkness described in the Book of Genesis.
Moving clockwise to the next panel, Lucy felt uneasy, but wasn’t sure why. God was shown sitting on a throne made of diamonds, surrounded by a host of glowing, translucent angels. But again there was an unsettling ingredient – a dark angel about to throw a spear at God. Lucy assumed this was a depiction of Lucifer’s rebellion against God.
Next, the same dark angel was falling to the earth clutching the spear, surrounded by a torrent of black raindrops. The expulsion of Lucifer from Heaven, presumably.
Next came the Garden of Eden, featuring a Tree of Knowledge shaped like a human being with a huge brain. A naked Adam and Eve stood in front of it. Near them, a serpent slithered over an odd emerald globe.
Then Cain, a surprisingly handsome figure, was depicted killing a swarthy Abel with a spear. Next up was Cain bearing a strange double S mark, like two serpents, on his forehead. The Mark of Cain, Lucy assumed. Behind Cain stood a city with a high, gleaming tower. Lucy guessed this was the Tower of Babel.
Panel 7 on the top right corner showed God in a mystical cloud above the Ark of Covenant in a tent – the Tabernacle – with a Moses-like figure looking on. The next panel showed the gold Temple of Solomon with a High Priest praying in front of the Ark.
Panel 9 was Jesus being baptised by John the Baptist in the river Jordan. Another Jesus-like figure waited in the background. Lucy had no idea who this other person was but, for some reason, she thought this figure had immense significance.
Panel 10 showed Salome doing the dance of seven veils for King Herod. In the next panel, John the Baptist’s severed head rested on a gold, jewel-encrusted dish. The eyes and mouth were wide open, and something about it reminded Lucy of Munch’s The Scream. Another man was being beheaded in the background. Lucy wondered if this was the same person who was shown earlier waiting to be baptised by John the Baptist. Who was he?
In Panel 12, The Last Supper was depicted with 30 pieces of silver lying between Jesus and Judas. Prominently displayed were a gold, jewel-encrusted dish containing bread and a beautiful chalice full of wine – the Holy Grail.
Panel 13 on the bottom right corner showed a Roman soldier thrusting a spear into Christ’s side at the Crucifixion, with a man, presumably Joseph of Arimathea, collecting blood in the Holy Grail.
Panel 14 presented the Resurrection. A crowd were witnessing the event, half of them cheering, the other half with deeply gloomy faces. Lucy couldn’t understand why Raphael had painted some people looking so unhappy at this joyous event.
Panel 15 showed a siege of a castle on a mountaintop. Men were climbing down the mountainside in the dark, while on the other side of the mountain, men and women were being burnt at the stake in the dawn light.
Panel 16 was the most baffling of all the images: Lucy’s own painting. How could it possibly have ended up in this collection of unknown masterpieces by one of the world’s greatest artists?
Panel 17 showed, apparently, King Arthur’s Camelot – a castle overlooking a raging sea. Panel 18 depicted the battle of Camlann where Arthur, clutching Excalibur, was killed by the lance of his nephew Mordred. In the background was a round chapel and a castle on a high mound surrounded by trees. A cloud of dark ravens hovered above the chapel.
The next panel presented a desolate land, full of beggars in rags. In one corner was a dark cave, with a pool at its centre, full of stalactites and stalagmites. In the other was a forest with a ruined abbey in the middle.
Panel 20 showed a mountain castle overlooking a lake in a wooded valley. Painted directly onto the surface of the lake was the Holy Grail.
The next panel depicted the procession of the Grail Hallows: Spear, Sword, Chalice and Dish in front of the Fisher King, the guardian of the Grail Castle.
Panel 22 showed the Fisher King with a spear sticking out of his inner thigh.
As for Panel 23, it was simply bizarre. It was divided into four quarters, one of which showed a blue swastika on a white flag, the next a rising sun, the third a black and white flag, and the last a skull and crossbones. In the middle of the four flags was a circle containing a pyramid incorporating a staring eye, with a Phoenix hovering over the whole structure.
The final side-panel was the most striking of all. It showed the city of Rome in a mirror. The Vatican was displayed upside-down in an egg timer. In the upper section of the timer was a miniature universe of dazzling lights.
Lucy’s eyes opened wide. She could hear voices directly outside her cubicle, speaking in German. What’s happening? The language changed. Cardinal Sinclair was with them, talking in Italian. He was evidently angry.
Without warning, someone kicked the cubicle door open. A soldier stared down at Lucy, a machine gun slung over his shoulder. ‘If you want to live, you must come with me immediately,’ he said in good English.
‘I don’t want to.’
The soldier gripped his machine gun and pointed it at her. ‘Then I’ll kill you.’
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‘Your grandfather was Professor Reinhardt Weiss of Cambridge University?’ Harrington asked, seemingly dumbfounded.
Gresnick nodded. ‘He moved to Harvard at the end of 1945 because of the way MI5 treated him. They agreed his translation of The Cainite Destiny was accurate, but said the document was patently meaningless.’
Vernon remembered what Caldwell had told him about The Cainite Destiny. Now Gresnick was confirming it. He wondered if he should confront Harris about his accessing The Cainite Destiny within the last twenty-four hours. He decided to wait.
‘Reinhardt Weiss signed the Official Secrets Act,’ Harrington said. ‘He agreed he wouldn’t discuss this matter with anyone.’
‘My grandfather said you were all blind. If you weren’t willing to help, he was prepared to go it alone. He made it his life’s work to discover the truth behind The Cainite Destiny. Before he died, he passed on all of his work to his daughter, my mother. She’s now a History professor at Harvard. When my mum married, she made sure it was to a leading authority in Esoteric Studies. My father, at Yale, was her perfect match.’
Vernon felt queasy. Esoteric Studies was what Lucy taught at Oxford. Would Lucy – the old Lucy rather than the shadow she’d become – be attracted to Gresnick with his Hollywood good looks and his expertise in all the same stuff she loved?
‘Your grandfather made an unauthorised copy of The Cainite Destiny?’ Harrington was irate. ‘He bequeathed it to his daughter and she to you, is that it?’
Gresnick nodded.
‘Commander,’ Vernon interrupted, ‘I know for a fact that you accessed The Cainite Destiny yesterday.’
Gresnick stared at Harrington with sudden curiosity.
‘How…?’ Harrington shook his head. ‘No matter.’ He stared into space. ‘When I joined MI5 from Oxford, I was appointed special assistant to the then Director General. One night, just before he was fired, he got drunk in his office. He was in an odd mood. I think he knew he was about to be kicked out. “If the world ever looks like it’s going to end,” he told me, “seek out a document in our archives. It’s called The Cainite Destiny. I swear to you, Harrington, it brings me out in a sweat whenever I think about it.”
‘The DG then made one of the strangest comments I’ve ever heard. “If any of it is true,” he said, “we’re kidding ourselves that we know anything. It means there are people out there who are party to an incredible secret that the rest of us can only guess at – a secret history of the world, a world stranger than we could ever imagine.”’
Harrington shrugged. ‘I had a quick glance at the document out of simple curiosity, but it didn’t make any sense. I agreed with the official assessment that it was nonsense. I honestly can’t remember much of it. The Spear of Destiny was significant – that’s all that made an impression on me.’
Gresnick gave a half-smile then slid out a paper from one of his folders. ‘My grandfather knew the document would be buried and forgotten. He couldn’t let that happen. Although The Cainite Destiny was baffling, my grandfather recognised it as a key to something astounding: a re-interpretation of history based on ideas we in the West have never dared to take seriously.’ He placed the paper in the centre of the table. ‘This is my grandfather’s translation of The Cainite Destiny.’
****
March 12 1938
Schatzkammer, Hofburg Palace, Vienna
How to begin? I’m shaking as I write these words. Himmler made us swear to record nothing of what happened today. I’ve never disobeyed him in my life, and my only excuse now is that these are private words that only I shall ever read. I want to be able to relive today for the rest of what, I pray, will be my brief future in this world.
We arrived at the Imperial Treasury at noon. Himmler ordered the Austrian staff to leave and then twelve of us stepped inside, one from each of the twelve families of the original priesthood. It made me shiver to think that we must have looked just like Cain’s original twelve priests. Just as they wore black robes and carried the mark of the Death’s Head on their silver rings, all of us were in our black SS uniforms, with the gleaming Totenkopf badge on our caps.
The Führer, in his brown leather coat, followed us in. Cain himself couldn’t have looked more majestic. If anyone was marked out by destiny as our deliverer, it was the Führer. We formed two lines, gave the Roman salute and shouted, ‘Heil Hitler!’ as he strode past us.
Following him, we walked through the Imperial Regalia of the Holy Roman Empire, ignoring the glittering trinkets. Already, we felt the Spear’s presence. I imagined that the legions of martyrs who struggled for so long to avenge our Lord, to bring us back to the true light, marched behind us.
For thousands of years, the Enemy’s persecution of us never faltered. They hanged us, beheaded us, drowned us, burned us alive, disembowelled us, did everything in their power to exterminate us. Always there were traitors, infiltrators, spies, deserters, turncoats, the weak and the fainthearted, but the Secret Doctrine survived every attempt to destroy it. And now the Spear of Destiny was about to be ours.
It lay in an ordinary glass cabinet – the world’s most sacred relic, the most powerful object ever created, resting on a red velvet cushion. It was under their noses all the time and they never saw the truth. Born in ignorance, mired in error, damned by their stupidity. They deserve every horror we’ll soon unleash upon them.
Sunshine caught the Spearhead and it glinted as though it were bathed in the light of the one, true God. I could practically reach out and touch the weapon that would free us forever. The words of the legend came back to me: The man who wields the Spear of Destiny will control the fate of the world. We knew the legend better than anyone: it was our legend. We alone knew where the Spear originated, the identity of its true owner and the reason it was made.
The Führer gave a signal to SS-Hauptsturmführer Neumann. He unlocked the cabinet and the Führer stepped past him and gripped the Spear. When he raised it in his right hand, the spearhead glowed, just as the legend said it would. We all clicked our heels and yelled, ‘Sieg Heil!’
‘Our quest is nearing its end,’ the Führer said. ‘Cain’s destiny is almost fulfilled.’
I wanted to weep when I heard those words. I stared at the two sig runes that made up my SS insignia. Sig for victory. Sig for vengeance. Sig Sig – the mark the Enemy once branded on us to humiliate us, but which we now wore with pride. It reminded us every day of what we had to do.
‘The creature’s box is in Chartres Cathedral,’ the Führer continued, ‘and it will be ours as soon as we conquer France.’
When he lifted the spear above his head, we all knelt.
‘After France falls, England will be helpless,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll locate the remaining two Grail Hallows and finish this once and for all.’
He ordered us to leave then remained alone with the Spear for over an hour. When he emerged, he didn’t speak, but it was obvious something had changed. I can’t begin to describe the odd expression in his eyes.
‘Our Enemy hasn’t begun to suspect our true nature,’ he said. ‘They call us warmongers, fascists, totalitarians. Not for one second have they conceived who we really are. Soon we’ll bring humanity its greatest and most unexpected gift.’
He smiled in a way I’d never seen before, as though he knew that the great burden he carried would soon be lifted.
‘Don’t you feel it?’ he remarked, and I could swear he trembled. ‘It’s almost here.’ Then he said the words we had all waited so long to hear.
‘The end of the world.’
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Harrington pushed away the translation as though he found everything about it distasteful. ‘You know no one has ever satisfactorily explained it. Your grandfather offered plenty of speculation, but no facts. We didn’t think we’d ever find out what it meant. I suppose you’re going to say now that you understand it completely.’
‘I wasn’t chosen for this mission by accident,’ Gresnick replied. ‘When I was at West Point I wrote a dissertation on the influence of mysticism and the occult on the Nazi war effort in WWII. As soon as the DIA established a Nazi link to the Delta Force deserters, I was called in.’
‘So, what do you think The Cainite Destiny means, colonel?’
‘I have no more hard facts than my grandfather did, but I’m as certain as he was that the mystery can be solved. You have to realise that the Nazis were very strange.’
‘That’s hardly news.’
‘I assure you, Commander Harrington, you have no idea of just how weird they were. When I wrote my dissertation, I had to tone it down because I didn’t want the DIA to think I’d gone crazy. I said that a few senior Nazis – Himmler in particular – were interested in mysticism, but that it was little more than a sideshow. What I really thought was that mysticism was at the core of Nazism. The Nazis were anything but an ordinary political party, and the war they waged was unlike anything that had gone before. They were more like religious fanatics fighting a Crusade, but it was no conventional God they believed in.’
Vernon flicked his thumb against his index finger as Gresnick gave an account of the Nazis’ secret beliefs. It was hard to credit his story. Apparently, many of those who helped to set up the Nazi party were members of the Thule-Gesellschaft – the Thule Society. They believed that a mythical land known in ancient times as Thule was the home of a blue-eyed, blond, Aryan master race – the original Germans – who later populated the famous Atlantis. Thule was said to be Iceland, Greenland or somewhere close to the North Pole. A central part of the Nazi dream was to recreate Thule/Atlantis on a global scale, with Aryans restored to their godlike status and everyone else enslaved. It was a member of the Thule Society who chose the swastika, an ancient Aryan symbol, as the Nazi emblem. In addition, the members of the Thule Society were well known for their virulent anti-Semitism. The SS had a special division called the Ahnenerbe Forschungs und Lehrgemeinschaft – the Ancestral Heritage Research and Teaching Society, nicknamed the Nazi Occult Bureau by their enemies. Their task was to find scientific, anthropological and archaeological evidence to support the theories of the Thule Society. They went on an expedition to Tibet because there was a legend that descendants of the original master race of Thule settled there. The legend said there were huge underground caves in Tibet where descendants of the first master race still lived in hi-tech cities in a subterranean paradise. These hidden Aryans were masters of an astonishing occult power known as vril. It was one of the tasks of the Ahnenerbe to make contact with the people in these cities and learn the secrets of vril.
Right up to the end of the Second World War, the Nazis believed a secret weapon would save them. The weapon they had in mind was vril. When Russian troops entered Berlin in 1945, they made one of the most extraordinary discoveries of the war. They found a thousand Tibetan monks dressed in SS uniforms in a bomb-wrecked barracks, all of whom had committed ritual suicide. These monks were the Third Reich’s last, futile attempt to harness vril as a WMD to repel the Red Army.
‘I can see why you kept that quiet,’ Vernon said.
‘Hold on.’ Harrington was fiddling with his cufflinks. ‘Do you think it’s possible vril is real? One could imagine that a release of unusual energy was behind all the disturbances we’ve seen lately.’
Gresnick shrugged. ‘I can’t rule it out. But why all the raids on holy relics. That doesn’t fit, does it?’
‘Well, we know the Ark of the Covenant was treated by the ancient Hebrews as a kind of WMD. Perhaps holy objects can channel vril in some way.’ Harrington’s face reddened. ‘Jesus, am I really saying this?’
‘I’ve heard of vril before,’ Vernon said. ‘It’s the stuff they put in Bovril.’ He smiled awkwardly.
‘That’s precisely where Bovril gets its name from,’ Gresnick said. ‘Bovine vril.’
‘What?’
‘Forget Bovril,’ Harrington snapped. ‘If, for argument’s sake, we accept the Nazis were occultists, where does the Spear of Destiny come in?’
Gresnick frowned. ‘It crops up in Arthurian mythology, and that was something else the Nazis were obsessed with. In Himmler’s castle of Wewelsburg, the central banqueting hall contained a round table. Years before the outbreak of WWII, Himmler sent an SS officer called Otto Rahn to the south of France to look for the Holy Grail. Rahn was convinced the last owners of the Grail were a heretical sect called the Cathars, exterminated by the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages. They were the first people to face the Inquisition – in fact, it was invented specifically for dealing with them. Rahn thought the Cathars were descended from Celtic Druids and that they were steeped in the legends surrounding King Arthur.’
‘We’re coming back to Lucy’s book, aren’t we?’ Vernon said. ‘She used Otto Rahn’s work as one of her primary sources, and the Cathars featured heavily in her writings.’
‘Actually, I know very little about Lucy’s book,’ Gresnick remarked. ‘It was never published in the States.’
‘The world wasn’t ready for Lucy,’ Vernon said flatly.
‘I hope you have a good memory, Mr Vernon. I need to know exactly what Lucy’s theory was. She may have inadvertently stumbled on the key to this whole thing.’
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‘What the…’ Vernon was just about to reply when all the lights flickered and went out. The temperature plummeted.
‘Christ, what’s going on?’ Gresnick blurted.
‘Must be a generator failure,’ Harrington said. ‘The backup should kick in soon.’
Vernon gazed into the blackness. ‘That wasn’t a generator fault…’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Didn’t you feel it? When the lights went out…some sort of…presence.’
‘Get a grip of yourself,’ Harrington said. ‘You can’t be falling for that hokum about angels.’
The lights came on again, and the room heated up. ‘You see – simple technical fault.’
‘I felt something too,’ Gresnick said. ‘It was the weirdest thing. Like some huge power source being activated.’
‘Well, it’s gone now,’ Harrington said. ‘We’re all a little on edge. Our imaginations getting a bit overactive, I dare say.’
Vernon called Gary Caldwell and asked if anything unusual was going on. Caldwell said security teams were sweeping the building, trying to find whoever was responsible for the attack on the archive department. The badly damaged electrics amongst the wreckage had shorted out and crashed the primary generator.
‘Satisfied?’ Harrington said. ‘Nothing mysterious. Now, let’s get on with this. You were about to tell us about Lucy’s book.’
****
Vernon poured a glass of water and took a long drink. He was rattled and felt embarrassed. He urged himself to focus. ‘Yes, Lucy’s book.’ He’d proofread it before she submitted it to her publisher. It wasn’t exactly his field, but he still remembered most of it – one of the benefits of being a research analyst. Ever since he was a kid, he’d been able to rapidly absorb a lot of complex material, and was often able to recall chunks of it years later. It helped that he was genuinely fascinated by Lucy’s work.
‘Lucy’s starting point was an old book by an English folklorist called Jessie Weston,’ he began. ‘Weston claimed that the Grail legends were a recasting of old fertility rituals from ancient Egypt, Babylonia and Greece. She went through each of the main aspects of the Grail stories and showed how similar they were to features of myths concerning the ancient gods Osiris, Tammuz, Adonis and Attis.
‘Lucy agreed with Weston about the Grail legends being a representation of something else, but she disagreed that fertility rites were involved. Her idea was that a particular group of people produced the Grail stories to preserve their beliefs from an enemy they could never defeat.’
‘The Cathars, right?’ Gresnick interrupted.
Vernon nodded.
‘Well,’ Harrington intervened, ‘both of you may be experts, but all I know about the Cathars is that they came from Languedoc in the southwest of France, and I only know that because I once went on a weekend trip to Carcassonne to see the walled city, and it turned out to be the capital of Cathar country.’
‘OK, I’ll give you my one-minute introduction to the Cathars,’ Vernon said. ‘They were one of the strangest sects in history. Their name comes from the ancient Greek word katharoi meaning the pure. The Cathars, the pure ones, were renowned for living good, simple lives. They had few possessions, were peace-loving, vegetarian, and frowned on sex.
‘Lots of ordinary Catholics looked at the ascetic lives of the Cathars and thought they seemed much holier, much more Christ-like than most Catholics, especially the priests and monks who were notoriously sleazy at that time. Before long, many Catholics started converting to Catharism.
‘The Catholic Church wasn’t slow to see the danger. Realising war was coming, perhaps a war of extermination, and that their beliefs might be lost forever, the Cathars desperately thought of how they might pass on their religion to future generations. They had to come up with something that communicated their beliefs without attracting the suspicions of the Catholic Church. The legend of the Holy Grail was their solution. On one level, it seemed like an orthodox Catholic story, but it was the opposite – pure heresy. It’s a simple fact that before the Grail romances appeared, there wasn’t a single mention of anything called the Holy Grail, and no legend saying that Joseph of Arimathea was its original keeper. Even as far back as 1260, the legend of the Holy Grail was known not to be an authentic Christian story.
‘Following Otto Rahn’s line of thought, Lucy argued that the Grail legends described in coded form the initiation ceremonies and religious rites of the Cathars, but now transformed into chivalrous stories. Everything was symbolic, all of the characters in the stories carefully chosen. Many of the troubadours, the great romantic poets of the Middle Ages, were Cathars and they brought all their art to bear on the creation of the legends. These were the greatest romances ever devised, inspiring everyone who read them, and unwittingly feeding them incredibly powerful heretical ideas.
‘Meanwhile, relations with the Catholic Church continued to deteriorate. Pope Innocent III decided on drastic action. He ordered a Crusade against the Cathars and on 24 June 1209, the feast day of John the Baptist – one of the Cathars’ most sacred days – the Crusader army set out from Lyon.
‘Although the Cathars didn’t approve of violence, they fought back, mostly using mercenaries, and the war dragged on for decades. In 1231, the next Pope, Gregory IX, set up an institution for stamping out heresy once and for all – the Inquisition. In 1243, the Cathars made what was effectively their last stand at their mountain stronghold of Montségur. The Catholic army besieged it for months before the garrison finally surrendered in 1244. Those in the garrison who refused to recant their heresy were burnt at the stake en masse at the foot of the mountain.’
‘OK, I get the picture,’ Harrington said. ‘An unorthodox religion gets wiped out by a much bigger religion and tries to survive in some way by hiding its beliefs in the form of a story that lives on after the religion has died, providing hope that the religion can be reborn some day.’
Vernon nodded again.
‘So, what was Lucy’s theory about these hidden meanings? Why was her work controversial? I mean, what did she say that Rahn didn’t?’
‘According to the basic legend, the Grail is in the keeping of a man called the Fisher King who lives in the Grail Castle, surrounded by warrior monks. He has a mysterious wound on his upper thigh, or even in his genitals, which never heals. Lucy was curious about the use of the title Fisher King. The symbol of the fish was known from antiquity to represent divine life. Only one person can offer divine life, and so Lucy argued that the Fisher King must be another name for God. The worthy – the Cathars – would be caught in his fishing nets while the unworthy – the Catholics – would swim right through. It saddened God that so many fish in the sea couldn’t be saved. They were his metaphorical wound that never healed. Only when all of humanity returned to him would his wound vanish.
‘The Fisher King’s Grail Castle, hidden from the unworthy, was heaven; the Wasteland outside, hell. The Wasteland would disappear only when the Fisher King was cured, and that would happen only when Catharism triumphed.
‘Lucy wanted to know how those in the Wasteland could find the hidden Grail castle. Only those who rejected their old, false beliefs and started seeking the truth – Catharism – would succeed, she claimed. In the castle, they would be shown a solemn ceremony where the Grail Hallows – a spear, cup, sword and dish – would be presented to them.
‘If they understood the meaning of the ceremony – which would signify that they’d been fully initiated into Catharism – the Grail seekers would know to ask the Fisher King a particular question. If they failed to ask the right question, because they were still clinging to the false doctrines of other religions, they’d leave the castle and never find it again.
‘Lucy thought the Grail Hallows should be separated into two pairs: the spear and the cup, the sword and the dish. The first pair represented Christianity. The spear was the Roman lance thrust into Christ’s side at the Crucifixion, and Christ used the cup at the Last Supper.’
‘What about the sword and dish?’ Harrington asked.
‘That’s the radical part of Lucy’s theory. She said the sword was the one used to behead John the Baptist. His head was placed on a dish to be presented to Salome as her reward for dancing for King Herod. So, the sword and dish stood for John the Baptist rather than Christ. Grail seekers had to choose between the two pairs. If you chose correctly, you were a true believer; otherwise you were damned.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Gresnick said. ‘Are you saying Lucy thought there was some kind of opposition between John the Baptist and Jesus?’
‘Exactly, colonel. People forget that John the Baptist was only six months older than Jesus, and that they were related by blood. Their mothers were cousins. Some people thought John was more important than Jesus. Lucy believed the Cathars were descended from an early Gnostic sect called the Johannites who considered John the Baptist the true Messiah. Jesus, so the story goes, was merely one of John’s disciples. Jesus openly said, ‘None is greater than John. He is more than a prophet.’ In other words, Jesus himself acknowledged that John was the real Messiah. But things changed and Jesus decided to betray John, and one of his fellow conspirators was Salome. That’s why she asked for John’s head. There’s supposedly a gospel called The Gospel According to Salome, suppressed by the early Christian leaders, that relates the whole sordid tale.
‘In the book, Salome claims that Caiaphas, the High Priest of the Temple was a secret follower of John the Baptist, as were Pontius Pilate, Judas Iscariot, and the Roman soldier who thrust a spear into Jesus. All of them had vowed to avenge John, and the Johannites subsequently revered all of them. Pilate in particular was an extraordinary individual. Very little was officially recorded about his life, but it’s likely that he was born in Fortingall in Scotland, son of a Druid and related to a Scottish tribal chief called Metallanus. Metallanus wanted to establish good relations with Rome, so he sent the sons of several prominent families to Rome to be brought up as Romans, with Roman names. Pilate was one of those. The Royal Scots, the oldest regiment in the British Army, claim to be descended from Pontius Pilate’s bodyguard. With his Druidic family background, Pilate was highly receptive to the Gnostic message.
‘The Knights Templar were also believed to be Johannites. Every Grand Master of the Knights Templar took the name John. The Catholic Church accused the Templars of worshipping a severed head called Baphomet. Lucy said this was none other than John the Baptist’s preserved head. At their trial by the Inquisition, the Templars were accused of trampling and spitting on the Christian Cross. Again, this made perfect sense according to Lucy’s theory. Even the Templars’ famous red cross was far from conventional. It wasn’t a Latin cross with unequal arms of the type that Jesus was crucified on, but a Cross pattée with equal arms. This allowed them to masquerade as Christians while actually showing they weren’t Christian at all to those who understood the symbolism.’
‘That’s some theory,’ Gresnick said.
‘Why are Delta Force so interested in Lucy’s ideas?’ Harrington asked.
‘My guess is that Lucy rediscovered or elaborated on something the Nazis knew about the Holy Grail,’ Gresnick said. ‘Otto Rahn, in two books Kreuzzug gegen den Gral – Crusade Against the Grail, and Luzifers Hofgesinf – Lucifer’s Court, had already put forward the case that the Grail Romances were a coded reference to Catharism. Like her, he said the Quest for the Holy Grail was a symbolic representation of the Cathars’ search for God. The Procession of the Grail Hallows was a reconstruction of the Cathars’ most sacred initiation ceremony.’
Harrington tapped the table with his fingers. ‘Is there any hard evidence that the Cathars wrote the Grail stories?’
Gresnick spun his pen between his fingers. ‘The evidence is circumstantial, but persuasive.’
‘And what about the theory that the Cathars and the Knights Templar were closely related?’
‘Again, circumstantial but convincing. The Templars’ main powerbase was in the Languedoc, exactly where the Cathars lived. Many Templars came from Cathar families. The Templars refused to join in with the Catholic Church’s persecution of the Cathars even though, as elite Catholic Crusaders, they ought to have led the attack. In fact, they were suspected of giving safe haven to many prominent Cathars.
‘The Cathars were subjected to a savage Crusade by knights from northern France, had to endure all the rigours of the Inquisition and were eventually wiped out. A few decades later, the Templars were arrested by knights from the northern France, accused of heresy, brought in front of the Inquisition and stamped out. History repeats itself, don’t you think?
‘My grandfather was convinced the Cathars and the Templars were created by the same people, and, like Lucy, he thought they both traced their roots back to the Johannite followers of John the Baptist. The Cathars were an overt challenge to the Catholic Church while the Templars were more like a fifth column, pretending to be orthodox but in fact completely heretical. The secrecy demanded of every member of the Templars was the perfect way to guarantee no one discovered the truth about them. New members were warned of the appalling retribution that would be taken against them if they ever revealed any of the Order’s secrets. They’d have their tongues removed, their eyes poked out, and their hearts taken from their chests while still beating.’
‘That sounds like the oaths Freemasons take,’ Vernon said.
‘That’s no coincidence,’ Gresnick said. ‘The Freemasons were probably founded by the Templars. They were the next step of the revolt against Catholicism.’
‘So, you’re saying the Cathars, the Templars and the Freemasons are all really the same?’
‘I believe so. The papacy forbade Catholics from becoming Freemasons and accused the Masons of worshipping a false god. The Freemasons’ ceremonies and rites are all connected with the Temple of Solomon, and the proper name of the Knights Templar is The Order of the Poor Knights of the Temple of Solomon.’
Harrington leaned forward. ‘OK, for argument’s sake, let’s say you’re right. How do the Nazis fit in? Are you implying that they’re linked to the Cathars and the Templars too?’
Gresnick gave a sardonic smile. ‘I don’t have any conclusive proof, but it’s well known that Himmler thought of the SS as an order of knights: as the modern successors of the Knights Templar and their Germanic counterparts, the Teutonic Knights. He was obsessed with the Spear of Destiny and the Holy Grail, both of which are strongly linked to the Templars. The Holy Grail was rumoured to be the Cathars’ most sacred treasure. Otto Rahn, an expert on the Cathars, was personally appointed to the SS by Himmler and was sent on expeditions to the Languedoc to look for it. There’s no doubt Himmler was fascinated by the Cathars and the Templars, but I think it goes further than that. The Cainite Destiny suggests that the Nazis thought they could trace their lineage back to Cain and I think that two of the stopping-off points in the Nazis’ ancestry are the Cathars and the Knights Templar. When Otto Rahn was exploring caves in the Sabarthès Mountains in the Languedoc, he found hidden chambers where the walls were inscribed with Templar and Cathar symbols, side by side. There were also depictions of the Spear of Destiny, the Holy Grail, and the Ark of the Covenant.’
‘You know what you’ve done?’ Vernon said. ‘You’ve linked just about every conspiracy theory imaginable: Atlantis, Cathars, Druids, Freemasons, Nazis, the Knights Templar, the Ark of the Covenant, the Spear of Destiny, the Holy Grail – they’re all in there.’
‘What if all the conspiracies we’re familiar with are subsets of a much bigger conspiracy?’ Gresnick replied. ‘A superconspiracy, if you will. Each minor conspiracy theory gives us a tantalizing glimpse of the superconspiracy – a taste of the truth but no more than that. So, we’re always left with unanswered questions and room for new conspiracy theories. But, with the superconspiracy, every smaller conspiracy is explained, every answer given, every loose end tied up. All along, there weren’t separate conspiracies, just one huge, misunderstood conspiracy.’
‘What would your superconspiracy be about then?’ Vernon asked. ‘Who’s doing the conspiring and who or what are they conspiring against?’
‘Don’t you see? – every conspiracy is connected with religion. What were the Knights Templar really up to, what did the Cathars really believe in, why did the Catholic Church hate and fear them so much, what was the ultimate Nazi objective, what was the quest for the Holy Grail really about, what power does the Spear of Destiny really have, what was the Ark of the Covenant really used for, and so on.’
‘What are you saying, colonel?’ Harrington asked.
‘It’s simple. Every conspiracy comes back to just one thing – the identity of the True God.’ Gresnick started making a chopping gesture with his hand, as though he were cutting the problem into pieces. ‘Imagine you were in a world where you knew the truth but were forced on pain of death to embrace a lie. Openly expressing your opinions would get you killed, so you were forced to create secrets and codes that your enemies wouldn’t notice or understand. But your enemies weren’t stupid. They cracked your codes, exposed your secrets and killed you in huge numbers. The survivors had to create ever more complex codes and pass on the keys to unlock them. What if the keys were lost? What then? Without the keys, the codes would eventually become incomprehensible; their true meaning lost. Unless, of course, there was one group that never lost the key, that maintained the secret perfectly intact right from the beginning and through everything thrown at them by their enemies.’
‘You’re saying such a group exists?’
Gresnick nodded, but didn’t elaborate.
‘Well, are you going to tell us?’
‘I think that when Section 5 interrogated the Nazi officials in 1945, they were told what the conspiracy was. I think half of Section 5 went along with it and the other half didn’t. The half that bought it killed the others to stop them revealing the secret.’
‘That’s unlikely, don’t you think?’ Vernon commented. ‘Why would some be persuaded and the others not, and why would the former be willing to kill the latter? Surely the evidence would have to be irrefutable, in which case everyone would have believed it.’
Gresnick rattled his pen against a jug of water. ‘But what if the half that believed had a particular reason to believe, and the others didn’t?’
‘I don’t follow.’
‘Well, imagine the Nazis provided physical proof of their claims. In fact, imagine the only reason they revealed the conspiracy in the first place was that they knew some of the Americans were sure to believe them because of that proof.’
Vernon had to intervene. ‘Some of the Americans had a mark on them, is that what you’re telling us? A mark which meant that they and the Nazis were somehow on the same side.’
‘That’s exactly what I’m saying.’
‘What kind of mark?’ Harrington asked.
‘The most famous mark of all, sir.’ Gresnick pointed at his forehead. ‘The Mark of Cain.’
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Think about it. Half of Section 5 murder their colleagues and preserve the Nazis’ secret. They go home to America and involve their children, and later their grandchildren, in a conspiracy. It would have to be something dramatic that would make them do that, something that removed any possibility of doubt. My grandfather’s theory was that there was more than just a historical link between the elite members of the Cathars, the Knights Templar, the Freemasons and the Nazis. There was a physical connection too – they were related by blood, and all of them bore the Mark of Cain.’
‘But the Mark of Cain, if I remember right, was a crescent-shaped red mark that appeared on Cain’s forehead,’ Vernon said. ‘It would have been obvious if every surviving member of Section 5 had a distinctive mark on their forehead.’
‘The truth is no one knows what the Mark of Cain looked like. It wasn’t explicitly described in the Bible. My grandfather speculated that the mark appeared only when it was activated by the presence of a specific holy object. He had in mind the Spear of Destiny.’
‘Why that in particular?’ Harrington asked.
‘My grandfather was convinced it wasn’t a Roman spear at all. It was much older. In fact, he thought it was actually the weapon Cain used to kill Abel. It practically says as much in The Cainite Destiny. That’s why it was so revered by the Nazis. It seemed to have special powers. Perhaps it revealed hidden marks.’
‘This is just speculation.’
‘Conventional approaches haven’t got us anywhere, commander. Scientists don’t have a clue what’s going on in the world right now. They haven’t a single theory between them.’
‘But this is so far fetched.’
‘And when Dr Wells says one of our prisoners is becoming an angel, that isn’t? To use a cliché, it’s time to think outside the box.’
‘Well, tell me this much. I remember reading somewhere that the Holy Grail wasn’t an object at all – it was the bloodline of Jesus or some such thing. What do you think it is?’
‘Listen, the reason the Holy Grail is so mysterious is that no one has ever been clear what it is. That was deliberate, of course. The best way to camouflage something is to give it multiple identities, or no identity at all.’
‘Well, how much do we know about it? It must have a beginning. It must be something even if it’s a coded something.’
‘OK, here’s the quick history of the Holy Grail. The three main Grail Romances all appeared at the end of the twelfth and beginning of the thirteenth centuries, exactly when the Cathars realised they were living on borrowed time. The first person to mention the Grail was a man called Chrétien de Troyes who lived in the second half of the twelfth century. It’s not known when and where he was born and when and where he died. His life was shrouded in mystery – exactly what you’d expect from someone with secrets to hide, someone who didn’t want to be too conspicuous. In fact, it’s not even clear what his name really was. Chrétien is the French for Christian, and Troyes is simply a French town, so Chrétien de Troyes is literally, ‘Christian from Troyes.’ In fact, maybe it’s just a Christian from Troyes. It’s not telling us much, is it?
‘Robert de Boron was the next person to write about the Grail. De Boron was a French knight who fought in the Holy Land as a Crusader. He was the first of the Grail writers to introduce an unmistakable Christian theme into the Grail story, identifying it with the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper, which Joseph of Arimathea later used to collect the last drops of Christ’s blood. It was Robert de Boron who said Joseph brought the Grail to Glastonbury in England.’
‘So, no doubt, you don’t think it’s any coincidence that Lucy is in Glastonbury,’ Harrington said.
‘No coincidence at all. Anyway, the third main player in the Grail stories was Wolfram von Eschenbach. As with the others, few facts are known about him. Many suspected he was one of the Knights Templar, and he explicitly claimed the Templars were the guardians of the Grail. This was long before the Templars were suspected of heresy. Interestingly, he claimed to have been told the story of the Grail by a man called Kyot from the southwest of France. Even less is known about Kyot than about Wolfram von Eschenbach, but some experts think Kyot was both a troubadour and a Cathar.
‘My grandfather believed all three Grail authors knew each other and were writing different versions of the Grail legend to sow confusion, and make it impossible for any outsiders to make sense of the story. I mean, these three writers produced three different Grails, one of which was highly Christian, and the other two scarcely Christian at all. So, it meant that no one could be sure what you were talking about when you spoke of the Grail. If the Inquisition asked, you could say the Grail was Jesus’ cup. If someone else asked, you could say it was one of the non-Christian objects.’
‘And what were the other objects?’
‘The word ‘Grail’ comes from the old French word graal, which comes from the Medieval Latin word gradalis, meaning dish. So, when Chrétien de Troyes first mentioned the Grail, he was talking about a dish. He described it as made of gold and encrusted with jewels. Robert de Boron, the second Grail writer, then said it was Jesus’ cup. Arguably, a deep, small dish might not be too unlike a cup, so this isn’t such a great leap, but Wolfram von Eschenbach denied it was either a cup or a dish. He said it was a stone of a very pure kind, and he gave it another name – lapsit exillas.
‘A dying human who held the stone would not die, he said, and anyone who possessed the stone would never age. Lapsit exillas was poor Latin and posed yet another mystery. Some scholars thought he intended to say lapis lapsus ex caelis meaning the stone fallen from heaven. Alternatively, he might have meant lapis philosophorum – the philosopher’s stone. That was the miraculous object sought by alchemists that could turn base metals into gold, provide an elixir of life, and cure all diseases. Later, Wolfram said the stone was an emerald jewel from the crown of Lucifer that fell to the earth when Lucifer’s army fought God’s host and lost. So, take your pick.’
Vernon peered at the green globe the prisoner had brought in. ‘You don’t think…’ He pointed at the object.
‘You think this is an emerald from Lucifer’s crown?’ Gresnick smiled.
‘Well, look what it supposedly did to the prisoner.’
‘It’s not doing anything to me, is it?’ Gresnick held it up to the light and squinted at it. ‘I told you we’d have it checked out, but it seems like a cheap glass ball to me.’
‘Give it to me.’ Vernon took the ball from Gresnick, held it for a moment then, without warning, let it drop to the floor.
‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Harrington yelled.
Vernon picked up the ball. ‘Whatever it is, it isn’t glass.’
‘You can’t be suggesting we have the Holy Grail here with us right now.’
Vernon shrugged. ‘I’m not sure what I’m saying.’
There was a knock on the door. A soldier opened it and Caldwell came in, looking flushed.
‘You had better look at the TV.’
‘Why?’ Harrington asked. ‘What’s happened?’
‘The Ark of the Covenant has just been found.’
‘What!?’
‘It’s in the middle of the south lawn of the White House.’
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The men switched on the BBC’s News 24. A reporter was talking excitedly, only just managing to stop garbling his words. He was framed against a long shot of the White House, lit up in the dark.
‘I’ve just come from a press conference,’ he said. ‘The Press Secretary announced that an hour ago a security incident occurred outside the White House perimeter. A military truck drove up to the front gates. The driver got out, was picked up by a motorbike and rode off. No trace of him has been found.
‘The Secret Service suspected that the truck contained a fertiliser bomb and ordered an evacuation of the White House. An anonymous caller then contacted the White House press office, claiming that the Ark of the Covenant stolen from Ethiopia was in a crate in the back of the truck. The call was recorded and played back to us.
‘The caller, British and well-spoken, said that the world had become Godless and that the coordinated thefts of religious icons three days ago were intended to jolt the world into re-engaging with the divine, or to suffer the consequences. The Spear of Destiny and The Holy Grail would also be returned if the crate were unloaded in the centre of the White House lawn in full view of the world.
‘“What better demonstration of divine power versus earthly vanity could there be,” the caller said, “than to have the ultimate symbol of God placed on the lawn of the centre of worldly power. It’s time for the people of the world to choose once and for all where their real allegiances lie.”
‘The Press Secretary announced that the Secret Service were convinced that, in the unlikely event that the Ark was actually inside the crate, it was probably accompanied by a WMD – a dirty bomb more than likely – and strongly advised against unloading it. They wanted to drive the truck to a military base, or do a controlled detonation.
‘However, we were told that President Adams, renowned for his born-again Christianity, overruled the Secret Service. “A God-fearing nation has nothing to fear from God,” he apparently declared. “He will never harm us.”
‘So, in the last fifteen minutes, the truck, driven by a Secret Service volunteer, was admitted into the grounds of the White House. We are now waiting for the crate to be removed from the back and placed on the floodlit South Lawn, in front of the world’s TV cameras.’
The anchorman in the BBC studio appeared. ‘We’re interrupting Tim’s report to bring live pictures of the crate being unloaded by U.S. Marines. This is an extraordinary development. For thousands of years, people have believed the Ark of the Covenant was irretrievably lost. If this is indeed the Ark then we’re looking at a miraculous time machine, taking us right back to the time of Moses. Some claim that God himself resides within the Ark. In the next few minutes, we’ll discover the truth for ourselves.’
The camera shot showed the Marines manoeuvring the heavy crate onto the lawn and carefully dismantling it, eventually revealing an object under a red velvet cover. One of the Marines went forward and removed the cover.
Vernon, Harrington, Gresnick and Caldwell all gasped at once. They didn’t doubt that everyone watching across the globe was reacting in exactly the same way.
The Ark was beautiful beyond imagining. The camera zoomed in on the glistening gold chest bearing engravings of Biblical scenes. It seemed literally made in heaven. Its lid had a crown of gold, and on each side were two gold rings, in which two gold poles were placed. On top of the lid were two winged-creatures, the famous cherubim, made of solid gold, with their faces turned towards each other and their outstretched wings almost touching. The wings formed a seat – a throne for God, according to the Bible.
‘It’s all true,’ Harrington said, ‘everything they said about it.’
Vernon shook his head and glanced at Gresnick. ‘You can’t be buying this.’
The colonel seemed even more awestruck than Harrington. ‘My grandfather’s theories don’t sound so crazy now, do they?’
‘This is as suspicious as hell,’ Vernon muttered.
‘Look,’ Caldwell blurted, ‘President Adams is walking towards it.
The camera tracked the President as he moved towards the Ark, his hands clasped in prayer. He circled it for a few seconds, tears streaking his cheeks. He closed his eyes, as though he couldn’t believe that the world of Moses had come to life in the twenty-first century.
He knelt in front of it, with the two cherubim directly in front of him. He held out his hands and began to recite the Lord’s Prayer. ‘Our Father, which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name, Thy kingdom come…’
And then the Ark exploded.
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Lucy wanted them to slow down. The roads near the convent were too narrow, too twisting, for vehicles travelling at high speed. Above all, there was the darkness. It was one o’clock in the morning, so it ought to be dark, but not this dark. It had a special quality, as if extra layers of black had been added. It was thicker, murkier, more resistant to light. The beams from the vehicles’ headlights were swallowed almost before they’d lit the way.
To Lucy it seemed that her life had become full of lights like these, ones that failed to reach as far as those in other peoples’ lives. Everyone else had their bright, wide, beams illuminating everything they did. They were all so certain of the direction in which they were going. She’d been like that once. Once.
She was in a convoy of five black Land Rovers: 4-door Defender 110s. The soldiers, twenty or so of them, had smuggled her out of the rear door of the chapel and made her run to the Land Rovers, parked on an old sports field. Cardinal Sinclair was pushed into the front vehicle, she into the second while a wounded soldier was helped into the rear Land Rover. From what Lucy could make out, two dead soldiers were left behind.
It was hard to accept that people were actually dying and somehow it was her fault: they wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her. That soldier really would have shot her, wouldn’t he? Captain Jurgen Kruger, he said he was. He had that look in his eye. For an instant, she’d wondered if that was the best way out for everyone, but when she saw the barrel of that gun pointing at her, her nerve failed her.
Now, staring out of the window as the countryside, illuminated by the underpowered headlights of the convoy, raced past, she repeated her mantra: Out of the depths. She feared she was about to descend deeper than ever.
The headlights picked out dark hedges and low stone walls lining the roads. There were never any people or houses, and no signs of other vehicles. Was there some sort of curfew in force? From what she could figure out, two groups of soldiers had arrived at the convent at almost the same time from opposite directions. Captain Kruger led the group that found her. A tall, wiry man with short dark hair, he had blue eyes that always seemed to be scanning around him. She didn’t know what army he belonged to, or who his men were shooting at. His black uniform didn’t bear any insignia.
She suspected Cardinal Sinclair knew exactly who Kruger and his men were, but she had no opportunity to ask him before they were separated. Had she been kidnapped? If they knew Sinclair then surely she was safe. But in that case why did the captain threaten to kill her? It was impossible to work out if these were the good guys or bad. As for what they expected from her, she was clueless.
She was in the rear of the Land Rover, wedged in beside an armed guard. Breathing against the window, she waited for the condensation to form a surface then traced Help Me. The Land Rover made a sharp turn and her stomach lurched. When she was young, she always got carsick but, reaching her teens, she vowed not to let it bother her. If she concentrated hard enough, she could isolate the sick feeling and pretend it existed outside her. After that, she’d been able to go on rollercoasters and all the fairground attractions that had been off-limits to her. She’d lost that gift now: the childhood nausea was firmly back.
‘Who were you shooting at?’ Lucy wasn’t sure her guard spoke English, but she was determined to get something from him.
The soldier glanced at her but didn’t answer. He seemed uneasy, as if he found her presence objectionable, even disturbing. She’d been given a large black parka jacket to keep her warm and she pulled the hood over her head. Her feet were freezing. When she’d left the convent, she’d had to run across the damp grass in her slippers. She had no socks on. It was crazy, given the situation she was in, but she really longed just to have warm feet.
Got to distract myself, she thought – to avoid thinking about dead soldiers and where the living soldiers were taking her. Her mind went back to Raphael’s mural. As soon as she saw it, she thought it might be the proof she’d pursued for years. The experts had sneered at her interpretation of the search for the Holy Grail. ‘Embarrassing,’ they said, ‘lacking any credible evidence.’ That mural could change everything.
Her fingers reached for the zip of her parka and she started pulling it up and down. Why couldn’t these critics see? It was so obvious that the Grail Quest was a quest for a very different God from the one worshipped by Christians. Now, with Raphael’s masterpiece, she had proof either that her theory was wrong and the Catholic Church had no problems with the Arthurian romances, or that something was going on that could shake Catholicism to its foundations. But if the mural were perfectly orthodox, why was it shut away in a secret vault of the tomb of one of the most controversial popes of all? There was a much likelier explanation. An infiltrator once led the Catholic Church: Pope Julius II was a heretic.
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Vernon was still trying to take it in. First the flash – the searing light – followed by the thunderous boom, then silence. Smoke obscured everything in the TV picture. The picture started to break up.
The BBC’s studio anchorman reappeared. ‘I’m sorry, we’ve, uh, lost sound and vision from Washington. I…as you saw, there was an explosion…we’re trying to reconnect to our reporter at the scene. We…President Adams hasn’t…we have received no confirmation…the bomb was hidden inside the Ark, it seems.’
‘Jesus Christ, Adams is dead.’ Harrington, ashen, stood up. ‘It was a trap all along.’
‘I told you,’ Vernon blurted. ‘The whole thing was a set-up. Adams couldn’t resist playing the Saviour. The easiest fucking target imaginable.’ He looked at Gresnick then felt guilty.
The American had a film of tears over his eyes.
‘I’m sorry,’ Vernon said. ‘That was insensitive.’
‘I don’t give a damn what you thought of him,’ Gresnick snapped. ‘He was my commander in chief.’
‘First the Pope, now the President,’ Harrington said quietly. ‘Who’s next?’
‘The Vice President’s an old man with a bad heart,’ Gresnick mumbled. ‘He won’t last long.’ He slammed his fist on the table. ‘Goddamn it.’
‘What about the Ark?’ Vernon spoke softly to avoid aggravating Gresnick. ‘Do you think they blew up the real thing or a fake?’
‘We’ll have to wait for the FBI’s forensic reports,’ Harrington answered.
Gresnick and Harrington amazed Vernon. They had wanted so much to believe the Ark was real, to believe that God himself would appear on his throne above the Ark and announce that the world was saved.
‘I need to clear my head,’ Gresnick said, looking like he was on the verge of throwing up.
‘I’m sorry, colonel,’ Harrington said. ‘It must have been a nightmare to see your President dying like that. I can’t say I liked the man, but…’
‘This ends right now.’
‘We’ll take a half hour time-out.’ Harrington picked up the green orb. ‘I’ll, uh, take this to the lab.’
****
Vernon gazed at the phone in his private office, wondering if he should contact his wife, but there probably wouldn’t be a working connection to Sweden. Besides, he would probably hear his baby gurgling in the background and he couldn’t cope with that. Deep down, he was convinced he’d never see little Louise again. Anyway, what would he say to his wife? The right words, any words, had long since dried up.
Caldwell had given him the latest situation report. Each passing hour brought grimmer news. Seismologists across the world were saying their equipment was going haywire. The Governor of California ordered the evacuation of San Francisco after being informed the San Andreas Fault might rupture catastrophically at any moment.
An unprecedented number of Category-5 hurricanes were forming off the east coast of America, from Boston to Key West. Twelve had been counted so far. Each one released in a day the same energy as one million Nagasaki atomic bombs. An expert said that if all the hurricanes merged into one superhurricane they’d annihilate everything in their path.
Vernon still couldn’t believe Lucy had any role in what was happening. What would he do if he met her again? Those old feelings, they would overwhelm him, wouldn’t they? He dreaded that the last images in his mind, the last feelings in his heart, might not be for his family but for the woman who rejected him. How many had suffered that same fate, thinking of the wrong person at the end?
Someone hammered on his door: Gresnick. The colonel tried to speak, but couldn’t get his words out.
Vernon smelt whisky on the American’s breath. ‘Are you all right, colonel? Come in and take a seat.’
‘I don’t want a goddamn seat,’ Gresnick snapped. ‘Both prisoners have vanished. The green ball has gone from the lab too. What kind of ship are you people running?’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘Are you hard of hearing, mister? The prisoners have disappeared.’ He waved his hand. ‘Into thin air.’
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Vernon, still bristling at Gresnick’s outburst, checked the CCTV tapes for the third time. Engineers had confirmed there was no malfunction. He sat in the guardhouse studying the pictures on two monitors, one showing the footage from Sergeant Morson’s cell and the other the footage from Captain Ferris’s. He froze both tapes at the same frame. It was impossible to concentrate with the alarm blaring out. The corridors were full of people scurrying around, pistols in hand. Every exit had been sealed. Somehow, he knew it wouldn’t make any difference.
He scrutinised Ferris’s tape. The captain was alternately lying still in his bed, with the sheets pulled over his head, or writhing underneath. The odd thing was he had stopped making any sounds. On Morson’s tape, the sergeant stared straight at Ferris through the special glass wall separating their adjoining cells. Far from showing any concern, he was smiling.
Vernon moved both tapes forward, frame by frame. He studied Ferris’s tape in particular. At one point, everything was normal then a point of intense light appeared beneath the sheets just where Ferris’s head was. On Morson’s tape, the sergeant was getting to his feet at that instant. In the background, one of the soldiers shouted something and started to raise his Heckler & Koch machine pistol.
Vernon cursed. Just when he needed to see exactly what was happening, the tape showed nothing but a dazzling light, so bright he had to turn the monitor’s brightness down to minimum. At the same time, the sound cut out. Apparently, the same thing had happened to the CCTV pictures in the archive section just before it was destroyed. He was certain it was a technical problem but now he’d been assured the equipment was in perfect working order. That meant…what did it mean? All he knew for certain was that neither prisoner could be found. Their guards were dead though there wasn’t a mark on their bodies. It appeared they’d suffered heart attacks. Whatever they saw, it left their faces disfigured with – only one word fitted – terror; the same terror visible earlier on the face of the dead archivist. The two incidents had to be related, but how? The prisoners were unquestionably in their cells during the attack on the archive.
The bars of Ferris’s cell weren’t damaged. As for Morson’s, it looked as though the door-lock had melted, allowing the door to swing open. There were no signs that the prisoners had left the building, and none that they were still inside. So, where? A digital keypad was used to open and close the cell doors. The keypad for Morson’s cell was destroyed but Ferris’s was intact. Vernon checked the logs to see if anyone had opened the door since 6 p.m. when Dr Wells last inspected the prisoner. There was no unauthorised access. In fact, no access of any type.
Maybe I’ve missed something. Vernon rewound the tapes to the time of the attack on the archive. He’d assumed that because the two prisoners were in their cells after the attack they must have been in there during the attack.
Nothing strange happened on Sergeant Morson’s tape, but Captain Ferris’s was a different matter. Shortly before the attack on the archive, a wisp of what looked like black smoke emanated from under the sheets where Ferris lay. It was visible for only a moment then vanished. It had either dispersed or moved away exceptionally rapidly, too fast to be recorded on the video. He couldn’t make any sense of it.
‘They’ve gone, haven’t they?’ a voice said.
Vernon turned to see who’d entered the guardhouse. Hugh Wells was standing there, his face chalk-white.
‘I’m just checking the tapes,’ Vernon said.
‘You won’t find anything.’ Wells gripped a piece of paper. ‘These things can’t be true. They’re myths, legends, primitive superstitions.’
‘What have you got there, Hugh?’ It looked like something Wells had printed from the Internet. Vernon took it then started swallowing hard, hardly believing what he was reading.
And after some days my son, Methuselah, took a wife for his son Lamech, and she became pregnant by him and bore him a son. And his baby was white as snow and red as rose; the hair of his head as white as wool and his long curly hair beautiful; and as for his eyes, when he opened them the whole house glowed like the sun…And his father, Lamech, was afraid of him and fled and went to Methuselah his father; and he said to him, ‘I have begotten a strange son. He is not like a human being, but he looks like the children of angels of heaven to me, his form is different, and he is not like us…It does not seem to me that he is of me, but of angels…’
The Book of Noah
‘What is this?’ Vernon had never heard of the Book of Noah. At a guess, he thought it might be one of the books of the Apocrypha in the Old Testament.
‘There’s so much we’re ignorant of,’ Wells said. ‘The Book of Noah was one of the holiest texts ever written. It described Noah’s life before and after the Flood. The original was lost and only fragments survived, like this extract.’
‘You can’t be taking this seriously, Hugh. It’s mumbo jumbo.’
‘That prisoner should have died,’ Wells retorted. ‘No one could have withstood the changes happening to his body.’ His hands were shaking. ‘There’s another part to that quotation from the Book of Noah. It finishes by saying that “angels” is perhaps the wrong word. It ought to be…’
‘Let me guess.’ Vernon closed his eyes. ‘Demons.’
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It couldn’t happen, but it had: two prisoners gone without trace. Worse, it seemed one of them wasn’t exactly human anymore. It was a relief when Commander Harrington gave Vernon something else to focus on. Hunched over the computer in his office, he was now trying to put together a PowerPoint presentation. In half an hour, he, Harrington and Gresnick would have to take their preliminary findings concerning the two prisoners and their possible connection to world events to the Director General. With no answers, the prisoners no longer in custody, Dr Wells possibly having a breakdown, an ex-girlfriend in a lunatic asylum, and no end of fantastical speculations, Vernon feared they’d be sacked on the spot.
Where to begin? Not with the angel, that was for sure. Dr Wells was speculating that maybe there had always been some humans unlike any others, capable of supernatural feats. Vernon thought his friend was losing it, but there was no denying something spectacularly odd was happening. As for Lucy, every time Vernon thought of her, he felt nauseous.
He peered at the computer screen. The bullet points he’d put into his presentation were taunting him. Again, he tried to fit the facts together into some coherent hypothesis. Facts? Christ.
Fact 1. The world’s weather had turned apocalyptic; animals everywhere were spooked. Global disasters were happening on an unprecedented scale.
Fact 2. A unit of American Special Forces had deserted and raided sacred sites linked with the Western world’s three most famous religious artefacts.
Fact 3. The Ark of the Covenant, real or fake, had found its way to the White House where it was used to conceal a bomb that killed the President. No one had claimed responsibility. No demands were made, no explanations offered.
Fact 4. The Delta Force deserters were all grandchildren of U.S. intelligence officers who interrogated senior Nazi officials at the end of WWII. These Nazis had specific responsibility for looted religious treasures. Half of the intelligence officers then died in mysterious circumstances, perhaps murdered by their own colleagues.
Fact 5. The top-secret document The Cainite Destiny was stolen from MI5’s archive, but Colonel Gresnick had a copy of his grandfather’s original translation. The document said Hitler had a peculiar fascination for the Spear of Destiny and spoke of a ten-thousand-year-old mission somehow revolving around the Spear.
Fact 6. Two members of the Delta Force unit had been apprehended. They broke into the British Library and were caught looking at microfiche of old documents about the Holy Grail. They had returned from a surveillance mission in the southwest of England and their target was someone very familiar.
Fuck. Vernon still couldn’t accept that Lucy was part of all this, yet one of the prisoners had actually described her as the most special person in the world. He had thought that himself at one time, of course. Maybe he still did, but that was because of love. Sergeant Morson didn’t love Lucy, so why did he think she was so significant?
Fact 7. Fact 7. Fact 7. Vernon groaned. It was preposterous, no kind of fact at all. One prisoner turned into an angel then vanished with his colleague after breaking out of high-security cells and killing several guards without leaving a mark on their bodies. The angel also apparently attacked the MI5 archive and stole The Cainite Destiny.
It needed occultists, not MI5 staff, to make any sense of all this.
****
Vernon had been in the Director General’s penthouse office only once before. He’d never forgotten how spectacular the view of the Thames was from up here. Located in the top corner of the building, the penthouse had a grand balcony with fluted Greek columns, and commanded a prime location near the Houses of Parliament.
While the DG read his report, Vernon opened the balcony doors and stepped outside. From up here, on bright days, the Thames sparkled like a vein of silver. Last summer, he stood on this same spot and marvelled at how beautiful London was. Several of Vernon’s friends fantasised about having sex in their offices: if that were his game too, he would have chosen to have sex right here. But all he could see now was the strange darkness that had clung to London for the last three days, scarcely penetrated by the streetlights that were now switched on 24/7. Even during the day, with that sickly red sky, everything was dark. Sometimes Vernon wondered if it were psychological – a manifestation of the spiritual malaise that had afflicted everyone.
The newspapers he’d seen in the last couple of days used expressions like ‘peculiar haze’, ‘impenetrable mist’, ‘smoky fog.’ Every few hours, fierce lightning storms broke out, but there was never any thunder, and no rain, at least not over London. On the other hand, in the north of the country, there was nothing but rain. Flash floods were reported in scores of locations. Hailstorms in Scotland went on for hours rather than minutes, with ice pellets the size of tennis balls that maimed anyone caught in the open.
Not long ago, London had enjoyed a mini heat wave. The sun blazed down every day, a huge yellow disc in a perfect blue sky. Now Vernon scarcely remembered what it looked like. The thing that stood in its place cast nothing but that eerie, unsettling, rust-coloured light. London, full of energy days earlier, was old and worn now, like a sepia photograph of a scene of long ago.
He breathed in the strange air. It seemed to smell differently now, to have a different texture. Gazing out over the Thames, he wondered if the thing were out there somewhere – a dark angel, circling in the blackness, the noise of its wings hidden by the birds’ incessant squawking.
He returned to the main room and took a seat in front of Director General Eva Barnes. A small, fierce woman with short, neatly parted grey hair, she never showed any signs of feeling threatened by the select group of ambitious managers, all male, who reported directly to her. Commander Harrington was one of them. He’d made it clear more than once that he didn’t like Barnes, but he respected her. As for Colonel Gresnick, he sat quietly on a sofa, with a folder in his hand.
Vernon wondered what Barnes thought about his presentation. The rings round her eyes showed she was sleeping as badly as everyone else. No doubt the Prime Minister was phoning her constantly. Vernon was glad he wasn’t in Barnes’s position of having to answer the PM’s questions, to have to admit there were no leads. It was hard even to define the problem. Was it an intelligence matter or something for scientists? For priests?
According to the latest reports, fuel shortages were rife across Britain. Emergency reserves had dwindled rapidly. Power cuts had commenced in central England, and were likely to get longer and more frequent. The rest of the country wouldn’t be far behind.
In America, CNN disclosed that the new President had ordered key White House staff to relocate to an underground bunker beneath the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. Did they know something everyone else didn’t?
But no one could hide the news regarding the world’s volcanoes. Dense, choking black clouds were spewing out from all of them. With an exploding volcano releasing the same energy as five hundred atomic bombs, if they all erupted at once it would be like the simultaneous detonation of 800,000 A-bombs. If it happened, all the smoke and dust in the sky would block out the sun and bring a permanent winter, a new and irreversible ice age. At the least, the blast was likely to destabilise all the major fault lines across the world, triggering massive earthquakes.
Was there any way out? Newspapers, now reduced to little more than a sheet, were still speculating about the theft of the three world-famous religious artefacts and promoting the claims of religious leaders that God was showing his just wrath. Could there really be a connection between stolen relics and natural disasters? At one level, it was absurd, but with the world’s scientists squabbling amongst themselves, superstition had filled the vacuum. The assassination of the American President, with its religious overtones, had only served to massively heighten the frenzy.
On BBC News 24, bulletins reported that COBRA meetings were taking place continuously, with the Prime Minister chairing most of them personally. What everyone knew about COBRA was that it was activated only in times of national emergency.
COBRA had always fascinated Vernon. The acronym was far more interesting than what it stood for: Cabinet Office Briefing Room A. COBRA held its meetings in an undisclosed location in Whitehall, although everyone in MI5 knew it was a secure suite of offices within the Cabinet Office building itself, adjacent to Downing Street. It had everything an advanced communications centre required – banks of computers, fibre-optic cabling, fax machines, telephone lines, video conferencing facilities, its own generators. Everything was state of the art, with all communications encrypted. All so that the PM, senior ministers and key government officials could obtain information about critical incidents and have reliable, secure lines of communication to the police, the fire service, the army, hospitals, and all branches of government.
No one involved with COBRA would be impressed if Barnes were forced to explain what MI5 thought might be going on. It would be embarrassing to admit the nature of what they were contemplating. But with TV pictures coming in from all over the world showing people flocking to places of worship, maybe it was hard not to be caught up in the religious hysteria.
‘We have no other lines of enquiry,’ Barnes said. ‘The contents of your report are bizarre, Mr Vernon, but we don’t have anything else. From a political perspective, we have to be seen to be doing something. I’ll tell the PM that we’re pursuing leads concerning the stolen religious artefacts. If we recover them, we’ll be able to demonstrate that they have no connection with the natural disasters. You and Colonel Gresnick will be supplied with whatever resources you need.’
To achieve what? Vernon wondered. He didn’t have a clue what to do with the information he already had.
‘I’m not going to comment on some of the remarks about the escaped prisoners,’ Barnes said. ‘I want them recaptured as soon as possible, and a detailed explanation of how they got out in the first place. Commander Harrington can look after that.’
She placed her hands on the table as though she were trying to find something solid to hang on to. Vernon knew how she felt. Everything was crumbling, every certainty disappearing.
‘I want you to know,’ Barnes said, ‘that I’ve been in touch with the heads of every major intelligence service in the world. None of them is any better off than we are. Most are saying that global warming is responsible for everything that’s happening, and they’re focusing their efforts on helping the scientific community.’
Vernon glanced at Gresnick. Before the American’s arrival, he would have agreed with that. Now, after everything Gresnick had revealed, maybe there was a chance something else was at the root of this.
‘There’s a helicopter waiting for you on the roof-pad,’ Barnes said.
‘Where are you sending us?’ Vernon grimaced, hating the idea of venturing outside. ‘Anyway, nothing can fly. The birds out there – a helicopter could never get through them.’
‘The Chinook has been fitted with a device that emits an ultrasound frequency. I’m assured it drives the birds crazy and clears them get out of the way, at least temporarily. I believe Mr Gresnick’s flight to England used the same technology.’
‘We had no problems at all,’ Gresnick said.
Vernon wasn’t convinced. He thought the birds were unlikely to be scared off by any gizmo.
‘An SAS unit has been mobilised to accompany you,’ Barnes added. ‘Commander Harrington will stay here to coordinate things at this end.’
‘Where are we going?’ Vernon repeated.
‘Your mission is to find your ex-girlfriend.’
Vernon tried to hide his shock. So, it was actually going to happen. Whatever you feared most was bound to happen – you attracted it in some crazy way.
‘We’re going to Glastonbury?’ He hated that place. It was a New Age circus, full of every religious nut imaginable. They had more religions there than people.
‘Yes and no,’ Barnes said. ‘You’ll be picking up the trail there.’
‘Trail?’
‘We received a report half an hour ago that a firefight broke out at the asylum where Lucy Galahan was being kept. Four soldiers are dead. The police scanned their fingerprints and we ran them through our database of Special Forces’ personnel. We’ve now had positive IDs. Two belonged to the Delta Force deserters. The other two...’
‘The deserters have got Lucy?’
‘She’s with the others,’ Barnes answered.
‘Others?’
‘I was about to tell you that the other two dead men have also been identified. They’re Swiss Guards.’
Vernon shook his head. ‘You mean the people who guard the Pope?’
25
Lucy peered out of the window and tried to see what was going on. The convoy had halted five minutes earlier, with Captain Kruger and a colleague in the front vehicle getting out, their torchlights cutting the darkness. What were they doing? Kruger, clutching a pair of night-vision binoculars by the looks of it, scrambled up a rocky hill overlooking the road. His colleague was busy studying a map, his face lit by torchlight. Lucy wondered if they were checking to see if they were being followed, looking for the best route to avoid pursuit.
She turned to the soldier sitting beside her. He hadn’t said a word during the journey. Every time his long legs threatened to brush against hers, he pulled them away. Did he think she had something contagious? Now and again, she caught him staring at her, the same way people stared at modern art exhibits they didn’t comprehend.
‘Can I get some fresh air?’ she asked.
‘I’ll give you a few minutes to stretch your legs.’ His English was impeccable, tinged with only the slightest foreign accent. He twisted round, leaned into the back of the vehicle and grabbed something. ‘We have a spare uniform for you.’
Lucy took off her parka and slipped the black uniform over her pyjamas. The soldier handed her a pair of army boots and socks. The boots were a bit big, but she tied the laces tight, and the thick socks helped.
Before she opened the door, she put her parka back on and zipped it up to the top until only her eyes were exposed. As she was about to get out of the car, the soldier tapped her arm.
‘Wait,’ he said. ‘You’ll need this.’ He handed her a black rubber torch.
Once more, she reached for the handle to open the door.
The soldier patted his machine pistol. ‘I’m watching.’
Lucy took a few steps away from the Land Rover. Did the soldier really think she’d try to escape? It was pitch black apart from the lights of car headlamps and a few torches, and the temperature was below freezing. She had no idea where she was, and she was sure to die of exposure if she stumbled off into the dark.
At the convent, she’d begun to think of the outside world as a forbidden zone: it would kill her if she ever went out there. Yet here she was. Still alive, actually feeling quite strong. She knew it wouldn’t last.
Shining her torch around her, she discovered that the convoy had stopped next to a picturesque stone bridge over a brook. She knew this place. It was called Guinevere’s Sigh because this was supposedly where Queen Guinevere realised her love for Lancelot was too strong to be resisted. James Vernon brought her here once, keen to show her an old, stone water well with a wooden canopy bearing carved angels at its corners. Legend said this was the wishing well where Guinevere made her fateful choice to sleep with Lancelot, sealing Camelot’s fate. After their illicit affair, Camelot was plunged into civil war and ultimate collapse, taking all the dreams of a golden world with it.
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