

Chapter 1

Cassadaga vanished from the face of the Earth ten years ago. His name was now only spoken to scare unruly children; his story told around flickering campfires in the dead of night.

Behave, child, or Cassadaga will come for you.

Cassadaga is hiding out there in the woods. Stay close to the fire, or he will steal more than your soul.

The world’s most vicious thief vanished ten years ago, but tonight, he was back.

Cassadaga had never believed he’d re-enter the fray, but how could he pass up an opportunity like this?

‘Hey, Daga,’ one of his companions said. ‘How many people you killed, man?’

Daga ignored the fool. Even if he’d wanted to answer, their location was too noisy for prolonged conversation. The de Havilland Twin Otter they were seated in was old and battered, its engines straining as they flew over the Italian Alps, riding the thermals, battered by crosswinds. Daga gripped the bulkhead. Snow and frost clung to the windows, icy fingers creeping around the exit door as if trying to prise it open. The old plane veered to the left, rose sharply and then dived as it struggled to maintain course. 

‘Hold on to it, Pilot,’ the man Daga knew as Ash said. 

‘Yeah, I’m trying,’ the pilot returned. When a pilot spoke like that, teeth gritted, voice as highly strung as a string quartet, you had to acknowledge that you might be in trouble. 

Daga focused his attention on his assistants for this mission. Ash and Base were stone-cold killers and had recently been spared jail by an Amori-owned judge. Ready to shoot and maim on a whim, they were predictable, dull and simple, but necessary.

The fourth member of his crew was at the other end of the scale. Ivana, tall, broad-shouldered and blessed with an Eastern European exquisiteness, was an expert safecracker. Any powerhouse who could finesse a high-tech tumbler into submission ranked high on his person-of-interest list for sheer diversity if nothing else.

Daga held on as the plane made a sudden shift. Across from him, Ash and Base leaned into each other and rechecked their parachutes for the thousandth time. Ivana sat calmly at his side. 

‘Four minutes to drop,’ the pilot said in a tone of obvious relief.

Daga shifted his gaze to the window. A sheer white mountainside met his eyes, the summit high above, lost in clouds. The Twin Otter wound its way through the peaks, its disjointed but plucky engine resounding between the cliff faces.

‘This is why we’re here,’ Daga said. ‘This is where we earn our money.’ He rose, stooping in the cabin. ‘No prisoners. How long before the heavy transport arrives?’

He was always testing them. He knew the schedule very well and so did they.

‘Nineteen minutes to winch drop,’ Ivana said.

‘Then let’s do this.’

He threw open the door, letting the elements rush in. He didn’t have to open it then – they were still two minutes from the drop zone – but he wanted to feel the environment he was about to jump into, to adjust and prepare. He heard Ash mutter to Base: ‘For a dead man, he’s a major asshole,’ under his breath and mentally marked the man for later attention. Cassadaga hadn’t earned his reputation by ignoring the senseless jibes of idiots.

Standing amid the blast and flurry of snow, ice and turbulent winds, Daga counted down the seconds. The noise was tremendous, the intense roar an assault to the senses. His mouth was dry, and he could hardly breathe. Below, through the turmoil, he made out the sheer mountain face that was their target and gripped both sides of the door.

He spotted their objective nestling at the foot of the mountain.

‘You see the church?’ Ash was staring out of a window, speaking to Base. ‘What kind of an idiot would build a church at the top of the Alps? I mean, who’s gonna go there?’

Daga shook his head and questioned why he’d allowed himself to be part of this crew. Usually, he worked alone but today’s payday was not to be ignored. And the Amori had always been a professional, specialised outfit. The only difference was – his orders and job details hadn’t come from Marduk, the Amori’s merciless leader. Someone new was in charge.

Daga wasn’t about to question his source. The advance had been paid. The job was … well, crazy to put it mildly. And somehow – even though he’d been retired for a decade – the Amori had known where to find him.

A scary alliance, he thought. A million-dollar alliance. And because of that, positively his last. 

‘Go,’ the pilot announced through the plane’s communication system.

All four jumpers had heavy backpacks which they heaved out first. The backpacks were equipped with their own smaller parachutes which would open at a predetermined height. Daga didn’t hesitate and leapt out of the protesting plane into tumultuous mid-air. A safe landing was by no means guaranteed, but high risks came with every well-paid job. Daga flinched as high winds tore at him, buffeting his face and clothing as he plummeted through the skies, keeping a close eye on the trajectory of the backpacks. Frozen hail punished his exposed skin like a cat-o’-nine-tails.

Below, the mountain face fell away at an acute angle down to the church, which was his target area. Daga gripped the straps clamping the parachute to his back, his mind already focused on what happened next. The chutes were of the highest quality. As Daga had said often before – what kind of person buys a cheap parachute?

Together, he and his companions swept down the mountain through the savage elements, pulling their ripcords and opening their jellyfish-like canopies, unwelcome intruders trespassing on a spectacular vista.

Daga prepared to land as the ground rushed up. A sea of white snow sped by. He struck the ground and rolled, the chute splaying out behind him. Daga rose to his knees, cut away the fabric and shrugged out of the deployment bag. Leaving it behind was easier and would offer no obvious clues as to his identity. 

And there was no surveillance at the church.

Rather than modern CCTV supervision, which might be hacked or leave evidence on hard drives or digital clouds, its very remoteness and inaccessibility was this church’s protection. Built in the lee of an Italian alp, amid and above other high peaks, the Church of St Michael of Aleteia perched like an ancient fortress, a stone-walled bastion with a snow-shrouded secret.

Daga found and hefted his heavy backpack, glanced at and waited for his companions. Seconds later, they were ready. Both Ash and Base pulled compact Heckler & Koch machine guns from their packs. Ivana held a large military knife, her weapon of choice. Daga preferred a simple, reliable handgun like the single-stack 9mm Glock 43 nestling in his hand. Reliable, flat-carrying, and semi-automatic, its only drawback was its six-round magazine capacity, but Daga had plenty of spares. And besides, Ash and Base were supposed to be the killers today.

‘Remember,’ he growled into their earbud-based comms system, ‘no survivors. We destroy it all. The prize is all that matters.’

‘And our payday.’ Ash grinned.

‘Just focus,’ Ivana told them. ‘No mistakes.’

Daga nodded his agreement. Above them, the church waited.

A paved open-air passage led them between two long, curving walls through a high arch to a frost-choked front door. There were no obvious signs of life, the old windows dark and opaque, refusing even to reflect the spangled light of the sun that flared randomly through a tangled patchwork of speeding clouds.

Daga led the way along the passage, keeping low. When he arrived at the door, he pressed his back to the cold stone at its side, seeing no reason to announce their presence before they needed to. Reaching out, he turned the freezing cold iron door handle. It was locked. 

No surprise. 

Ivana moved to retrieve her lockpicks, but Daga waved her away. He was the consummate thief here and, if he were honest, quite fancied the first kill. Seconds later, the lock clicked open, and he was ready.

The door inched open. Daga pushed it wider.

The interior of the church was gloomy and as cold as the outside. Daga slipped into the shadows and followed a route he’d committed to memory during the last few days of intense preparation.

A priest appeared, dressed all in grey and carrying a stack of books. His jaw dropped and his eyes bulged on seeing them.

Daga saw no reason to maintain any hint of stealth. They were on a tight clock and, while a broadcast for help couldn’t be prevented, it wouldn’t be answered in time to save these unfortunate priests.

Nor the great treasure in their deepest sanctuary.

Daga shot the priest in the head and ran past his still-falling body, pressing ahead into the church. Through a door to the right another old priest appeared, equally shocked, and then collapsed bloodily as Ash opened fire.

Daga wondered if these solitary protectors had received visitors of any kind over the past few years. He pushed further on as both Ash and Base cleared the rooms behind him.

Gunfire rang out as more priests were discovered and killed.

Daga kept going, counting doors, following a blueprint of passageways in his mind’s eye. Their goal was twenty feet further ahead. Ivana was at his back.

He turned to her. ‘Now it’s up to you.’

‘It is easy,’ she drawled back in her soft Eastern European accent and stepped around him.

A priest stepped out of a doorway to the right, his sandal-clad feet leaving prints in the thick dust that coated the floor. His arms flew into the air and his face beseeched them. ‘Please, please, turn back. We are humble ministers. There is nothing for you here.’ He spoke in passable, thickly accented English, assuming they were foreigners. 

‘We heard differently,’ Ivana growled, and although she could have thrown her knife or left the kill to Daga, she stepped towards the priest, grabbed the back of his neck and thrust her blade slowly into his chest, holding him until the light died from his eyes and his body slithered to the floor.

Daga said nothing but felt a stir of arousal as she moved further along the passage. Soon enough, she reached a door unlike anything they had yet seen. Contrasting to the metal-strapped wooden doors that had greeted them thus far, this was state-of-the-art pure steel. A new and shiny keypad sat at the centre. A thick frame was fixed to the surrounding stonework; the entire ensemble incongruous with the sleepy old church nestling in the mountains. 

‘Not a bad idea,’ Ivana said. ‘They sought to hide their treasure amid this tedium and ennui.’

‘It worked very well for hundreds of years,’ Daga pointed out. ‘But secrets have a way of outing themselves and, of course, very few knew that this colossal secret existed until recently.’

Ivana worked as they talked. She connected a device like a credit-card reader to the keypad and pressed a button on the advanced-looking piece of kit. ‘Home-made,’ she said when she noticed Daga staring at it. ‘The reader scans codes by listening to radio frequencies within the keypad, eventually mating microcontrollers. It snares and examines codes within seconds using powerful inbuilt microchips.’

‘How long does it take?’ Daga growled.

As if in answer, the device’s screen flashed. Eight numbers were revealed in a bright green glow. Ivana input the numbers into the keypad and nodded with satisfaction on hearing a dull click.

When she turned back to Daga, her eyes were shining. ‘You know this is the greatest theft of the last two millennia, don’t you? Perhaps the greatest in history. They’ll never stop hunting us.’

‘I can deal with that.’ Daga lifted the Glock.

‘Me too.’ Ivana stepped away from the door, giving first entry to Daga. It was a shrewd move and they both knew it. It wasn’t just deference. Nobody knew exactly what lay beyond this door, nor how much security was inside.

But Cassadaga hadn’t earned a reputation celebrated in dark urban legends for nothing. From an early age, he’d known he was a killer. There was something cold and alien inside him, something that disregarded compassion and morality, normal human emotions. He’d first noticed when he saw his father die – a terrible accident whilst visiting a travelling carnival in Romania. One of the Ferris wheel cars had snapped. The car fell from the structure, killing his father and injuring his brother.

Daga had watched on whilst his mother wailed, and the paramedics described the effects of shock and trauma. In truth, he had felt nothing. 

Daga had been left with a grief-stricken mother and a brother who’d never fully healed, a boy who couldn’t take care of himself. Daga later helped that boy out of his misery and had thought he’d seen a smile of relief shine from his mother’s eyes just seconds before he helped her too. 

Daga had been helping people ever since.

The profession he chose, a murderous thief in the night, helped hone his skills. Nobody would ever know how many Cassadaga had helped unburden themselves of this dark world.

Without hesitation or fear, he threw open the door and stepped into the greatest treasure vault in human history.




Chapter 2

Joe Mason unlocked the door to his apartment, threw his fragrant flight bag inside and didn’t stop to see where it landed. He wasn’t staying. He’d left a change of clothes at the boxing gym, where there were also showers and, if not peace and quiet, then at least a couple of hours of tranquillity.

Did all that just happen? The Vatican’s secret? The Amori?

Not exactly. It happened half a week ago. It had taken this long to navigate through a mostly grateful Vatican response and endless sessions of police questioning. In the end, Mason had no clue what, if any, strings had been pulled to set them free, or even if anyone was trying to charge them with a crime. All he knew was that, along with Roxy, Sally, Quaid and Hassell, he had successfully thwarted an Amori plot to use the Vatican Book of Secrets to ruin the reputation of the Church. 

But where did that leave him? Well, in a strange place if he were being honest. He had faced down some of the demons of his past. He’d accepted that the skills he’d learned in the Army could still be put to good use. He’d even enjoyed working as part of a team again. He’d forgotten how good that could be – the almost psychic link, the camaraderie, the solidarity. 

But what had really changed?

He was still the same man possessed by the same devils. And where did they stand with Patricia, the owner of the private security firm they worked for? We ignored her orders but we saved a lot of people.

Mason took the lift eight floors down to the parking area before remembering he hadn’t picked up his car keys. But that didn’t matter. The fifteen-minute walk to the gym would help clear his head.

Outside, the dark early-evening skies were filled with drizzle; icy particles dripped down his face. Mason ignored the pack of youths gathered under the single glare of a streetlight as he walked by.

To them, if they were that way inclined, he might look like fair game, but that was far from the case. Mason had short-cropped blond hair, blue eyes and a face that showed nothing of the ravages he’d endured during the last thirty-four years of his life. He appeared younger than his age, inexperienced even. His body, made strong and deadly by the Army, did not carry recognisable muscle. Everything about Mason lay beneath the surface.

Ahead, along the right-hand side of a road slicked with rain, Mason saw the gym’s crimson signage. Water ran down the rectangular logo, blurring the letters and cascading on to the pavement in a deafening torrent as the storm worsened. A short walk in a shower had become a trudge in a noisy deluge. A black car sat outside the gym, its brake lights gleaming bright red, and it was only when Mason approached it that he recognised Patricia’s licence plate. 

Oh shit—

The front passenger door swung open. Mason hesitated, torn between the healing familiarity of the gym and what he imagined was about to happen in the car. But there was no getting away from this confrontation. His boss had stood by him for years when he’d floundered, even offering him a job in her private security firm.

Mason slid into the passenger seat, dripping water. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘About what? Getting my seats wet or practically destroying my company?’

Mason wiped his face. Patricia Wilde was a friend, a boss, and a confidante. But right now, she was treating him – a little unfairly, he thought – as a clear subordinate.

‘I made field decisions,’ he said. ‘That’s what you pay me to do. And look what happened in the end to—’

‘No,’ she snapped. ‘I pay you to follow orders. And when Professor Rusk was murdered inside the Vatican on your watch, your orders were very clear.’

Mason eyed her. Patricia was a paradox. Dark-haired and blue-eyed, slim and slow to move, she was the kind of woman you might imagine baking cookies with one hand whilst cleaning her gun with the other. You never quite knew what you were getting with her. Even now, Mason wondered if she was just breaking his balls.

‘We got the job done. We saved a lot of people. I needed that.’

‘No. Two of my agents went missing. Two. You ghosted me, as did Roxy, because you both knew I would order you to bring Sally Rusk home. Not to engage in a global quest to take down a shadow government. Not to join the bloody Swiss Guard. And how the hell do you blow up a police gondola?’

‘Ah, that wasn’t me, to be fair. It was—’

‘No.’ Patricia held up a hand. ‘Listen to me, Mason. Is your head really, properly in the game?’

It was the same question she’d asked just prior to him leaving for Rome. He gave her a similar answer. ‘I’ve been your employee for almost two years now after eleven months out of the Army. Since Harry and Zach died under my watch. I am moving forward.’

‘Well, maybe,’ Patricia acknowledged. ‘That’s the first time I’ve heard you say their names. Their deaths weren’t your fault, Joe.’

‘That’s one way of looking at it.’

Patricia sighed, shifting around in her seat so that she could face him better. ‘Look,’ she said softly. ‘I may own the company, but I do have financial backers. And my investors want you gone, Joe. They want a clear break to tie off this Vatican fiasco. A scapegoat, to be honest.’

Mason was reminded then that the Amori, the secret organisation which had been around since the birth of Babylon and had stolen the Book of Secrets, had their fingers in many pies. They had covert control over thousands of companies globally and losing that building in Rome and their grip on the book would barely affect their international reach. ‘This decision came from your board members?’

‘Maybe.’ Patricia looked flustered. ‘And maybe I agree with them. You and Roxy are out.’

‘You can’t fire Roxy too. I was in charge.’

Patricia snorted. ‘Yeah, right. Anyone trying to convince me that Roxy Banks obeys an order against her will must think I’m two bricks short of a load. Do you think that, Joe?’

‘Well, no.’

‘Good. This isn’t what I wanted, but I do think it’s the right decision. The chain of command is there to be respected and you, being an ex-soldier, are well aware of that.’

Mason sighed and gazed through the smeared windscreen at a rainswept road. The sparkling highs of foiling the Amori’s plan and saving Christianity from an appalling revelation had certainly fizzled out now. And he was able to reveal none of the finer details to Patricia. 

He placed a hand on the door handle. ‘I guess I’ll go and take it out on the leather.’

Patricia looked over at the scruffy boxing gym. ‘I’ll pay you to the end of the week. And I’ll give you a good reference if you need it.’

Mason nodded and left without speaking again. The rain struck him hard outside the car, as if berating him for being such an idiot in the field. But he still believed he’d done the right thing. When Sally’s father was murdered before her eyes, he’d decided to help her and avenge that senseless killing. The rest of the mission had led to an unavoidable confrontation with the Amori.

As he waited for Patricia to pull away, the passenger-door window went down. Patricia leaned across the seat, looking up at him. ‘Stay safe, Joe,’ she said. ‘Nothing that happened back in Mosul was your fault. War is hell; you can’t plan it like a Sunday drive.’

‘Safe is relative.’ Mason eyed the gym. ‘I need a job to get me into trouble.’

‘Someone really doesn’t like you. They pushed this agenda, pushed me. I don’t know why, but it doesn’t feel right.’

Mason tapped the car’s roof. ‘See you around, Patricia.’

Once inside the gym, he shook himself like a wet dog and made his way across the main floor to a row of battered-looking lockers. Regulars nodded at him, their eyes hard and emotionless; old timers managed a smile. The familiar beat of gloves striking leather, of feet whispering over dusted boards, of grunting and swearing, calmed the sense of anger and frustration that was building inside him.

Mason didn’t like to bring a negative attitude into the gym. At the lockers, he made sure his change of clothes was intact, then pulled on his gloves. The owner of the gym came over, clapped him on the back and asked if he was okay. Mason just nodded. He wanted to box, not confront the tangled mess that was his future.

He turned and walked over to a punching bag, a tattered old Everlast that had seen more duct tape than B&Q, and tried to find a rhythm. He’d expected to be able to sink right back into the soothing cadence that normally melted his anxieties away but tonight, every blow, every strike of the bag, caused another explosive memory to burst through his mind.

First, he saw Professor Rusk being shot in the Vatican Secret Archives.

Next, he relived the car chase through Rome and their breakneck escape in a gondola through Venice.

Then the memory of the Amori’s HQ and good men being shot by the Amori’s mercenaries; and, finally, the cold face of the Amori leader, Marduk, as he escaped aboard the helicopter.

Mason tried to shed it all like a snake sloughs its skin. He threw left after right, cross after jab, at the bag. He punched the leather until he couldn’t see straight.

And, all the time in his head, the memories struck. It all became worse when Harry and Zach showed up. Two nights before they were killed under Mason’s watch in Mosul, they had all been sitting staring into a pit of burning coals, talking shit and whiling the night away. Zach had come up with one of his famous poems. Harry had waxed lyrical about his favourite football team and its dispassionate owners. It wasn’t the best night of Mason’s life, but it had been a good one, if not for substance, then for camaraderie.

He was responsible for them. Together, as a team, they all functioned correctly. They worked as one. Take them away from the centre of the action though, back home to a shopping mall or restaurant, and they found it hard to adapt. Soldiers leaned on each other in a way normal civilians could never understand. This was part of the reason they found it hard to handle normal life. 

Mason took a break from the bag, breathing heavily. A sour stench of sweat rushed over him and, after a moment, he wasn’t surprised to realise that it was him. He looked up. The ring looked inviting tonight – four roped borders inside which you could stand, or you would fall. It was as simple as that. 

No easy days.

Mason gave it up. He showered, changed clothes and left the gym, fearing the worst for the weather but finding that the pounding rain had let up, leaving a vast, deep silence in its wake that soaked the streets as thoroughly as any heavy shower.

He walked the drenched pavements, taking his time, and soon reached his apartment.

Unsettled, he took out his key and barely noticed that the door opened without him having to insert it.

When he realised, Mason’s body went on alert. The fears, the anxieties, the past was all forgotten. This was what it was like being on the front line. There was only what was in front of you and the next few seconds of your life. Nothing else.

Mason hefted the bag he’d brought home from the gym, wondered briefly if the stench of it might knock out an intruder, and then barged in.

The door slammed back against its hinges. Inside, the room was lit by a table lamp which threw shadows into the corners. Mason stared wildly from right to left.

Roxy Banks sat on his sofa, one hand draped across a cushion, the other holding a tumbler of amber liquid.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ she asked. ‘You gonna smother me with your smelly old clothes?’

Mason let out a sigh. ‘Believe me, the contents of this bag would floor you. What are you doing here? And how did you get in?’

‘Door was unlocked,’ Roxy said, stretching out. ‘You should be more careful. You don’t want any undesirables getting in here.’

‘A bit late for that.’ Mason eyed her. Maybe he’d been in so much of a hurry earlier that he’d forgotten to lock the door behind him. ‘Okay,’ he said equably. ‘Why are you here?’

‘Got fired.’

‘Me too. Patricia caught me at the gym a couple hours ago.’

‘She gave it to you face to face? All I got was a phone call.’

Mason tried not to smile. ‘I can understand that,’ he said. ‘Patricia hates hospitals.’

Roxy finished the last of her rum. Or rather, his rum. Mason slumped and then sighed and crossed over to the kitchen area. ‘Want a top-up?’ He had a bond with Roxy now. They’d shared close combat and saved each other’s lives. They’d lived and breathed violence together. 

‘Duh,’ she said.

Mason had never been a drinker. Even after Mosul, when living with the death of two close friends had become almost unbearable, he’d never once drunk to relieve the pain. Mason had turned introspective, uncommunicative. And, irrationally, that was what had eventually forced his wife, Hannah, to leave him. She could have handled the drinking, she said, coped with mood swings. But his damn lack of interest in everything … the lack of all will … she found too much to cope with.

Mason handed Roxy the rum bottle and cracked open an Evian. He joined Roxy in the living area, taking a chair opposite the raven-haired, six-foot-two American.

‘Those scars aren’t new,’ he said.

Roxy blinked, and opened her mouth to speak before thinking better of it.

Mason indicated her bare upper arms. ‘Those scars.’

‘Ah, no. Old scars. Old life.’

‘And here we are,’ Mason said. ‘Two washed-up old soldiers trying to find a new way forward. Getting nowhere.’

‘Old?’ Roxy arched an eyebrow.

‘That’s all you took from that statement?’

‘Yeah. I need a new life, man. I need to make new memories to strengthen the barriers I raised to block out the old ones.’

Mason nodded. He’d heard her say similar before. Roxy Banks was searching for the woman she could have been if a CIA-clone organisation hadn’t moulded her into a secret weapon. 

‘And did you find that strength working for Patricia?’

Roxy pursed her lips. ‘Truthfully? Maybe a little. Did you?’

Mason shook his head. ‘Not really. Maybe we weren’t meant for the private security business.’

Roxy held up her glass in salute and swallowed another mouthful of rum. Mason emptied his bottle and considered ordering a pizza. The rain had started up again – it was lashing the window with the fury of a wild animal – making a trip to the corner shop unappealing, and he wasn’t about to cook a meal for his unruly guest.

‘You staying?’ he asked, trying to get a feel for her state of mind.

She stared at him over the top of her glass, eyes glistening with amber reflections. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘You got a spare room?’

‘You can see quite well that I don’t. I’ll sleep on the couch.’

‘Don’t wanna mix business with pleasure, huh?’

He was certain she was trying to annoy him. ‘The way I feel, the way this day’s gone, a good sleep is all I need. The outlook might be brighter in the morning.’

Roxy nodded, just as his phone started to chirp. Fishing it out of his pocket, he checked the screen and frowned. ‘It’s Sally,’ he said. ‘Sally Rusk.’

‘Crap,’ Roxy said. ‘What the hell does she want?’




Chapter 3

The treasure vault room was spacious and dusty, with a high domed ceiling. In fact, the ceiling was the first place Daga looked before sending Ivana to complete her final task.

An old stone coffin stood at the centre of a group of several low, wide altars, on which rested an assortment of ancient trappings. Daga calculated the number of accoutrements and the size of the coffin and knew it would all have to be condensed.

Ash and Base squeezed past him, both men assessing what lay in front of them, a scenario they could never have predicted. They pursed their lips in wonder.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Ash whistled, and Daga guessed he’d been saving that one up for a long time. Base grinned.

‘Move,’ Daga said. ‘First take photographs of everything in situ. Then remove the coffin lid and place everything inside, carefully.’

The men jumped into action. Daga turned to see a priest standing in the doorway of the vault room, his face twisted into the now familiar expression of shock and horror. Daga watched as the man held out empty, beseeching hands as if appealing to the thieves’ nobler sides.

Daga held out his own hand, smiled and approached the man. Three feet away, as the priest opened his mouth to speak, Daga perforated his body with a single shot to the stomach. It would take the priest a while to die in quiet agony.

Daga shook his head and turned back, this time unhooking his backpack from his shoulders and throwing it across the floor towards Ash and Base. ‘Hurry.’

The clock was down to four minutes. Ash gathered up the paraphernalia from the various altars which, Daga noticed, consisted of metal helmets, shields and spears – an odd assortment to be sitting in this room, around this particular coffin.

Base emptied the backpacks and secured extendable metal poles to the concrete floor using a cordless drill, three to each side of the coffin. He also fixed large steel loops into the coffin itself, two at each end.

Ash finished placing the last item inside the coffin. Daga watched his face. The killer hadn’t reacted to anything that might lie inside the stone tomb, not even a twitch. 

He looked up. Held in place by a harness assembly looping over the higher beams, Ivana was creeping around the roof space placing shaped charges that she had fashioned herself. By her positioning, Daga knew she was almost finished.

Good. He hurried over to Base and helped him drag a heavy sheet out of one of the backpacks. After a moment, he looked up to see Ash watching them. ‘Get over here, idiot, and help us.’

Ash smirked and made a point of slow-walking as the clock ticked down. Daga saw it as Ash’s second and final strike and wondered at the man’s stupidity. This should be the score of his life. It took a moment for him to understand that Ash’s impudence was most likely directed at him. At Daga. Some kind of macho display. Well, Daga could handle that too.

The three of them stretched the heavy sheet out to its fullest extent. It was a military grade cover and could be attached to the tops of the poles that Base had drilled into the floor and then spread over the top of the coffin for protection. Aramid fibres, notably Kevlar and Nomex, had been interwoven vertically and horizontally to offer extreme tensile strength to the cover. An incredible material that Daga had no previous knowledge of, it was overlapped and hot-woven and was both weather-proof and bullet-proof. It had been Ivana’s suggestion and yet another reason why she was the foremost member of his team.

Three minutes ticked by as they hauled and tugged the material into place. Daga kept an eye on the door, but no more priests arrived. Purposely, he averted his gaze from the coffin.

With thirty seconds left on their time, Ivana jumped down to the floor and ran to his side. ‘Charges are set.’

Daga nodded. ‘Get out of the room.’

She spun and he followed. Together, they raced for the door. Ash and Base wasted no time in their pursuit. As Ivana reached the exit, she withdrew a small device from her waistband and flipped up the plastic cover to reveal a red button. Without being asked, she placed her thumb over it and pressed.

Daga thrust his hands over his ears a split second before the charges detonated. Even so, the deep, reverberating explosion slammed through his brain. The walls shook, the floor shuddered. A blast of wind tugged at his face. Daga saw a good portion of the roof and steeple disappear, flying up into the snowy, stormy skies. Most of the debris flew away from the church because of the specially shaped charges and that which didn’t landed on the heavy-duty tarpaulin that Daga, Ash and Base had erected, bouncing straight off.

Snow flurries swept down the mountainside and into the damaged church, their intensity diminished for now.

Daga removed his hands from his ears and stared straight up into the chaotic skies. The stench of explosives filled his nostrils, so thick he could taste it. The almost sheer mountain disappeared as it rose higher and higher, its topmost slopes obscured by the elements. But, as he watched, Daga saw something descending from the lofty heights.

The heavy-lift Eurocopter came with twin Turbomeca engines, each of which provided around 1800kw of power and a range of 1,200 nautical miles. Primarily used for lifting troops out of danger zones and medical evacuations, it was the perfect choice for this job – not over-heavy or cumbersome but with the power to lift a stone coffin and a four-person team from an inhospitable mountain.

Daga rose as the helicopter whipped up a tornado of snow and ice to mark its descent. The underside of the craft filled his vision as it neared the hole in the roof. The deafening noise of its engines, the chaotic weather and still falling debris made speech impossible and thinking difficult. It was just as well that they’d rehearsed the next step several times the day before.

Daga ran for the stone sarcophagus and waited for the first of four heavy-duty lifting straps to touch his outstretched hand. Looking up, he squinted as they unfurled towards him. His colleagues took the others, feeling the rough leather, and each person then fixed their strap’s eye over the metal loops Base had secured earlier.

Daga wiped snow and ice from his face. ‘Ready?’

Ivana yelled back an affirmative. Ash and Base just nodded. Daga swept a last critical eye across the room and then jumped on top of the coffin.

‘Hold on!’ The helicopter hovered as low as the pilot dared to descend. Daga grabbed tight hold of his strap, then used a short chain and steel-sprung snap lock to attach himself to it. There would be no communication from now on. The pilot had been told to give them exactly thirty seconds to secure and then lift off.

Daga watched Ivana climb up and fasten herself, battered by winds. A gust of hail slapped Ash full in the face, making him stumble. Daga watched with pleasure as the killer lost his footing and fell against the coffin. His nose broke, smearing the ancient relic with blood. Daga’s face betrayed no emotion.

Base was already in place, but looked like he was ready to unhook and scramble across to help his friend.

Daga wrapped a hand around his Glock. He hadn’t wanted to kill either man this soon, but his instructions were to put an instant and violent end to anything that might compromise this mission. Ivana was watching him. She’d seen the motion of his hand. He nodded in her direction, hopefully giving her a sense of support.

At that moment, Ash managed to jump back up to the stone coffin and grab hold of his strap, just as the chopper began its ascent.

Ash held on, feet swinging. Base watched his friend helplessly. A chaos of snow and ice assaulted them as if it were the hand of God. Daga’s face stung under a flail of ice particles. He watched Ash’s legs swing manically.

The stone coffin was raised into the belly of the helicopter much faster than the craft itself rose. The engines screamed and the storm roared, bitter, angry elements flogging them. Daga smiled into the face of it, rising to his feet and defying it. His grip on the straps didn’t loosen.

Beneath them, the destroyed church fell away, the hole in its roof a jagged wound of which the Vatican would soon be terrifyingly aware.

Daga exhaled as the coffin rose out of the storm and slid into the calmer rear storage space of the big helicopter. The abrupt quiet was deafening, and then the realisation that they’d succeeded in their mission hit home. Ash and Base cheered.

Daga exchanged a glance with Ivana before jumping off the top of the coffin. His boots landed squarely on the steel-grated floor with a clang. The coffin continued upwards for several feet and then the huge access doors below started to swing closed.

Daga drew his Glock and shot both Ash and Base in the knees. Jubilant, facing each other, they never saw it coming.

Daga watched them fall to the floor, then walked over to them, watching closely in case they reached for any weapons. 

Base rolled towards him, mouth frothing with blood from where he’d bitten either his lip or his tongue. ‘Why? Why? We did as you asked.’

‘Unprofessional,’ Daga said. ‘That, and I enjoy the kill. I’d say it isn’t personal, but I’d be lying.’

Stooping low, he rolled first Ash and then Base out of the still rising chopper, sending their still living bodies plummeting to the freezing slopes below. Seconds later, the cargo doors swung shut with a loud metallic clang.

When he was done, he rose and turned to Ivana. ‘I cannot stand rebelliousness. It compromises everything.’

She nodded in agreement and then pointed at the coffin. ‘Nobody said we weren’t allowed to look inside.’

Daga considered it. She was right. The new leader of the Amori had tasked them to steal the coffin and all its accoutrements at any cost. Nothing else. A thought which then stirred something arcane in the back of his mind.

‘We left people alive down there,’ he said quickly.

Ivana frowned. ‘Life or death wasn’t a detail of the job.’

‘The job is over,’ Daga said and smiled for the first time. Over the years, as one job blended with the next, his focus had switched increasingly towards death. One creative kill after another. In no way did he consider himself a murderer or a serial killer, but Daga did enjoy leaving bodies strewn in his wake. Stealing lives felt almost as good as stealing possessions. 

‘The job is over?’ Ivana repeated, blinking. ‘I know. The cargo is right in front of us, heading towards our employers.’

Daga moved fast, crossing over to the right side of the chopper where several parachutes hung. Fixing one across his shoulders he threw another to Ivana and pressed an intercom to speak to the pilot.

‘Keep her steady for a moment,’ he said. ‘We are leaving.’

The pilot’s voice came back immediately, clearly agitated. ‘You’re what?’

Daga slid open the side door, letting the rush and roar of the elements back inside. ‘Are you coming?’

Ivana stepped up and hefted a chute across her shoulders. ‘I’ve never resisted a call to carnage.’

Daga smiled. He’d expected as much. In his experience, like minds that shared murderous ideals tended to recognise each other.

‘You can’t leave now,’ the pilot spluttered. ‘The Amori won’t like it.’

‘The job is complete,’ Daga said. ‘You have the cargo and delivery coordinates. Cassadaga will now do as he pleases.’

The legend is back, he thought as both he and Ivana jumped out of the helicopter.




Chapter 4

Mason answered the call with the first words that came to mind. ‘Are you okay?’

Sally Rusk got straight to the point. ‘I’d like you to be at my father’s funeral.’

Mason drew a breath. ‘Okay.’ It didn’t sound like a request and Sally was being forced to handle matters no person should ever have to deal with. ‘When is it?’

‘Tomorrow.’ She reeled off an address.

‘How are you holding up? Is there anything else we can do?’

‘We?’

‘Ahh, Roxy is here too.’ Mason felt unaccountably defensive. 

‘Is she?’ Sally’s voice took on a significant tone. ‘I wondered when you two would get together. Didn’t imagine it’d be this quick.’

‘No, no, it’s nothing like that.’ Mason cringed a little. ‘She broke into my apartment.’

Roxy rose and spread her arms in anger, but restrained herself out of respect for Sally’s grief. Mason made an innocent face at her. ‘It’s true.’

‘It wasn’t locked.’

‘Does that really matter? I mean—’

‘Listen,’ Sally interrupted. ‘When you two have stopped bickering like an old married couple, I could do with an answer.’

‘Of course,’ Mason said. ‘We’ll be there.’

‘Good. I’m hoping to get the gang back together. I’m calling Quaid now.’

Mason ended the call after she gave him the details, and bit his lip. ‘Crap,’ he said. ‘I may need a new suit.’

Luke Hassell stared through a big window at a glistening Italian lake, a cloudless blue sky and an extensive landscaped garden complete with swimming pool and helipad, bemused by how startlingly surreal life could get.

After they’d finished at the Amori’s HQ in Rome, saving the Book of Secrets but watching Marduk escape, and after killing Gido – the man who’d murdered Hassell’s girlfriend and then deceived him into believing it had been a rival gang – Hassell had realised, without regret, that he had nowhere left to go.

He couldn’t return to his native New York – Gido’s men would find and kill him in a matter of days. He had few resources, having originally been flown to Europe on Gido’s coin to help steal the Book of Secrets. Hassell was an infiltration specialist – a man whose services tended to be sought after by the more unsavoury element of society.

Now, Hassell stood on the other side of that fence.

It had all changed so quickly. When he’d realised that Gido had tricked him into working for him – the very man who’d engineered Chloe’s murder – Hassell had taken revenge and was now living in a kind of limbo.

But a dreamlike kind of limbo.

Hassell found his reflections interrupted as Quaid approached from the right.

‘Not a bad view,’ the older, ex-British Army officer said.

‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’

‘Never got up to the Lakes then? Or Long Island?’

‘Nah. Us New Yorkers tend to believe we’re the centre of the universe.’

‘Now there’s a scary thought. Almost as scary as our host …’ Quaid glanced around as if expecting a figure to pop up from nowhere.

‘I thought you and Anya were close.’

‘Well, we were. Years ago. She wanted to get married. That’s why I … left … so fast.’

Hassell locked eyes with him. ‘I wish I’d had that choice.’

Quaid cast his eyes down. ‘Hey, I was as surprised as anyone when Anya agreed to help us out in Italy by flying us to Paris. And even more shocked when she offered us a place to recuperate for a while.’

Hassell nodded. Like him, Quaid had also been displaced by the rigours of the mission. Living in Jerusalem, he’d been forced to flee his home when the Amori attacked. Anya had contacted him when the mission ended and offered both him and Hassell a temporary place to stay.

‘She’s good-hearted,’ Hassell said. ‘A real catch.’

‘She’s crazy,’ Quaid whispered. ‘A millionairess with a screw loose is no joke, my friend. I’m not sure we should be staying here.’

‘You think she’s dangerous?’ Hassell frowned.

‘Are you kidding? She’s public enemy number one.’

Hassell knew that Quaid was milking it, painting Anya with darker strokes than he should, and maybe it was all the recent violence and upheaval playing with his head, but the New Yorker felt a shiver run the length of his spine. Finding out that Gido had played him for years had upset his natural confident mojo.

‘Listen, I like her. She’s putting herself out to help us.’ Hassell clammed up as Quaid’s phone rang, several more comments freezing on his lips. 

‘It’s Sally,’ Quaid said and answered. ‘Morning. How’s the weather back home?’

Hassell listened as Sally asked them both to attend her father’s funeral. After Quaid accepted and ended the call, Hassell turned back to the window and gazed across the distant lake.

‘That’s gonna be uncomfortable. I never even met her dad.’

‘I hate funerals,’ Quaid said. ‘Attended too many in my army days. But when we’re called upon, we support. Right?’

‘Not only uncomfortable,’ Hassell went on, ‘but kind of inappropriate. I created the plan that indirectly got him killed. The Vatican robbery.’

Quaid stared at him. ‘Shit, you’re right. Maybe she wants to bury you alongside him.’

Hassell shook his head. ‘Try being serious. Don’t you think it’s kinda weird?’

‘Not at all. Sally knows what happened. You worked alongside her to save the book and the Church. She knows the kind of man you are, or the man you’re trying to be.’

‘I killed Gido.’ Hassell looked down at his hands. ‘My plan helped get the professor killed. In my stupidity I never saw through Gido’s collusions, and I ended up working for years for the man who murdered my girlfriend, taking revenge on the wrong people. What kind of man am I?’

Anya loomed on the other side of the window, giving Hassell a start as she appeared to come out of thin air. In reality, she’d climbed a flight of stairs leading up from a basement to the patio. She gave them a wave. Hassell nodded back, still not entirely sure how to interact with a forty-something millionairess who wore denim shorts and expensive jewellery, and often carried a military blade holstered at her side.

Quaid slid open the glass doors and told her the news.

‘I’ll get my assistant to arrange your flight,’ she said, pulling out a phone. ‘When is the funeral?’

Hassell listened to them talk, but found that his mind was engaged elsewhere. For him, life had changed drastically now and offered only a tangled web of dead ends and confusion. Where could he go from here?

After Quaid had stopped talking and Anya made the call to her assistant, she pulled Hassell aside and led him into the kitchen. Hassell saw a wide expanse of gleaming surfaces and appliances and took a seat at the breakfast bar, where a fresh bowl of fruit confronted him.

‘Take your time,’ Anya said, leaning on the bar and gazing down at him. ‘Nobody said you had to sort this shit out quickly.’

Hassell nodded, knowing she was right. But where did that leave him? Of course, nobody knew what came next. What would happen in an hour, a day, or a month. But most
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