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Chapter 1

Moloch fixed the horned mask firmly to his head and walked out onto the stage.

There was a collective, almost inaudible gasp. Before him stood a sea of guests, all wearing black robes, all with masks of varying shapes and colours fixed over their faces. Moloch saw white Venetian masks and African masks, many popular bird masks with the drooping snout, several ghost masks and even a rhinestone mask. He held up his hands for the utmost silence.

Before him stood an altar made of black stone. It was very old and adorned with twisted carvings. Moloch looked down at it. The face of the Devil looked back at him, twisted in hatred, eyes wide. 

‘Confess your sins,’ Moloch said.

And one by one, the guests started to speak up. They spoke one at a time, but quickly, getting it out of the way. They confessed all the times they’d visited church, the Masses they’d heard, the moral and respectable deeds they’d done and the evil deeds they’d failed to do. They confessed to not striking a priest down when they had the chance, to cowardice in the face of good, and inaction towards their Lord. 

‘The long confession to our Lord has begun,’ Moloch said.

It went on. The repentant spoke long and low and with regret in their voices, pouring their hearts out. From kissing babies to helping a friend out to failing to gamble, Moloch heard it all. He let the words wash over him in a wave of decadent affirmation, not letting any of it colour his actions. 

A wooden Christian cross was brought out and laid on the floor in front of the altar. The guests proceeded to spit on it and then to trample it. They did this one at a time, lining up as Moloch watched. He committed the ultimate sin by lifting his cloak, unzipping his pants, and urinating on the symbol. 

The sound of laughter and clapping filled the chamber. 

They broke all the rules as Moloch started the Mass, reading his sermon. Black candles were laid out on the altar. The guests shed all their clothing and stood there naked, some on their knees, others on their tiptoes. Some slipped their cloaks back on but remained naked beneath. They all had knives, which they took out now to lightly cut themselves. Blood spilled on the floor. Instead of water, they drank whisky and doused the cross with it. A few of the guests ended up kissing and committed carnal acts. All this as Moloch ran through his short sermon. 

At last, though, he was finished.

Next, Moloch held up something black and round, the size of a host. It was dried blood and on it was painted the image of the Devil. 

‘This is my body,’ he said.

He handed it out, spread pieces among the small crowd. Each ate a small piece and then passed it around their brethren, sharing spit and flesh. Moloch waited until they had finished. 

The atmosphere was heavy in the ritual chamber, and laced with tension. Moloch thought it was getting thicker and thicker, intensifying with every ritual that passed. Something had noticed them, he knew. Something was watching them, taking note. Was it pleased? Were they worthy? Was it satisfied with their supplications?

Moloch brought forward a black chalice. Inside was a vile-smelling liquid, something mixed with blood and urine. He gave the guests communion, one by one, and watched as they shook with pleasure. The atmosphere was crackling by now, the whole chamber on the edge of something. 

In his way, this was what made Moloch decide to search for the Hellfire.

It was always like this. The Black Mass they performed was always the same, and it always ended the same. Years ago, it had been incredible. They couldn’t wait for their regular meetings. But as the months had passed, as the rituals became constant, identical, one after another after another, Moloch had grown restless. He needed something more. Something that would take their cabal to the next level.

He let the delicious image of the Book of Baphomet eddy through his thoughts, savouring it. He had time. He didn’t have a lot of time, but he did have time. The great book had always been important, always been at the forefront of everything he did, but recently he had decided to use it for even greater purposes. To plumb one of its greatest secrets.

It would have vast consequences for the cabal. Incredible consequences.

Moloch shivered with excitement, anxiety, and anticipation. He was a tall man, thin-faced and clean-shaven. He usually wore his hair short and was always dressed in expertly tailored suits. He was relatively wealthy, owning an extensive property on an estate in the countryside that had come in very handy for the cabal’s monthly rituals. Moloch spoke well and came from a highly educated family, money having dripped down favourably from his ancestors. He enjoyed being the head of a secret cabal.

The cabal was powerful. It consisted of high-flying influential men and women from the upper echelons of life: bankers, solicitors, celebrities, doctors, lords and their ladies, and so very many more. When they met, they were a prevailing entity, a weighty and formidable unit that could achieve almost anything.

And that was why Moloch wanted to take it to the next level.

He wanted the Hellfire.

The time had come.

He turned now, beckoned to Smithson. The man disappeared, then returned carrying an inert figure. The figure was clearly a naked man. Smithson laid him out on the altar, spread-eagled, and then backed away.

Moloch stood over the body.

‘Ave Satanus,’ he said.

The chant was repeated back to him and then picked up again and again. It rose and swelled and rolled through the chamber and against the ceiling. It became a tidal wave filled with every sin imaginable, a gluttonous, carnal chant that filled every ear and mouth. The masks waved before Moloch as the terrible excitement rose and as he brandished the gleaming knife.

He held it high above his head, point down, held it above the chest of the motionless man. The blade flashed with reflected light.

Moloch looked out over the crowd. His face stretched in a rictus of pleasure, his eyes flashed with violence. This was the best part.

The drugs were wearing off. The man on the altar was stirring. His right hand flexed, his left arm shifted. He swallowed, still barely able to move. 

Moloch wanted him to see. To really see.

The moment stretched. The knife wavered. He wanted to bring it plunging down, to feel the power. The man’s eyes were flickering.

Almost … almost … 

And then they opened.

Bright blue, they shot wide open and fixed firmly on the point of the blade. Moloch waited until recognition set in, until fear started to coil. Then, with all his strength, he brought the blade plunging down.

It struck flesh and slipped right through, passing straight into the man’s heart. There was a gasp. The eyes flew wider still, now filled with terror, and then they went out. Moloch was staring right into them when they expired. He drank it in. This was his reward for being the leader. These moments of expiration were his and his alone.

There was a cheer, the sound of clapping and whooping. It was a blasphemous act, and they revelled in it. The moment of the man’s passing was marked with happiness and laughter, with joy. After that, they started a prayer, their Lord’s prayer.

It began:

‘Lucifer, grant me the knowledge to understand your ways,

Power in your name to fight against the light,

Praise be to Lucifer.

Their God is but a trophy,

Not the rapture in the darkness that is you.’

And so it continued, verse after verse. The supine man was dead. Moloch left the blade sticking out of him, occasionally dabbing his fingers in the leaked blood. He revelled in the raised voices, in the chant and the prayer. It had been a good night.

The cabal was stronger than ever.

Now, with the onset of Hellfire, it would expand exponentially and take on the world.




Chapter 2

Sally Rusk sat in the back seat of the car, the blue tips of her hair hanging over her laptop as she bent over her work. She was finishing writing an invoice for the team’s latest job and was just about to send it.

‘That’s done.’ She pressed the button and then closed her laptop, satisfied.

‘Easy enough,’ Hassell said.

They had just transported an ancient relic from Edinburgh to London, deposited it with the Natural History Museum, and were now trying to negotiate Cromwell Road and the other tributaries of South Kensington. Quaid was driving, and he wasn’t happy.

‘But you’re never happy,’ Mason was telling him.

‘You should be,’ Sally told them. ‘We just completed our first job for the Natural History Museum. That’s a major client.’

‘Maybe they’ll give us free tickets to look round,’ Roxy said, having eyed the majestic building as they passed. 

‘You’d just get lost in there,’ Mason told her.

‘Maybe that’s the idea. It’d keep me away from you.’

Sally tuned the banter out. Since they’d started the new company, Quest Investigations, their client list had been steadily growing until they now boasted some major movers and shakers in their list.

Sally sat back, satisfied. She was happier now than at any time since her father died. When that happened, during her search for the Vatican secret, she’d met Mason and Roxy for the first time, got to know and trust them. She’d had to grieve her father’s murder on the run, amid the action. When the dust had settled, she’d realised that she now had all his wealth to contend with, along with his old, rambling country house and everything inside it. Sally had fought her father for years, rebelling against privilege and golden handshakes, and now she had inherited it all. 

But it was what she did with it that mattered.

Sally was twenty-eight, a brunette, with those characteristic blue tips that showed her rebellious nature. She’d softened them since her father died, but couldn’t quite bring herself to lose them even now. She was a champion fell runner and was learning unarmed combat from Roxy and Mason to better help defend her team. She was getting good at it too; the lessons were paying off, though she hadn’t had much real-world action yet. The last five or six months, working with Mason had helped her deal with a new life, a new situation. It had helped all of them.

They were all at least half broken, she reflected.

Roxy Banks was a hard-hitting, rum-soaked loose cannon, still trying to find the woman she might have been if a CIA-type organisation hadn’t whisked her out of college and turned her into a kind of assassin. She’d quit that organisation when she realised what it was doing to her and had embarked on a quest to find the softness of youth. Only then would she be able to face her family again.

Then there was Mason himself, the de facto leader of their little group. Mason blamed himself for the deaths of two friends whilst on a mission in Mosul. Mason was ex-army and had fought long and hard for his country. After Mosul, though, nothing had been the same. Mason now just wanted to do good to atone for what he saw as his past mistakes. He was coming to terms with the losses, but there was still some way to go.

Sally patted Quaid on the arm. ‘How’s your left foot?’

‘Eh? It’s fine, why?’

‘It wouldn’t be in this stop-start traffic if this car wasn’t automatic.’

‘Ah, yes, bollocks to that. I’d be happy with the pain just to drive a proper car.’

Quaid was stuck in the past with his love of older things. The modern world and all its accoutrements were passing him swiftly by, and it didn’t bother him one bit. If it could be done old-school, Quaid was your man.

Still, Sally knew that, deep down, he was trying.

The car inched its way out of South Kensington and then London and wended its way down some twisting, tree-lined country roads. For a few months now, the team had lived together at Sally’s house simply because it was the easiest way to do things. They didn’t seem to get on top of each other and were always on hand when a job came in. Sally knew it wouldn’t stay like that for ever, but it was good whilst it lasted.

Soon, they were pulling into Sally’s driveway and crunching along the gravel to park outside the front door. Her father’s house was long and rambling, with rows of windows and a thatched roof. Inside, there were many rooms, several he’d never even used, and he had three studies. Sally had barely scratched the surface of his old belongings and wondered if she should even bother. She had her own life to live.

Her father had been a professor with great connections, most of them fostered by his wealth. He’d looked into the provenance of ancient relics and had left copious notes of his adventures through the years, some of which helped Sally and the team even now with their own tasks. She had copied all the notes onto a computer and carried them with her always. She called them the Rusk Notes.

Quaid turned the car off, the sudden silence loud after the long drive. Sally felt worn, as if the journey had leached all the energy out of her. She packed up her laptop, grabbed her rucksack from the boot and went to the house, unlocking the front door. The others followed in their own time. Soon, the lights were on, the heating on high, and a pleasant fire crackled in the living room. Quaid ordered takeaway, and they were soon sitting in the living room, pizza boxes balanced on their laps, drinks to hand. This was how they decompressed. 

‘Good job, well done,’ Quaid said. ‘Although I don’t think that curator liked us.’

‘I think he thought it was overkill,’ Sally said with a shrug. ‘All of us at once. Maybe it was.’

‘We could take on more jobs if we split up,’ Mason said around a mouthful of pizza, which he washed down with a swig of beer.

‘That works when the jobs are  …  light,’ Sally said. ‘But what happens when they get hairy, like our most recent adventures in Japan and China, like when Marduk attacked the Vatican, like—’

Mason held up a slice of pizza. ‘Okay, I get your point.’

‘Stick together,’ Roxy said. ‘I like it better that way.’

Sally looked at the raven-haired, black-eyed American. ‘You’ve changed,’ she said.

Roxy sat back and nodded. ‘I’m trying. You know I am. The more barriers I build between this life and the last, the better.’

‘And what’s up for us next?’ Hassell asked.

Sally took a sip of her red wine before answering. ‘A choice between a trip to the Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales in Madrid or the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.’

‘That’s not a choice,’ Roxy said. ‘One’s a holiday. The other’s right next to where we’ve just been.’

‘Big client, though,’ Sally mused.

The evening stretched before them. The fire crackled in the hearth, the coals splitting and snapping. A warm glow infused the room, spreading among them as the conversation turned. Eight turned into nine and then half past. They talked about their last mission in Japan and China, the different cultures they’d come across and the characters they’d met. Quaid tried to steer the conversation away from Luciane and Anya, two female acquaintances who’d helped them, the latter of which kept popping up in Quaid’s life and then leaving with nothing getting resolved. Sally thought the two loved each other, but only from afar. It was an odd relationship.

Around a quarter to ten, with the wind increasing in velocity outside and starting to snap about the eaves and batter the windows, with a rain shower spattering against the glass, and the flames in the hearth roaring, Sally heard a familiar noise.

Her phone was ringing.

She put her wineglass down on the table with a clink and fished the device out of her pocket. 

‘Hello? Who is this?’

The others looked over expectantly, hushing with respect, the fire reflected in their eyes.

‘Sally Rusk?’ a deep man’s voice asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, hello, it’s Jonathan Jacobs here. I am  …  was  …  one of your father’s friends. And, of course, yours.’

Sally frowned. She remembered Jonathan Jacobs. He was her godfather, and a good man. Most of her father’s friends were brash and privileged people who thought they were aristocrats, but Jacobs had been one of the better, easier-going ones.

‘Hello, Jonathan. What can I do for you at this time of night?’

‘Please,’ he said. ‘You have to help me. If you don’t  …  they’ll kill me.’




Chapter 3

Sally gripped the phone tighter, then pressed the button for the speakerphone and placed the device on the table. 

‘Wh … what?’

‘It’s just … a mess. It’s become the most terrible mess of my life. I don’t know why I even started doing it. It was … a whim, a fancy. A way of whiling away the long, cold nights after Margo died. By the time I realised he was taking the whole thing too seriously I was already compromised. He films the whole thing, you see. And the years, they pass in the blink of an eye and, before you know it, you’re in so deep you can’t get out.’

Sally was having trouble following him. ‘Slow down, Jonathan. What are you talking about?’

Jacobs took a deep breath and went silent for a while. ‘Sorry,’ he said finally. 

‘What’s the problem?’ Roxy asked him. ‘Who’s trying to kill you?’

‘Well, no one yet, but they will. Just as soon as they find out that I’ve betrayed them.’

Sally spread her hands wide. None of this was making any sense, and she saw similar blank looks on the faces of her friends.

‘Maybe start from the beginning,’ she said.

‘Yes, that sounds better. From the beginning then. You see, I have a friend called Moloch. Well, he calls himself that, but his real name is Nathaniel. This man, he’s charismatic, fascinating. He draws you in. He drew me in. He had a vision, you see, a vision to form a cult. Or a cabal, as he calls it. At first, as I said, it was a way to while away the evenings. We talked behind closed doors, decide who we were going to invite into the fold. Only the most powerful, those who could keep our big secret. But there was nothing bad at first, nothing against the law. It was just a bunch of men and women wearing cloaks.’

Sally blinked. ‘Cloaks?’

‘This is where it gets delicate, where you must suspend your disbelief. Am I on speakerphone, by the way? Is anyone else listening?’

‘Just my team.’

‘I see. Do you trust them?’

‘With my life.’

‘Then I will have to do the same. Literally. So, years ago, Moloch and I kind of … became Satanists.’

Sally swallowed hard. Roxy looked exasperated. ‘You kind of became Satanists? How the hell does that happen? It’s not like I kind of bought a dodgy magazine, is it?’

‘We actually just fell into it. We were reading one night, came across an article, and followed it up. We dabbled. We laughed at it, were appalled by it. And then everything changed.’

‘Moloch?’ Mason asked knowingly.

‘Yes, Moloch. He actually became a Satanist. He started taking it seriously, researched it thoroughly, started acquiring all the right paraphernalia and conversing with other groups. Moloch used them to build up his own cabal, used me to help bring the right people in, promoted me through the ranks. Even then, at first, it was disgusting but largely innocent.’

‘Disgusting?’ Roxy said.

‘There are certain rituals when it comes to devil-worshipping that you can’t get away from. Things that include bloodletting and urine and hindquarters. I’ll spare you the details.’

‘So a throwaway hobby suddenly got very serious,’ Mason said.

‘Yes, exactly. And I was neck-deep in it, unable to get out. But it got worse. I won’t go into the awful scenarios. The problem is, Moloch really believes it now. He truly believes, in his madness, that he can summon the Devil.’

‘You say you got into this when your wife, Margo, died?’ Sally asked.

‘Yes. As I said, at first, it was a way to while away the time. But then, I couldn’t get out. Now, well … I’m terminal … I’m dying. I’ve found out I haven’t long to live.’ He paused for a while, collecting himself. ‘And I just can’t live with the shame. I have nothing to lose anymore, and can’t bear to stay silent anymore. Especially in light of the Hellfire.’

‘Hellfire?’ Sally repeated.

‘Moloch knows the Hellfire is out there. It contains something he needs, something vital. When he gets it he will use it to perform a terrible, deadly mass ritual. Multiple victims. We can’t let him get that Hellfire.’

‘Why not go to the police?’ Quaid asked.

‘They are compromised too. I know some of Moloch’s guests belong in the high echelons of Scotland Yard.’

‘But why come to me?’ Sally asked, shaking her head. ‘This isn’t what we do.’

‘Because of your father,’ Jacobs said, and his words electrified her.

Sally sat straight up. ‘My father? What of him?’

‘Your father was helping me get out by putting all of his considerable knowledge towards investigating the cabal. It is low-key at the moment, but still powerful. It consists of commissioners, politicians, solicitors, newspaper owners, money men, influential people from all walks of life, who help cover it up and keep it safe.’

‘Wait. My father was helping you?’

‘Yes, I brought the problem to him some time ago. He was helping me wend a path through the immense danger. Basically, he was investigating the cabal and its members and trying to link them to their crimes.’

‘Is devil-worshipping a crime?’ Hassell asked.

‘A good question. One of the oldest notions of connections to crime is demonology. Satanism is a complex belief system, as complex as any spiritual belief. I mean, the occult is the influence of supernatural powers. A ritual is a series of acts. It is not exactly a crime in itself. But when it comes with a belief in Satanism law enforcement is forced to look at it. If individual crimes have been committed. That’s where the objective lies and where any investigation should focus.’

‘They worship an occult figure they call Satan,’ Roxy said evenly. ‘How can that be a crime?’

‘It isn’t,’ Jacobs said. ‘But it’s the things they get up to in said rituals that might constitute a crime.’

‘Like what?’ Sally asked.

‘I’ll get back to that. First, your father was helping me. He made an extensive study and copious notes. We pored over them, trying to find a way to take the cabal down. But they are so well protected, they exist under a shield of authority and law and influence that you wouldn’t believe.’

‘I haven’t found any of these notes,’ Sally said quickly, then thought that she hadn’t been looking all that hard. And it had been a busy six months.

‘He made them. I can tell you where they are. I’m still stuck here, you see, and things have gone from bad to far, far worse.’

‘In what way?’ Quaid asked.

‘With Moloch,’ Jacobs said. ‘He has a new undertaking, the Hellfire and this artefact it contains, and it’s something that could affect the world.’

‘A new undertaking?’ Roxy asked.

‘Moloch has the original Book of Baphomet in his possession. He acquired it from a languishing group of Satanists at some cost. There are two more copies, by the way, one of which your father has.’

Sally shook her head, finding it hard to come to terms with this new view of her father. The only way she could process it was that he was trying to help a friend. And at least, this time, it was a good friend, someone worthy of his efforts.

Jacobs continued, ‘Moloch has decided that all the wealth, power and influence that surround him aren’t enough. He wants more. In his own words, he wants to take the cabal into the stratosphere. Expand exponentially.’

‘How is that even possible?’ Mason asked.

‘He’s found a way to do it,’ Jacobs said. ‘And it’s straight out of the Book of Baphomet. Some say is the Satanist’s manual. It’s not a grimoire or a dictionary of demons or a reference book, it’s more like a guidebook. Something put together by Satanists down the years, something to hold their knowledge.’

‘Who is Baphomet?’ Mason asked.

‘Baphomet is a deity associated with the Knights Templar,’ Jacobs said. ‘They worshipped it and, later, it became incorporated into various occult traditions. Baphomet is associated with the sabbatic goat and has been called both a deity and a demon. The image of Baphomet is the classic image of the horned devil with the goat’s face and black angel wings.’

‘Nice,’ Roxy said tightly.

‘But we digress,’ Jacobs said. ‘Within its many pages, the Book of Baphomet contains a reference to this thing called Hellfire. This Hellfire will give Moloch the means to influence governments.’

‘He’s already doing that, isn’t he?’ Sally said.

‘Not to this extent. We’re talking policy-making, behind the scenes, all-powerful influence the like of which nobody should have full control of, never mind an avaricious Satanist.’

‘So what is this Hellfire?’ Mason asked.

‘Hellfire is a collection of gold and precious metals and gemstones and rare earth elements the like of which has never been known,’ Jacobs said. ‘A raw, vast treasure that has been accumulated over centuries by various Satanic groups and then hidden away. The Book of Baphomet holds clues on how to find it.’

‘So Moloch wants more wealth?’ Quaid asked.

‘In a nutshell,’ Jacobs said. ‘And he’s determined to get it.’

‘What’s this artefact he needs to commit the terrible atrocity?’ Mason asked.

‘That I don’t know.’

‘My father has a copy of the Book of Baphomet?’ Sally asked.

‘Yes, one of the only three known copies.’

‘You still haven’t told us why your life is in danger,’ Mason pointed out.

‘It’s simple. I want out. I’ve wanted out for years. I can’t go on being witness to all the sacrifices. And if I try to leave openly, Moloch will have me killed.’

‘So my father was looking for leverage?’ Sally said. ‘And you’ve turned to us to carry on the cause?’

‘I have nowhere else left to turn. Your father made good progress. Yes, I’m hoping you will carry on where he left off but, with Moloch’s new obsession with Hellfire, it’s now much more urgent. We can’t allow him to obtain it and turn a modest cabal into a leading power. They are ruthless, they are killers, they are immoral.’

‘And you can’t go to the cops because some of them are cops,’ Roxy said.

‘I thought I’d already covered that, but yes. They hold many aces.’

‘Has Moloch started searching for this Hellfire?’ Mason asked.

‘He’s actively recruiting a team now, as we speak.’

‘What kind of team?’ Hassell asked, no doubt remembering the team he’d been a part of that had robbed the Vatican. Hassell had been unknowingly working for the man who ordered the murder of his girlfriend. Since then, Hassell had resolved that issue by killing the man, but his demons were anything but exorcised.

‘Capable, fit, intelligent. Probably ex-military. He wants someone who can follow clues and jump straight onto the next ones. He wants someone like you, I guess.’

‘I’ll check our emails,’ Roxy said drily.

‘This is no joke.’ Jacobs misunderstood her sarcasm. ‘If Moloch gets that Hellfire, there’ll be no stopping him and no way out for me short of death.’

Sally was already raking the ceiling with her eyes, as if trying to peer through the plaster to where the Book of Baphomet might be hidden.

‘We’re on it,’ she said tightly, thinking of her father’s hidden quest, Jacobs’ situation, Moloch’s hunt for power. Jacobs was right, it couldn’t be allowed to happen. And if her father had cared enough about Jacobs to put himself in danger, then she had to see this through. She wouldn’t let the man be murdered. 

Jacobs was sighing with relief. Sally ended the call and then rose to her feet.

‘Looks like the day isn’t over after all,’ she said. ‘In fact, it looks like it’s just beginning.’




Chapter 4

Moloch sat in the restaurant of a hotel near London, alone. He owned the hotel and had closed the restaurant doors and sent the staff home at ten so that he could have it to himself. Moloch had perched himself on a bar stool and was currently eyeing up the pale and amber liquids that stood on the other side of the bar, wondering which one to try next. He was on spiced rum, but there were so many good ones to choose from. 

He let his foot kick back and forth, at peace. The seven men and women he’d chosen to search for the Hellfire would be here soon, and he would have to explain exactly what they needed to know. No more. No less. And he would have to be very careful about what he said.

The restaurant clock struck 22.15. He knew his new recruits wouldn’t be late. And sure enough, there soon came a knock at the closed restaurant door. He saw shadows standing outside. He slipped off the bar stool, walked over to the door, and unlocked it.

‘Come inside,’ he said.

He turned away so that they could follow him to a large table. He took a seat, offered them a drink, and fixed one for everyone. Then he went and sat at the head of the table, studying the faces before him.

‘You are here because you have already been well paid,’ he said. ‘Now, I will give you a reason to stay and work for me. Of course, you’re all bloody mercenaries.’ He laughed. ‘And that reason is more money. I’m offering a quarter of a million each for what should be no more than two weeks’ work.’

He had them. He saw their eyes shining.

‘Let me continue,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for something. That something holds great value to me and my … friends. I can’t go get it myself, so I need to employ a team to do it for me. That’s where you come in. There’s a book … but wait. I believe you are in charge?’

A well-built man with short-cropped dark hair, striking blue eyes, a hook nose and an easy, confident manner held up a hand. ‘I am, Boss,’ he said. Interestingly, Moloch noticed, the man wore a golden crucifix around his neck. It unsettled him and made him not want to look the man in the eyes, but he couldn’t let his personal convictions impede something as incredible as the quest he was about to offer.

‘And you are?’

‘Ed Bullion, Boss.’

‘Right, Mr Bullion, I will address all questions to you and maybe you could pass any team issues to me personally.’

‘Just call me Ed, Boss.’

‘I prefer to keep this on a formal level, at least from my side. Now, let me tell you a story. There is a book called the Book of Baphomet. Inside are many interesting ideals and values that, to you, are not important. What is important is the treasure called Hellfire, and a man named the Duke of Adlington.’

Bullion nodded for his team. ‘Go on, Boss.’

The ‘Boss’ thing was going to get on Moloch’s nerves after a time, but he let it go for now. Moloch was desperate that nothing go wrong with this mission and therefore had decided it couldn’t hurt to give them the full background. ‘The Duke of Adlington was a very wealthy landowner back in medieval times. He owned a vast estate and guarded his riches jealously. He was a hard man, hard on the servants, his vassals, his own men, even his family. It was said the Duke lived his life in winter, never once setting foot in the spring. He was a fighter, a warrior, a man who took everything he wanted. The king at the time, seeing a powerful ally, always came down on his side, feathering his own nest at the same time. Adlington was a man first into battle, last to leave the field, and he wielded his sword with gusto. He was a blood-spiller, and a hoarder of treasure. Everything from jewels and gemstones to gold and more. They said his castle was filled with it, and that only made him long for more. The man’s eyes were ablaze either with anger or with bright reflections of his vast treasure.’

‘Sounds like my kind of man,’ Bullion said, grinning.

Moloch took a moment to look over the assembled team. There were two women and five men, and to him, they all looked pretty much alike. Short hair, hard faces, hard eyes, musclebound. They lounged with ease and looked like they had plenty of energy and could handle themselves. 

He went on, ‘But age comes to us all and it came to the Duke of Adlington with a vengeance. At age fifty, he started feeling the consequences of all those battles, all those old wounds and broken bones. At sixty, he almost drank himself to death. He lost interest in everything except his treasure, and those around him started drifting away to find better lodgings. It was at the age of sixty-five that he lost it all.’

‘How?’ Bullion asked.

‘That would be where a band of ancient Satanists come in. Hunted by the church, persecuted, they were on the run most of their adult lives, living rough, living hard.’

‘Satanists?’ Bullion fingered the golden crucifix at his throat.

Moloch glared at him. ‘Are you a religious man?’

‘Not especially, Boss.’

‘Then why do you wear that … thing?’

‘This?’ Bullion held out the crucifix towards Moloch, much to his distaste. ‘It’s …  a present from my girlfriend.’

Moloch didn’t believe him. The way his fingers had gone straight to the crucifix when he heard the word ‘Satanist’. It had undone him. But Bullion didn’t need to know he was working for a Satanist, did he? At least, not yet.

‘The group of Satanists came across Adlington’s castle. They were a large bunch, and savage by now. Attacking the castle, they murdered the guards, found Adlington, and strung him up in his own tower. They tortured him for days, made him a part of their bloody rituals. It is said they conjured the Satanic master on the fifth day.’

Bullion now stared at him. ‘The Satanic master?’

Moloch realised he’d gone a little too far. ‘Whatever you want to call him,’ he blustered. ‘The Devil. Satan. Lucifer.’ The one Moloch firmly believed he was in touch with and would grace him with his infernal presence soon.

‘Crackpots,’ Bullion said.

‘Indeed,’ Moloch drew the word out, reining in emotions of anger. ‘Anyway, these people took over the castle, murdered whoever was left inside, and called it home. They would have been as shocked as anyone to find all that treasure.’

‘Christmas come early,’ one of the so far voiceless women put in.

‘The Satanists hoarded it too, now rich beyond their wildest dreams. They bought an army big enough to protect the castle and were never bothered by anyone. Obviously, they didn’t let it be known they were the very Satanists once pursued across the country.’

‘But it doesn’t end there,’ one man said.

‘You are right, of course. The Satanists crawled through their treasure room, draping themselves in gold and precious gemstones. They revelled in it. They’d never seen so much wealth in one place. They believed their master — the one they worshipped — bestowed it upon them for a lifetime of reverence and adoration. The Satanists came to believe that they’d earned it. From him.’

‘Mad bastards,’ a man said.

Moloch wanted to stab him through the hand, or, better still, the heart. The words went against everything he believed. Instead, he went on, ‘All good things end and nothing lives in permanence. It was decades later when the Satanists themselves found their fortune moving into shadow. Their leader could see their downfall approaching. Townsmen were becoming suspicious. Others had moved close and now a town had sprung up close by, a religious town as many were back then. The Satanists knew their days were numbered.’

‘So what did they do?’ Bullion asked.

‘After their religion, the next important thing to them was their gold. And other Satanists, of course. They contrived a way to hide the gold, find the Book of Baphomet and make two copies, and then enter the clues into the book. It was the best way to safeguard their treasure and leave it available for future generations.’

‘You’re saying a bunch of Satanists hid their gold and then wrote down a series of clues so those who came after could find it?’ Bullion said.

‘They hid it well somewhere in England,’ Moloch said. ‘That’s the belief.’ Feeling dry of mouth, he walked over to the bar and poured himself two more fingers of spiced rum. He didn’t offer the mercenaries another drink. His mind was awash with thoughts of the Hellfire, and the secret it contained that he so desperately needed, and the last time he had conversed with his master, which had been so utterly satisfying.

‘And now you want us to find it?’ one woman said.

‘How did you come by this Book of Baphomet?’ Bullion asked suddenly.

Moloch stiffened. He had his back to the men and women, which was just as well, because they couldn’t see the sudden expression of indecision that crossed his face.

‘Inheritance,’ he lied. ‘On my mother’s side. That’s where all the stories come from, too.’ He didn’t need to tell them he’d gleaned all the information from the book itself. That might further reveal his secret. 

‘And how do you know it’s all true?’ Bullion asked. ‘For all we know, it’s a crock of shit.’

Moloch turned around. ‘Follow the clues,’ he said. ‘That’s all I’m asking. If it turns out you get to the last clue and there’s no treasure, you will get paid anyway. I can’t be fairer than that.’

‘You keep mentioning the word “clues”,’ Bullion said. ‘Can I ask more about that? Are we talking written instructions, riddles, that kind of thing?’

‘You’ve been reading too many books,’ Moloch said. ‘The clues are in the form of the written word like a scroll and a map, and they’re hidden in Satanic relics. We’re talking the Crown of Beelzebub, the one true inverted cross, the altar of the Day Star, and many more.’ 

The mercenaries looked pleased. They all nodded. Bullion rose to his feet and held out his hand. ‘How about that first clue?’ he said.




Chapter 5

First, Sally ran straight up to her father’s main study, the conversation with Jonathan Jacobs buzzing through her mind. It seemed impossible in this day and age to hear of an active cabal of dangerous Satanists, but she knew they existed. They were powerful, and, like many religious sects, they thought they had a right to rule the world. 

She burst into her father’s study, took a long look around the room. It was messy; the walls lined with overfull bookcases, the sturdy wooden desk awash with paper. She had already been sorting through it and knew there was nothing relating to Jacobs or a cabal – on the surface, at least.

Now she had to dig deeper.

She sifted through the papers, trying to find a neat sheaf or a folder, anything that might point towards the cabal. Behind her, Mason and Roxy walked into the room. Quaid and Hassell hovered at the door.

‘Can we help?’ Mason asked.

Sally looked from the solid dark oak bookcases to the long, low table in the room’s far corner to the leather-topped desk.

‘Have at it,’ she said. ‘You heard what Jacobs said. My father has been investigating a Satanic cult that apparently murders people. That wants to take its influence to the next level. That might even murder its own members if they decide to leave. This is one evil cult, and we don’t know who we can trust.’

The team split up, searching the room. It went quicker with five of them, and Sally was soon sighing and biting her bottom lip.

‘Nothing,’ she said.

‘He wouldn’t leave something like that on full display,’ Quaid said.

Sally looked at him. ‘Of course. The safe.’

Mason shook his head. ‘The safe?’

‘My father has another study upstairs. It contains a safe.’

Hassell smiled. ‘I’ll go get my tools.’ He paused. ‘Unless you know the code?’

‘Go get your tools.’

It wasn’t a fancy safe, just a steel box painted white with a key lock. Sally did not know where her father had secreted the key, so Hassell got to work. Whilst working for the criminal called Gido, he had become an infiltration expert and knew how to accomplish anything, from picking locks to entering buildings. 

Mason handed Sally a mug of hot coffee, something to keep her going. She took it, sipped it, still reeling over the revelation that her father had been investigating a deadly cabal for a friend. Yes, that friend was in danger, but still … her father? Of course, she knew from long association that it was the investigative side of things that he loved. Maybe that explained it a little.

Cracking the safe didn’t take Hassell long. Soon he sat back on his haunches and opened the door. Then he looked up at Sally.

‘All yours.’

Sally crouched down and looked inside, angling her phone torch to see better. The safe was half-full of papers and she could see the bound edge of a large book in there, too.

Reaching in, she pulled the whole pile out.

A squall of rain spattered the windows of the study like a salvo of bullets, making them jump. It was late now. A fervent wind gusted outside, howling around the brick walls and blasting through the eaves. 

Mason made a fire in the room, and soon the hearth was crackling, flames leaping. Quaid made space on the table and Sally dumped the whole pile of paper onto it. Next, she turned her attention to the book.

It was bound in black leather, dusty and untitled. A gold band ran down the centre. Everyone pulled up chairs and sat around the table.

‘You think that’s the Book of Baphomet?’ Roxy asked.

‘One way to find out,’ Sally breathed, and opened it.

The first page struck her in the face. It was off-colour, more cream than white, and bore the very title she had expected.

The Book of Baphomet.

2/3

So this was the second copy, she thought. The medieval Satanists had made three copies in total. It wasn’t a thick tome, but it was larger than a regular hardback and felt heavy when she hefted it. It occurred to her that the heaviness could be because of the deep and terrible matter that it contained, but she decided that thought was a little too deep and cast it away. 

Another squall of rain struck the windows, startling her. She looked up. ‘We don’t have time to read this thing properly,’ she said. ‘Or, to be honest, the inclination. But we do need to know about the Hellfire.’

Mason was skimming through a pile of papers and notebooks. ‘There’s a lot of research here,’ he said. ‘On various people. Most with question marks after their name. We’ll google them later, but my guess is most of these will be prominent people, or people with means.’

‘Your father was just scratching the surface,’ Quaid said, also searching.

‘He hadn’t been at it long,’ Sally said in unconscious defence of her father.

She turned the pages of the book. ‘It’s written in Middle and eighteenth-century English,’ she said. ‘I’ve come across it before. First there’s a recipe for turning a normal drink into one that one would consume at a Black Mass. It starts, “Take the rootes of fennel, a reasonable quantitie, steep them in white wine. Let them lay a night and distil them into water and add your blood … ” It just gets worse from there.’ She turned another page. ‘More recipes. Some of mixing blood, some on making the host out of … well, we’ll skip that. It appears to be a hash of instructions.’ She flicked through the pages, searching for Hellfire.

The book flicked off plumes of dust as she worked. The others all perused the various papers and notebooks. 

‘Did Jacobs say the leader of this cabal is called Moloch?’ Mason said suddenly. ‘Your father has a lot of information on the man. Owns an estate outside London. Family money. Keeps himself to himself. Doesn’t appear to run any businesses. Has the means to do everything that Jacobs is suggesting.’

Sally turned page after page, her eyes scanning the text as quickly as she could. When she came across drawings, she couldn’t help but take them in, shuddering inside. Invariably, they depicted Satan ministering over his minions, committing heinous acts and being royally worshipped. There was lots of blood and entrails and other grinning demons around, and Satanic artefacts such as thrones and inverted crosses and swords. She tried to ignore the drawings, but knew at least some of them would stay with her for the rest of her life.

‘Any luck?’ Mason asked after a while.

She shook her head. ‘Going as fast as I can. This stuff is hideous.’

The night spun by, punctuated by the rain and the furious wind. The fires in the hearth blew this way and that, and the coals popped like firecrackers. They all drank tea or coffee and shared a plate of sandwiches. There would be no sleep tonight.

Hellfire. 

The word popped out of the page at Sally. It sat in the middle of several long paragraphs and was repeated several times. Quickly, she scanned the text.

‘I have it,’ she said. ‘“We hid the Hellfire beyond all sighte of human man. Only ye daemons know its resting place and they will say nawiht.” Wait, let me go through this first so that I can recite more clearly.’

She flicked through the old text, nodding, taking it all in before looking up again. ‘Basically,’ she said, ‘it describes the vast treasure, explains the state of mind of the Satanists at the time – that they were fearful of losing it and the castle. Those were their reasons for hiding it. It explains that a series of ancient Satanic relics holds various clues to the whereabouts of the treasure. It is a hunt, a quest. A strange one at best. Each relic has a piece of a map that, when fixed together, points to the resting place of the treasure. It also has a scroll, a set of instructions, that leads to the next clue.’

‘And if Moloch gets it, we’re doomed,’ Quaid said.

‘The world will be a poorer place,’ Sally corrected him. ‘And many more people will die. We can’t let that happen.’

‘And we can’t go to the authorities,’ Mason said. ‘Because we don’t know who we can trust.’

‘Perhaps some of my own contacts could help,’ Quaid mused. The ex-British army officer had amassed a wealth of contacts during both his army days and later, when he’d helped distribute much-needed goods to the poorer parts of the world, which was how the team had found him in Bethlehem. 

‘Maybe later, if we’re forced to. For now, can you be sure one of them isn’t involved?’ Mason asked. ‘Absolutely sure?’

Quaid pursed his lips, thought about it and then said, ‘Of course not.’

‘Then it’s up to us to help Jacobs and find the Hellfire before Moloch does,’ Mason said and sat back in his chair, looking around. ‘Agreed?’

At the table, everyone nodded.
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