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Los Picos de Europa - Northern Spain

Isaac passed through a broad set of doors to find himself in a great circular hall of dark and somber stone. Its domed ceiling was soaring and supported by a ring of twelve gothic arches. Enormous stained glass windows encircled the space, flashing brightly under the light of an electrical storm outside.

At the hall’s centre was a heavy round table, and around it were placed twenty-five elaborately carved chairs. All but one were occupied.

Isaac took a deep breath and readied himself. The air smelt of incense and antiquity. Brother Bernardo’s whisper sounded hoarse in his ear.

“The Final Council of the Apocatastasis,” he said, and just then a succession of flashes sent the stained glass aglow.

Isaac smoothed down his hair and arranged his dark suit as best he could. It was tattered and travel worn and in need of a good cleaning. Studying the faces of those at the table, he counted twelve elders, six male and six female. They were dressed in crimson robes, with the exception of an ancient couple whose gowns were deep blue.

Flanking this couple, and the elders who sat to their left and right, were the twelve armed knights he had seen earlier in the crypt. They were unhelmed now, and he took note of their youthful appearance. The chair that was reserved for him lay directly in their midst.

“You must go and sit down,” whispered the hefty monk. “I will be waiting outside.”

As Isaac approached, all but the couple in blue rose to their feet. Their smiles of welcome did nothing to mask the deep concern in their eyes. 

“Welcome, dear friend,” said the seated elder. “I am Alulim, named for the first Sumerian King who came to possess the gnosis of the ancients. This is my wife, Ursula. You are in the house of the Order of St. James the Just, and this special council has been called so that the future glory of the Apocatastasis may be duly preserved.”

Isaac bowed low, unsure of what to do. He was still trying to assimilate everything that had happened since he had arrived at the strange monastery. He felt as though he had been transported back in time.

Alulim and Ursula were clearly the leaders here, not only because of their blue robes, but because of the regal way in which they held themselves. Alulim was tall and clean shaven and sat erect despite his advanced years. Ursula possessed an elegance and beauty that defied her age. Her silver hair was long and still thick, her green eyes almond shaped and sparkling with kindness and wisdom.

Isaac could not help but feel like a pauper before monarchs.

“I thank you for the honour of being in attendance here, your Excellencies,” he said as formally as he could. “Any help that I can offer is humbly yours.”

“Isaac Rodchenko!” cried Alulim officially, rising to his feet. “Do you reject Lucifer and all his works?”

Isaac looked at Alulim with a questioning frown.

“With every fiber of my being, your Worship.”

Alulim smiled softly and sat down.

“Be seated then, dear friend. I am convinced of your sincerity. The Final Council of the Apocatastasis can now begin.”

Even as everyone sat, one knight remained standing. He appeared to be older than the other knights, perhaps forty. His hair was thick and matted, and his jaw was square and strong. Whereas the other knights wore red over their shirts of mail, his tunic was the same deep blue as Alulim’s, and it was clear to Isaac that this man was their captain. 

“Our families and friends are dead,” he said solemnly, his eyes moving over all those present. “Their bodies are just outside, roaming the streets like rabid dogs. Our once happy village has been destroyed by this plague, and it is clear that the prophecies we have kept in trust for so many centuries have come to pass in ways more horrific than any of us could have imagined.” 

The knight leaned over the table, planting both of his fists on its dark wood. 

“I should like to ask who our guest is,” he said bluntly, looking over at Isaac. “And what role he has to play in these events. My men and I are anxious to act!” 

Alulim nodded slowly, inviting the knight to sit down with the wave of his hand.

“The souls of our brethren are happily in the beyond, Sir David,” he said reassuringly. “We can never allow ourselves to forget this, or despair will surely take us. As far as Mr. Rodchenko is concerned, he is the Betrayer.”

No sooner had Alulim uttered these words than all the knights leapt to their feet, their hands moving to their swords. According to the Ascender’s Prophecy, the Betrayer was the harbinger of doom; the one who would open the Portal of Ahreimanius and release the demons from the lower spheres. If the truth was being spoken, seated at their table was the very hand of Ahreimanius.

“Please sit down, good knights,” said Alulim, turning his gaze to a confused Isaac. “Just as good can come from an act of evil, and evil from an act of goodness, so too is Mr. Rodchenko both the Betrayer and the Consilio at once.”

The knights took their seats. As opposed to the Betrayer, the Concilio would be a great hero, assisting the Two in their noble mission. That both friend and foe could exist within the same man seemed the greatest contradiction to them, but like many spiritual concepts, the paradoxical was often the crux. It would be as Alulim said.

The council soon fell into discussion, addressing the subject that was the primary reason for the order’s existence. Every member present was a humble servant of The Two, and each had sworn to aid them in their mission to release the gnosis that was housed in the Compostela Cube.

Their order constituted the side of the Rex Angelus bloodline that had remained faithful to Jesus Christ. What Isaac did not know, and soon learned, was that he himself was a member of their bloodline, his family belonging to the side that had formed an allegiance with the Luciferic captains at the core of the Vatican; the ones who had called themselves The Illuminati.

“You are of unimaginable importance to the great plan of Illac Domus,” said Alulim. “Through you, Isaac, shall come the long-awaited reconciliation of the two houses in our bloodline, and the fulfillment of the prophecies.”

“I’m afraid I do not understand,” said Isaac, more confused than ever. 

Alulim smiled kindly.

“In order for you to fully understand your role in all of this, you must hear our story from the very beginning, and the beginning was indeed a very long time ago.”

Alulim sat silently for a moment, gathering his thoughts before he spoke.

“If you sincerely consider how ancient this planet is,” he said at length, “and how tiny a sliver of time has been occupied by our civilization, it will not appear illogical to you that humanity was not the first civilization to inhabit this world. There were others before us, and their societies were as large and diverse as our own, but these people were not human.”

Isaac furrowed his brow in confusion.

What is this man saying?

That a secret society of people should inhabit a village lost in the Cantabrian Mountains was difficult enough to accept. That they had raised their children to be knights, trained in outdated forms of battle, and sworn to protect a pair of saviours spoken of only in obscure prophecy, was even more outlandish.

But to be inferring that another race of beings inhabited the planet before humans did; this was insanity. Even still, Isaac listened politely. Outside, the strange lightning was increasing in frequency and intensity. 

“Long ago,” began Alulim, “there existed a race of reptilian creatures who possessed the same souls that we possess today, albeit in far less developed states. In essence, we were these creatures, and our primitive souls resided within them as we first incarnated upon this earth.”

“If I may ask,” interjected Isaac humbly. “How could it be that there are no traces of this civilization?”

Alulim nodded, as if expecting Isaac’s skepticism.

“Two hundred and fifty million years will erase many traces, my friend. In the Permian period, life on earth was flourishing, but the planet was an utterly different place. There was but one supercontinent, which geologists have since named Pangaea, and it was comprised mostly of desert and savannah. It was within the oceans where the vast majority of life existed, and it was there where the reptilians lived and thrived.”

Isaac listened intently as an exceptionally strange story was related to him. Speaking at intervals, the different elders explained that when the first shattered soul fragments of the fallen angels had begun to incarnate on the newly formed earth-sphere, they could do so only in the form of raw minerals and other innate substances.

Slowly, they said, over billions of years of spiritual evolution, these same soul fragments began to unify themselves to the extent that they could now incarnate as plants, and then as brachiopods, arthropods, vertebrates, and so on.

The elders claimed that it was not until much later that the first fully sentient, self-aware beings came to exist on the earth, and that this occurred approximately two hundred and fifty million years before the birth of Jesus Christ.

“Primitive and utterly evil,” continued one of the elders, “a race of reptilian beings developed deep on the ocean floor, where the environment was similar in both density and darkness to that of the lower spheres; the spheres from whence they had come.

“Although not human, they were nonetheless manifestations of the countless fallen spirits that longed to return to the world of God. As such they would incarnate again and again, life after life, in the slow process of spiritual purification.”

The elder went on to explain that this race of reptiles would continue to evolve over the millennia that followed. Their societies were brutal and merciless, eventually developing sophisticated social structures, and a technology more advanced than our own.

Through the tens of thousands of years of their existence, they came to build vast cities in the deepest regions of the ocean floor, and like humanity, they too warred amongst themselves. Eventually, they developed weapons of enormous power, and the day came when they used these weapons against each other and destroyed themselves as a result.

“Because of the tremendous depths of their cities,” said Ursula, “and the tectonic activity that has all but reshaped the ocean floors since their passing, remnants of their civilizations have yet to be discovered. Their skeletons, which were formed mostly of cartilage in order to withstand the tremendous pressures, have left no distinguishable remains either. Bearing in mind these points, you might now understand why no evidence has ever been found to prove their existence.”

Isaac listened in amazement.

“Among the many sub-aquatic nations,” continued Alulim, “there existed a small and peaceful realm of more evolved reptilians. Their kingdom was ruled by a benevolent King and Queen.

“Through their court oracle, this King and Queen learned that their race would soon perish in a great war and cataclysm, and that every soul but theirs would be taken by Lucifer and imprisoned in the lower spheres.”

Isaac listened intently, his amazement transforming into stunned disbelief as he was told of the approaching Dark Rift, and the destruction that would soon befall the earth. It was an event that had happened before, a very long time ago.

“Although they were powerless to avert the cataclysm,” said Ursula, “the King and Queen suspected there might be a way to set things right. Their oracle had informed them that it would take hundreds of millions of years of spiritual evolution for the reptilian souls to fully escape their prison in Hades.”

“When they finally did accomplish this feat, however,” added Alulim, “their souls would be ready to incarnate as a race of human beings that would populate the earth in the distant future. If the King and Queen could save this future race of humans, they would in essence be saving themselves.”

“And what was the King and Queen’s plan?” asked Isaac.

Alulim exchanged a glance with Ursula and then spoke.

“Using their most advanced technology, they would incorporate all their knowledge and wisdom into a cube-shaped artifact, and build a complex, multi-dimensional labyrinth through which this knowledge might be revealed.

“One galactic year later, when the crossing was once again imminent, the King and Queen would incarnate as two human beings and unlock the gnosis that they had preserved.”

“In this way,” added Ursula, “they would use the temporal anomalies of the galactic plane to protect humanity from Ahreimanius during the crossing, and give to humanity the knowledge it needed to ascend into the next higher level of spiritual evolution. This would of course bring each of us one step closer to the Apocatastasis.”

Isaac struggled to understand.

“But what is this Apocatastasis?” he asked. “I have never heard this word before.”

The first to reply was Ursula.

“The Apocatastasis signifies the eventual return of all the fallen angels to their original home in the House of God,” she said. “It is our evolutionary fate, and the meaning behind our cyclical life incarnations here on earth.

“The Apocatastasis is the reason why we suffer and die. It is the reason why we learn. The Tree of Life grows towards it, and the wheels of the universe turn solely to arrive there. We are all on a great pilgrimage back to the paradise we left long ago, regardless of whether we know it or not. The Apocatastasis marks our triumphant return.”

Alulim leaned forward in his chair.

“The Apocatastasis is Lucifer’s bane,” he said. “His power is measured solely by the number of souls he holds under his sway. Every soul that ascends into the higher realms weakens Lucifer tremendously and makes it easier for other souls to escape him as well.”

Isaac looked up at the towering panels of stained glass, lit as they were by the electrical storm outside. They were in fact a visual representation of what the elders had just described; a complex and brilliantly composed work of art dedicated to what these people claimed to be the meaning of humanity’s existence here on earth.

In these panels could be seen many tree-shaped timelines, showing humankind in its various levels of physical and spiritual evolution. Isaac looked at the tunics that the knights wore, understanding now why each was adorned with the image of a tree. They were depictions of the Tree of Life, growing from what appeared to be a single seed. In the hall’s central panel, to the right and left of this seed, could be seen images of a King and Queen.

“The Two,” said Isaac, at last understanding. “The reptilian King and Queen are the Two.”

“Indeed, they are,” said Alulim. “And it is our purpose to help them in any way we can.”

“But why should they require our help?” asked Isaac. “If they built the Cube and the Labyrinth, they should know exactly what to do.”

“There are two reasons,” said Ursula. “The first being that the moment any soul is incarnated into the world of matter, all memory of life in the spirit world is lost. Just as we cannot remember our past lives, neither can the Two remember theirs. For this reason, the King and Queen left clues for themselves to follow, and with the help of the divine world, they created institutions such as ours to aid them in their task.”

Isaac considered what the elder was telling him. Earlier that day, Brother Bernardo had explained to him that when a soul incarnated, it arrived on the earth anesthetized, the majority of its knowledge being made inaccessible to it. This occurred so that the purification of its lower aspects could take place. The retention of past-life knowledge would make this process impossible. 

“And the second reason?” he asked.

Ursula folded her hands and focused her gaze on Isaac.

“After some time, Ahreimanius became aware of the King and Queen’s intentions to disseminate the true gnosis to humanity, and he devised a plan to thwart them. He founded a sinister society whose mission it was to not only destroy the Cube, but to infiltrate the Vatican and corrupt the truth behind the meaning of mankind’s existence.”

Alulim leaned forward in his chair.

“This would be done so that humanity might be in spiritual darkness as we entered into the Dark Rift,” he said. “In this way we would be made powerless to escape the trap that he had laid for us there.”

“The Two require our help to undermine this sinister plot,” added Ursula. “And this is where you play a key role, dear Isaac.”

Isaac frowned in confusion.

“But how could I possibly help in this matter?”

“Your father was the leader of the wicked society of which we speak,” said Alulim. “It was he who manipulated you so that a hermaphrodite child might be born of your seed. According to the Ascender’s Prophecy, your son would be a vile desecration of the Divine Androgyne, conceived through the incestuous union of the Rex Angelus Illuminati bloodline. Only in this way could the Portal of Ahreimanius be opened, and Lucifer’s plan be put into action.”

Isaac recoiled in shock.

“Incestuous union?” he exclaimed, rising to his feet. “Are you suggesting that my wife was also my sister? Are you mad, sir?!”

As gently as possible, Isaac was told of how Father Adrianus Vanderwerken (or the Nautonnier, as he was also known) had conspired with his father to not only bring about the incestuous birth of the hermaphrodite, but also to groom his younger brother Christian as the new Nautonnier.

Isaac learned that the demons he had released from the Portal of Ahreimanius were none other than the Fourteen Emissaries of Lucifer, and that they would soon captain an immense host of demons due to pass through the Portal at any moment. Their ranks would constitute an army of darkness that, unless stopped, would overrun the entire earth.

Upon hearing these things, Isaac collapsed back into his chair.

“I truly am the Betrayer,” he said solemnly. “I am a blight to humanity.”

“Not so!” exclaimed Alulim, rising to his feet. “Your actions were extremely necessary! You have drawn out the hidden evil so that it can now be seen in the light.”

Ursula came to her feet as well. 

“An invisible enemy can never be defeated, dear Isaac,” she said gently. “Your purpose as the Betrayer has been fulfilled so that you might now be redeemed as the Consilio.”

Isaac brought his hands to his face in frustration.

“I do not understand!” he cried. “How can I be cursed and blessed at once?”

Alulim placed both his hands on the table and spoke with commanding authority.

“Only through you can the Two enter into the Labyrinth and release the gnosis held within the Cube!”

“But where are they?” asked Isaac weakly.

Sir David rose to his feet as well.

“They are most likely on their way to the Labyrinth,” he said, bending over the table. “It is time to act!”

Isaac looked over at the captain.

“But have any of you ever even met them?” he asked.

The knight shook his head gravely.

“We have not,” he said, sitting down. “We know only their names and titles. They are Gabriel, Hero of God, and Natalia, Day of our Saviour’s Rebirth.”

Isaac locked eyes with the knight.

“Gabriel and Natasha,” he said. “I know these names.”

He looked back to Alulim.

“Father Franco wrote of them in his diary. They are orphans, children born of unwanted teenage pregnancies.”

Alulim nodded knowingly and sat down again. Ursula followed suit.

“The Two symbolize a union between the bloodline of Jesus, and the common bloodlines of humanity,” she said. “They are not pure Rex Angelus, and for this reason they were given up for adoption.”

“The Rex Angelus line does not intermingle with other bloodlines,” added Alulim. “They were given up in accordance with our laws.”

“But did their families not know of the Ascender’s Prophecy?” asked Isaac. “Why would they have given up children who could have potentially been The Two?”

“Because the prophecy could not have been fulfilled if they had not done so,” said Alulim.

“All this is of no concern!” exclaimed Sir David. “The Portal of Ahreimanius widens with every passing moment! If not stopped, Ahreimanius will use it to draw every human soul into the lower spheres, just as he did with the souls of the reptilians at the time of the last crossing! He endeavors to prevent the Apocatastasis from ever occurring!”

Isaac grew silent as the magnitude of the danger set in. Over the period of the past few minutes the ground beneath their feet had begun to rumble. Outside the undead had begun to respond with horrific, strangled cries. Everyone sat quietly, listening in fear to the unearthly tumult. Alulim was the first to speak, and he did so unfalteringly.

“Know that the dead will not cease their unholy litany until our planet has entered into the Dark Rift,” he said. “Nor will the ground stop its quaking until the final tribulation has come to pass. We are arrived at the apocalypse, my brethren. Be stout, and be strong in faith, for God and all his angels are with each and every one of us.”

No sooner had Alulim said these words than a ghastly scream was heard, followed by a resounding bark from Shackleton, who had been lying under the table. In an instant every member of the council leapt to their feet. The scream had come from within the monastery itself. A fraction of a second later Brother Bernardo burst into the hall, a bloodied sword in his hand and a frenzied panic in his eyes.

On the floor behind him was the decapitated corpse of the undead child he had just found squatting in the shadows outside the council door. A choking gust of air rushed into the hall, replacing the pleasant scent of incense with the stench of rotting flesh. 

“They have breached the walls!” he cried, jerking his head around as yet another horrific scream sounded behind him. “They are everywhere! Hundreds of them!”

At that moment many things happened at once. With a deep and resounding boom, an explosion sounded from within the earth itself, and the ground beneath their feet began to shift so violently that all but the dexterous knights were thrown to the floor. The entire hall was rocking upon itself now, and the mortar between the massive stone blocks was cracking and crumbling before their eyes.

In that instant, each of the towering stained-glass windows exploded into the hall without warning, and hordes of living dead poured in through them like maggots from a bursting corpse. Those in front were being cut to pieces by the heavy shards of falling glass, but even still they continued to advance.

“To the shelter!” cried Alulim. “Brother Bernardo! Instruct all those within to retreat to the shelter!”

The fat monk turned and disappeared through the doors, his sword flashing. The shrieks arising from the undead were deafening, and they sent paralyzing waves of fear through the elders. The latter had gathered together in a tight group now, sheltering behind a line of battling knights.

Like butchers in a slaughterhouse, the swordsmen felled the slow-moving hordes as they poured into the rotunda. With their heads dislodged, the bloodless corpses fell lifelessly to the ground, and it was not long before their gruesome cadavers formed a great mound in front of the knights. It served to slow the advance of the undead that poured in, but the grisly terrain made it even more difficult to fight those that did.

“Go!” ordered Sir David, pointing to four of his men. “Lead the elders to the shelter and secure the entrance!”

He singled out another three knights.

“Keep this horde back until you are called! The rest of you follow me!”

Isaac felt himself being forcibly directed towards the doors and saw four of the knights follow Sir David into the sanctuary, their swords raised and their crimson surcoats flowing. Looking to his left, he saw that Alulim was next to him now. The old man stood tall for his age and not a trace of fear could be seen in his eyes.

“Quickly now!” he said to the other elders. “We must reach the shelter at once!”
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Gibraltar

The underground cavern was holding together remarkably well, given the intensity of the tremors they were experiencing. In its bay, the X-class midget submarine lay safe and undamaged, the seawater rippling around its dark hull.

Gabriel was inspecting the cavernous ceiling for cracks. Unlike the caves they had traversed in St. Michael’s Pass, this one was free of stalactites and seemed very solid. Any areas that might have been questionable had long ago been reinforced with concrete. 

He thought of Natasha and the others, and hoped they would be faring equally well in the upper galleries. They had taken the service elevator and gone in search of Scotty’s Roberts’ brother, Major Richard Roberts, in the hopes that he might be able to supply them with the diesel they needed.

Gabriel walked over to where Peralta was sitting. The disheveled engineer was engaged in a flurry of typing, writing computer code with the relish of a concert pianist. He looked up for a second as Gabriel approached.  

“The sheer quantity of layers that this artifact is comprised of boggles the mind,” he said, shaking his messy white head in amazement. “I’ve already extracted over ten million of them, and I haven’t even penetrated a centimeter into the thing.” 

The BIRIS had not stopped its scanning since it had begun over five hours earlier, and the data it was amassing was of such an enormous scale that Peralta had been forced to hack into several external data banks to store it. At the sound of an electronic bell, the messy scientist stopped his typing and turned to face one of the dozens of monitors that were positioned around him.

“The results of the tomography are just coming up now.”

He squinted at the data. 

“Of course,” he said in a captivated whisper. “This explains everything. The strange density of the artifact. Its ability to interact with your brain. And its ability to have maintained such an immense quantity of data in such a pristine state for so long...”

He looked around as though searching for something. There was a kind of madness in his eyes.

“It’s been regenerating itself the whole time...”

“What do you mean?” asked Gabriel, leaning closer.

Peralta turned to face him with unrestrained urgency. He spoke in a low rasp.

“This artifact is no conventional piece of hardware, Dr. Parker. It’s an advanced artificial intelligence. It’s made up of densely packed synthetic cells... Living circuits of synthetic DNA. Instead of electricity it uses the equivalent of neurotransmitters to move data around. This is incredible. It’s perfect biomimicry.”

“Are you saying that the Cube’s a synthetic brain?”

“Absolutely,” said Peralta. “A super brain. By the looks of how many millions of instructions it’s processing every second, it’s close to eight billion times more powerful than a human brain.”

Peralta paused.

“Wait a minute,” he muttered. “What the hell...”

He tapped away at a keyboard, bending closer to one of the monitors as his brow tightened.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before...”

He scratched his head excitedly and adjusted his glasses.

“It’s utterly inconceivable...”

Gabriel turned to face him only to have the lapels of his jacket taken. Peralta pulled him to within an inch of his face, a tiny crumb of hamburger bun still clinging to his white mustache from lunch.

“This artifact exists in many times at the same time!” he whispered frantically. “It’s not only conscious, it’s inter-dimensional!”

He released Gabriel and seated himself in his chair, calming down at once.

Gabriel approached him cautiously.

“If it’s alive,” he asked, “what does it feed on?”

Peralta seemed lost in thought.

“It feeds on the same thing that gives it its inter-dimensional properties...” he said to himself, and then looking up at Gabriel he added:

“It feeds on gravity.”

Gabriel frowned as he struggled to remember what he had read in a science magazine not so long ago.

“Membrane theory...” he said. “There are four different forms of free energy that we know of. Two are nuclear; strong and weak. Then there is magnetism, and the weakest force of all is gravity. Membrane Theory postulates that gravity is weaker than the other three because it’s being spread out over an almost infinite number of adjacent dimensions...”

Gabriel scratched his head before continuing.

“What you’re suggesting is that the Cube resides in numerous dimensions simultaneously, and that it’s somehow using the force of gravity to fuel itself.”

“That is exactly what I am suggesting, Dr. Parker!” exclaimed Peralta. “And the really inconceivable thing is that all those infinite dimensions are being processed from the same location inside the Cube; a kind of ethereal mind...”

“What do you mean?” asked Gabriel, confused. “Who’s mind?”

Peralta stopped to think.

“Your mind,” he said. “My mind. Everyone’s mind.”

“But how’s that possible?”

“Because all consciousness is One,” whispered Peralta reverently. “And what’s more, if this artifact has the power of close to eight billion brains, it’s only because it’s linked to every brain on the planet. It’s like a huge Boink! It’s directly hooked up to the collective consciousness!” 

Gabriel was silent for a moment before he spoke.

“The gypsy woman in Toledo said that the Cube would communicate to the world through the collective consciousness.”

Peralta’s eyes opened wide with urgency.

“That’s why it’s imperative we get to that labyrinth,” he exclaimed, “and activate the transponder in this thing! This artifact employs a technology that operates on two metaphysical platforms. The collective consciousness, and the universal field of intelligence.”

“What’s that?” asked Gabriel.

“I’ll tell you in a second,” said Peralta, “but first consider this: What if the Cube has been evolving with humanity? What if that was the reason why it’s using an ancient Sumerian sexagesimal system to run its internal functions? Why else would it be running website architectures?”

“Hang on a second,” said Gabriel, holding up a hand. “Did you just say website?”

Peralta nodded rapidly and then removed his glasses to rub his eyes.

“You’re not going to believe this,” he said, “but ciphered into the outer layers of the Cube is a code that’s a dead ringer for XHTML. I couldn’t begin to tell you what it’s about, but it’s definitely a website.”

Gabriel was speechless. The idea sounded absurd. Peralta was nodding in silent agreement. 

“The only explanation is that the Cube has been evolving with humanity,” he said. “That would explain why it’s chosen to apply itself through the use of a conventional, twenty-first century website. It must have learned this from us; from humanity. Don’t forget. For all intents and purposes this artifact is conscious. “

“Tell me about that universal field of intelligence you mentioned,” said Gabriel, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it.

Peralta clutched the table as yet another tremor shook the ground.

“Do you know what happens when a man is starving to death?” 

“He gets grumpy?” offered Gabriel.

“He also has a very hard time thinking. Ask him what five times five is and he won’t be able to tell you. His brain stops working properly.”

“And?”

Peralta rose to his feet and moved to one of the neighbouring monitors. He bent over and tapped something into a keyboard before continuing.

“Regardless of how weak he is, that starving man will still know how to tie his shoelaces, even if he doesn’t have the strength to actually do it. In short, he will have full unhindered access to all his memories and all his knowledge, right up to the point of brain failure and death.”

“So what?”

“So what?” repeated Peralta, frustrated. “Can’t you see? If his brain is out of fuel, how can it possibly be accessing and processing all that information? He’s dying of starvation, remember? There’s no glucose to power the brain’s functions anymore, yet somehow, he still manages to know everything. The answer is that our minds are not located in our brains, but rather somewhere else. That’s why a guy who’s dying from hunger can still access all of his knowledge and memories.”

“So our minds reside in the universal field of intelligence.”

“Yes,” said Peralta, pacing. “It’s like cloud computing. Our brains are tuned into it. Synaptic activity is nothing more than a three-dimensional projection of what’s happening in that field. And this is the really cool part. Because of the fixed nature of the space-time block, the UFI contains thoughts that haven’t even been thought of yet. Ideas from the future. Human growth and learning is all based on our evolving ability to access the UFI. The better we do it, the wiser and more intelligent we become.”

“And the Cube’s plugged into the UFI,” said Gabriel.

Peralta nodded.

“That’s why it’s been able to evolve with us.”

“Let me ask you a question,” said Gabriel. “If a certain individual was to uncover knowledge from this field of intelligence, would that knowledge then be propagated to the rest of the world through the collective consciousness?” 

Peralta sat down next to Gabriel and let out a long breath.

“Absolutely,” he rasped, running both of his hands through his disastrous hair. “The two platforms work together seamlessly. That’s why things tend to get invented in different parts of the world at the same time. We’re all connected.”

Peralta leaned forward.

“Something else occurs that’s very fascinating. The greater the number people who acquire a specific piece of knowledge from the field, the easier it gets for others to adopt that same knowledge.”

“I’ve heard of this phenomenon,” said Gabriel. “You can see it happening everywhere. Take using electronics for example. The interfaces haven’t changed all that much since gadgets started to appear, but whereas only the brainiest types could use them at first, now all kinds of people are using them, even seniors who are supposed to have trouble learning new things.”

“That’s because a tipping point was reached,” said Peralta. “It happens with everything that’s learned on a societal level. The mechanism became evident when our species first started using tools, and it’s followed us right through to using electronic gadgetry. There comes a point when enough people have adopted something, that it becomes almost second nature for everyone to adopt it.”

Gabriel sat up as the realization finally gelled.

“That’s what’s supposed to happen with the Cube,” he said. “Natasha and I are supposed to somehow release the knowledge that’s stored in it. That knowledge will then get injected into the collective consciousness. When enough people have worked to assimilate it, larger segments of the population will follow, until a tipping point is reached. After that, everyone will adopt the new knowledge and the world will jump to the next level of societal evolution.”

The sound of an opening airlock filled the cavern, and Gabriel and Peralta turned in time to see their friends emerge from the service elevator. First out was Natasha, followed by a hand-cuffed officer with a black hood covering his head. Behind them were Scotty Roberts and the giant Bahadur. Only Miller was missing, having opted to remain in the tunnels above.

“I hope you don’t mind a military presence in your laboratory, Peralta my mate,” said Scotty, snatching the hood off their captive.

Peralta and Gabriel looked on in surprise. Their prisoner was none other than Major Richard Roberts. The latter was in the process of taking inventory of his new surroundings, an expression of shocked amazement transforming his features. The ground rumbled as if to punctuate his displeasure.

“Scotty,” he said calmly to his brother. “I’ve agreed to your silly games, now get these blasted handcuffs off.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​CHAPTER 3
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Los Picos de Europa - Northern Spain

Christian’s private jet was making its way eastward over the Cantabrian Mountains when the sun broke the horizon. Its hue was that of blood-soaked crimson, and in the dawning light, the night’s strange electrical storms could still be seen flashing through the thick clouds below the plane. High above, like an extended aurora borealis, the entire outer atmosphere was ablaze with ruby and emerald light. A massive, magnetospheric storm was engulfing the planet and it was a sight like no other.

With the galactic plane drawing ever nearer, the intensity of the Dark Rift’s gravitational field was playing havoc with the plasma being emitted by the sun. Its solar wind had intensified a hundred-fold, and as such was bombarding the earth’s magnetic field with an unprecedented concentration of charged particles.

The result was the appearance of a sky on fire, and this, coupled with the altered hue of the sun itself, made it very clear that there were immense changes taking place, not only on the earth, but in the entire solar system.

Christian wiped his mouth nervously, his face damp with cold sweat. Shortly after takeoff he had been visited by the Zurvanites again. Through the sharp ears of an undead child, the Four had overheard Alulim speaking at the Council of the Apocatastasis and had learned of Isaac’s important role in their enemy’s plan to activate the Cube.

The destruction of the artifact would no longer be necessary if Isaac Rodchenko were to be eliminated. Without him, the Cube would be unable to disseminate its gnosis and humanity would fall.

To drive the point home, Ahreimanius had shown himself to Christian, manifesting briefly in the horrific form of the hermaphrodite, only to vanish a moment later. His short-lived appearance had been enough to fill Christian with a frenzied urgency to kill his brother. It pressed in on him, causing him to experience uncontrollable jerks and spasms throughout his body.

“Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!”

Christian slapped his face repeatedly, struggling to regain control. Everything was going according to plan. There was no need to panic. The ancient city of Rome would soon be wiped from the face of the earth, and in less than a minute, all of its three-and-a-half million inhabitants would be incinerated instantly. He forced himself to breathe.

“Forty-five seconds to detonation,” said the seductive voice of his computer, as if to confirm his thoughts. 

Christian produced a pair of protective goggles. As instructed, the pilot was veering the plane northward so as to facilitate a better viewing of the spectacle that would soon be taking place in the eastern sky.

The Vatican was about to offer herself up so that a new “holy institution” could be built from her ashes; an institution that would surpass the church’s most monumental achievements and eventually govern the hearts and souls of every man, woman, and child on the planet.

Christian’s work was nearing completion. All that remained was that he locate his brother and kill him.

A cold smile of self-satisfaction appeared on Christian’s face. The Zurvanites had made it very clear to him that Isaac would be travelling to the Portal of Ahreimanius, and bearing this in mind, Christian had made careful preparations to reach the small island before his brother did. In the back of the plane sat four special forces officers, each being awaited by select units of coalition troops on standby in Santander.

Because of the tempestuous weather, helicopter access to the mountain lake would be impossible. The distance of forty kilometres would need to be covered on all-terrain vehicles, following a footpath belonging to the Camino de Santiago. This trail would take them along an ancient Celtic route, directly to where the Portal lay. It was here where Christian would find his brother and slay him.

“Ten, nine, eight...” 

Christian put on his goggles as the AI began its countdown. Even at this distance the light emitted from the blast would damage human retinas through atmospheric focusing.

“Three, two, one, detonation.”

Christian’s jaw fell open as the blast lit up the horizon, making the rising sun seem pale in comparison. The explosion was over a moment later and Christian was amazed that something so catastrophic could come to pass in such a short period of time.

He removed his goggles, looking down at his computer to study the live feeds coming from cameras along the Italian coast. The mushroom cloud over Rome was gargantuan and still rising, measuring over eighty kilometres in height and fifty in width.

“Taller than Mount Everest,” he muttered to himself. “And hotter than the surface of the sun...”

The plane banked sharply to resume its westerly heading, and Christian was suddenly gripped by a crippling pain. It shot through his head and into his eyes. Squinting up from his computer he saw that the four Zurvanites were standing an arm’s length away, their grainy forms jerking and twisting in and out of being.

He gripped his head and writhed in agony. Their frenetic chanting was driving the sanity from his mind.

“Kill him! Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!”
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