
  
  Praise for Master of the Abyss


" Master of the Abyss is the riveting conclusion to the Painted Souls trilogy, the ultimate conspiracy thriller series. The novel is infused with heart and drama. The  action comes at warp speed and the writing is cinematic. This is masterful world building combined with an elegantly woven plot and characters that come alive on the page."
- Jayne Ann Krentz, New York Times bestselling author


"Rob Samborn is an effortless storyteller. I slipped right into this story like a warm jacket on a cold day. With characters you’ll fall in love with and a plot that will keep you turning the pages, never sure what twist or turn is coming next, it’s utterly enchanting, totally unique, and simply unputdownable. I’ve never read anything quite like this, which meant I had no clue what was coming and I was here for it. My advice: crack open this book and prepare to devour it!"
- Kiersten Modglin, bestselling author of  The Arrangement Trilogy


"An electrifying finale that masterfully ties together the intricate threads of fate, belief, and cosmic destiny. This isn't just the close of a series; it's the capstone on a narrative masterpiece that challenges the very notions of good and evil. A pulse-pounding quest from Venice to Asia, replete with ancient artifacts, dark villains, and heroes who never lose their moral compass. The Painted Souls series ends not with a whimper, but a universe-altering bang!"
- Gary McAvoy, bestselling author of The Magdalene Chronicles and Vatican Secret Archive Thrillers


"Master of the Abyss is a high concept and action-packed thriller that captivates from start to finish. With engrossing historical details and polished descriptive writing, Samborn has a unique way of transporting not just his characters around the globe, but his readers as well.  The stakes are high, the plot threads brilliantly woven, and the twists and turns riveting in this stunning conclusion to a truly masterfully crafted series. Samborn saved the best for last."
- Shanessa Gluhm, author of Enemies of Doves and A River of Crows


"Rob Samborn raises the stakes, the tension, and the conflict to a tantalizing crescendo in this masterful, multinational, multi-timeline finale to the Painted Souls series. Unputdownable, with an ever-twisting plot populated by a diverse cast of true-to-life characters. A winner in many ways."
- Mike Krentz, award-winning author of the Dr. Zack Winston series


"Rob Samborn's Master of the Abyss marks the thrilling and satisfying conclusion to his Painted Souls series, bringing to an end the captivating adventure of Nick and Julia that was first introduced to readers in The Prisoner of Paradise. With his exceptional storytelling and encyclopedic knowledge of historical periods and locations, Samborn once again proves himself a masterful author, weaving a tale that is both fantastical and grounded in reality."
- Ty Keenum, author of The Little Church series and The Coincidence of Birth


SELECT PRAISE FOR PAINTER OF THE DAMNED (book 2)

"From 16th century Venice to modern Madrid, Painter of the Damned splashes bright history, dark arts, crimson action, and shape-shifting twists onto an epic canvas to create a genre-bending masterwork."
- David L. Robbins, New York Times bestselling author


"A truly unique thriller blending elements of mystery, suspense and loads of action, Painter of the Damned takes readers on a journey unlike any other. Strap in for a heady adventure that delivers on all levels."
- Andrew Clawson, author of The Arthurian Relic and the Harry Fox series 


"Rob Samborn delivers with his latest thriller that whips you from Tintoretto's famous painting which holds captive a 16th century soul, to a present-day race against the leader of an ancient order to gain control of a hidden book that can unlock unimaginable power, to a wife on a mission to save her husband from the grips of his past. You will want to read Painter of the Damned. Period!"
- Yasmin Angoe, bestselling author of Her Name is Knight


SELECT PRAISE FOR THE PRISONER OF PARADISE (book 1)

"The city of Venice soaks into your bones in Rob Samborn's The Prisoner of Paradise. As the painting comes alive, so does every word on the page in this gripping and transportive read."
- EJ Mellow, bestselling author of Song of the Forever Rains


"A truly evocative and finely-woven tale reminiscent of Dan Brown and Gwendolyn Womack. Filled with stunning writing, the Venetian art world, and well-researched and vivid historical detail, this thrilling story captivates until the very last page."
- Charissa Weaks, author of The Witch Collector

"The Da Vinci Code meets The Time Traveler’s Wife. In this imaginative thrill ride, Samborn transports the reader between modern day and Renaissance Venice unraveling conspiracy in the pursuit of destiny. I was dazzled from beginning to end. This ambitious debut does not disappoint."
- Robert Gwaltney, author of The Cicada Tree
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  Content Warning


MASTER OF THE ABYSS is a work of fiction about realistic characters in realistic settings. The content is written to evoke maximum visceral emotion within an entertaining and informative context. The story includes elements that might not be suitable for some readers, including graphic violence, adult language, and sexual situations. Readers who are sensitive to these elements should please take note. 






  
  


For Cameron. 
You embraced the light the moment it hit your beautiful eyes.








  
  Time,
You’ve gifted me.
Time,
You’ve betrayed me. 
Time,
My unrelenting master.
-- Isabella Scalfini, the day of her trial, 1589


You will find the spirit of Caesar in this soul of a woman.-- Artemisia Gentileschi, 1649


Without light, we are nothing but pilgrims to the Abyss.-- decree no. 1, Ancient Order of the Seventh Sun









  
  1702 A.D.

REPUBLIC OF VENICE

[image: image-placeholder]

Shadows flickered off damp walls. A single oil lamp clenched in a sweaty fist illuminated the dark corridor. Emanuele Quattrone tightened his grip on a wheellock pistol to steady his nerves.  
Behind him, three men matched his pace. Each wielded two primed flintlocks and a sheathed rapier. Moments prior, they’d used their swords to dispatch six Protectors patrolling the Palazzo Ducale, inside and out. The blades enabled silent deaths for a stealth entry; the firearms were required for the bullets’ speed. A flintlock was also holstered on Emanuele’s hip. He prayed one of their weapons would find its target.
“This way, friends,” Emanuele whispered in Venetian. “We’re almost there.” 
The narrow underground passageway necessitated that they travel in single file, and the corridor’s curvature limited visibility to a mere ten paces. All four men had trained their bodies for this moment. Rank air and mildew stifled Emanuele’s breathing, but his thin, muscular frame flew past the rough ashlar stone walls. 
He paused at a T-junction. Relying on memory, he recalled the map passed down to him from his great-great-grandfather. That illustrious man was the first Exalted Master of the Ancient Order of the Seventh Sun—before he was betrayed by his own and sentenced to Paradiso in 1614.
The eastward path led to a stairwell to the Great Council Room, home to Paradiso and the souls within. If they turned west, the passageway would’ve reached the warden of the souls, the Painter, Jacopo Tintoretto. It led to vengeance… and an end to the madness.
Emanuele went west, guiding his meager squadron through the Palazzo’s bowels. The Order needed to be demolished. He’d been waiting all of his forty-two years for this moment. So far, everything had gone to plan, yet his heart rattled. Perspiration drenched his shirt. 
As members of the Order, he and his colleagues had beheld the fantastic. They were privy to truths of this world few would believe. Each person on Earth was gifted a single soul that traveled through seven lives. Upon conclusion of the seventh, one’s soul faced final judgment: ascension or eradication. 
Except the Painters.
Emanuele also witnessed corruption—crimes against nobility and commoners alike. None epitomized the venality like Jacopo Tintoretto. Imbued with the power of the Sun Crystal, he was one of three who’d been gifted an extended lifespan. Tintoretto had been a Renaissance giant, but that did not justify his continued being. He was an abomination. A curse on Christ himself. Only the Lord should live beyond the lifespan of a mortal man. At 184 years of age, Tintoretto should’ve been worm food.
His most grievous sin was taking hundreds of lives—souls now confined for eternity in his duplicitous masterpiece. 
Emanuele made the sign of the cross with his pistol hand. 
Wrongs would be righted.
A rustle on the ground prompted him to halt. His compatriots followed suit. A rat scurried by—demon spawn fleeing  the mouth of Hell.
Releasing a breath, Emanuele soldiered on for twenty more paces until an oak door blocked the passageway, like the goal of Daedalus’s labyrinth. Who was more dangerous—the Minotaur… or the Painter?
Emanuele beckoned his men closer. They were told the Painter’s living quarters would be locked from the outside, but that was not the case. Apparently, Tintoretto was free to come and go. That posed a new problem. Should his room be sealed from the inside, they’d have no means of entry. Emanuele raised the lantern. Shadow and tricorne hats shrouded his companions’ features, but concern glazed their eyes. 
“We’ve come too far to fail, my friends,” he whispered. “We’ve lost too many.”
They nodded their agreement. 
Footsteps and angry voices reverberated from the far end of the corridor. 
“We’re discovered,” his comrade said. 
Emanuele’s bones quivered with the unmistakable, gnawing ache of desperation. It wasn’t a labyrinth; it was a deathtrap. After setting the lantern on the ground, he wrapped his free hand around the door handle and said a silent prayer. He pressed the thumb latch and exhaled relief. 
He threw the door open. His friends squeezed past and rushed in, pistols at the ready. Slipping inside, Emanuele slammed the door and slid the bolt across the frame. 
“Welcome, brethren.” Tintoretto’s spry, deep voice belied his years. He stood at an easel in the far corner, with his back to the entrance. Lush, silvery hair cascaded over a white linen robe on a petite frame, but the Painter was anything but diminutive—his presence dominated the space. 
“We should talk,” he said.
The men froze, unsure of what to do. 
Emanuele took stock of his environs. The room was smaller than he’d imagined, especially for a man not only central to the Order but worshipped by them. A dozen candles cast golden light on cluttered living conditions. Fetid, stale air forced him to pant through his mouth so he didn’t gag on the stench. A stained mattress and chamber pot were tucked into a corner. Stacks of leather-bound books lay strewn about on a writing desk and Oriental rug. Three other easels stood on the floor. Paint jars, brushes, and paintings, either loose or framed, overwhelmed the space. The artworks were masterpieces of all types—landscapes, portraits, still life, and somber depictions of the abyss.
“Who is the leader of your delegation?” The Painter dabbed his brush on his palette and applied strokes of gray to the canvas.
The men moved aside for their captain. Emanuele took a tentative step forward, despising himself. Why was he indulging this monster? The wheellock weighed heavy. He couldn’t will himself to use it, either unable to kill an almost-mythical being or incapable of shooting someone in the back. “Face us,” he said.
Tintoretto continued painting. Ominous storm clouds loomed at the top of his canvas. “What is your name?”
“Emanuele Quattrone. Face us. I demand it!”
“Quattrone?” The Painter grunted without turning. 
“Descendant of Senator Marco Niccolò Quattrone, first Exalted—” 
“I know who the traitor was.”
The insult to his forefather incensed Emanuele. He aimed his weapon at the Painter’s head.
“End him,” his compatriot whispered. “Do it now.”
Someone pounded on the door. Frantic yelling seeped through the wood.
With a shaking hand, Emanuele squeezed the trigger. 
As if hearing the pistol’s wheel, Tintoretto shifted. The weapon discharged, emitting a cloud of smoke. The bullet flew through the canvas and struck the wall. 
Tintoretto dropped his artist’s tools and spun. With unholy speed, he launched himself at Emanuele. A glimpse of a thick white beard whooshed through the gun smoke. The Painter clutched Emanuele’s throat and shoved him into his comrade, slamming both against the wall. Emanuele’s head whiplashed into his friend’s nose. Warm blood splattered Emanuele’s neck. The man slumped to the floor. 
Emanuele steadied himself and drew his flintlock. Tintoretto knocked it from his hand. The other men raised their pistols, but Tintoretto stole Emanuele’s rapier from its scabbard. In a flash, the Painter twisted and sliced through both men’s wrists. They cried out and dropped their weapons. 
Their reactions were short-lived—as were they. Tintoretto severed their throats before doing the same to the third man in as many seconds. All three collapsed. Arterial spray gushed from their lacerations. Emanuele’s friend clamped his neck, choking and writhing, until the Painter lodged his rapier in the man’s heart.
“I told you we should talk,” said Tintoretto, without a hitch in his breathing, undisturbed by the blood painting his robe and floor.
Emanuele met the gaze of the man standing victoriously before him. “You—you’re a monstrosity. Offspring of Satan himself.”
“A curious observation. Since it is I who shall grant you Paradise.” 






  
  I

MADRID, PRESENT DAY

[image: image-placeholder]

Carlo Zuccaro’s eyes snapped open. His chest heaved. Sweat drenched his forehead and neck.  
The flashbacks had been coming more frequently and vividly. This recent one was a new development. He’d had visions of Tintoretto but hadn’t witnessed the man’s brutality outside of a Convocation. Carlo once believed the Renaissance master was a tool of the Order—as they expected Carlo to be. To the contrary, Tintoretto was the group’s beating heart. If the Order assumed Carlo would bow to their commands—to kill and sentence innocent souls to Paradiso—they had instated the wrong person. He was the new Painter, but he had a choice. Simply living in obscurity for the remainder of his unnatural life would prevent additional souls from being imprisoned. 
He shuddered. Everyone dreamed of more time; he was only twenty-six and had already learned how quickly dreams became curses. 
Adjusting to his present surroundings, he slowed his breathing, wiped his brow, and scanned his new hotel room. The blinds veiled the city’s lights. He sat on the carpet, his back against the bed. A lit cigarette dangled between his fingers. 
It had been a long twenty-four hours.
Five mini bottles of vodka, four mindless comedy movies, three room service meals, two showers, one hour of sleep, and zero daylight had done nothing to appease his nerves. Sketches of Julia O’Connor on hotel stationery lay scattered about the room, an activity that gave him equal parts solace and distress. He gazed at the black-ink drawing, a decent likeness, but he wished he had color to capture her true beauty. How he longed to see those green eyes and honey-blonde hair.
He sighed. She was lost to him forever. Ironic, since she was never his. 
Incredibly, losing Julia wasn’t the worst thing to happen to him.
Beyond his regressions to the assassination attempt on Tintoretto, Senator Quattrone’s torture, and a half-dozen souls who’d been beaten, raped, and had their life essence sucked from them, every thought imaginable swam in Carlo’s head. The strongest was a voracious barracuda. 
His life was over. 
More than once, he cried like the day his father died in a still-unexplained fire. His eyes again clouded at the memory, but he wiped his face with the back of his hand, determined not to let emotions get the better of him. He still yearned to learn the truth about his father’s death, but he didn’t give a shit anymore about the Order or being the Painter. He had to consider his life, his future. How could he return to Venice? How could he continue his art career? How could he reconcile with Julia? 
A mere two weeks prior, he was Venice’s rising-star artist. But it was all a sham. His benefactor and supposed father figure, Salvatore della Porta, Exalted Master of the Ancient Order of the Seventh Sun, had been grooming Carlo his whole life to be Tintoretto’s replacement—a position forced upon Carlo when Nick O’Connor extinguished the first Painter’s long life. Della Porta had withheld so much from Carlo, not the least of which was the ability to hear Paradiso’s furious prisoners—including his father.
Carlo stood and paced the room, careful to sidestep any drawings of Julia and people from his flashbacks. He puffed on his cigarette like an asthma inhaler. 
Would things have been different had he not met Nick and Julia? How a fleeting moment could alter a life. Nick was also able to hear a soul in Paradiso, but only one—Isabella Scalfini, Nick’s beloved from his past life. Carlo had truly wanted to help, but as the American tourist regressed to Angelo Mascari, a swordsman from the sixteenth century, everything went to literal hell.
A long drag from his cigarette served to only fuel his nicotine addiction. He snuffed the butt in the overflowing glass ashtray on the dresser and caught himself in the mirror. Bloodshot hazel eyes stared back at him beneath a mop of dark brown. He looked as miserable as he felt.
The tiny room and putrid air suffocated him. The walls tightened by the hour, threatening to squeeze him like a grape in a vise. If he stayed in this room, he’d end up slitting his wrists in the bathtub. The Order be damned; he needed to breathe.
He snatched his key card, wallet, and passport off the nightstand.
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People streamed by Carlo in the bustling nightlife of the Malasaña neighborhood. Couples dined and drank. Groups of friends filed into bars with varying types of music, backdropping his cacophonous soundscape. 
While the fresh air and activity lifted his spirit, Carlo ambled in slow motion, sticking to the walls and shadows. He lowered the brim of his newly purchased Real Madrid hat to enshroud his face. He’d always admired the football club and their aggressive tactics on and off the field, though he was currently very much on defense.
Other than being landlocked, from what he’d seen, Madrid seemed to be his ideal city. If only the Order didn’t have a base of operations there. Not to mention its proximity to Venice. Nowhere in Europe was safe.
He chugged his Coke.
America seemed to be a good choice for his career. Maybe New York. No, farther. Los Angeles. Hell, why not Hawaii? He could change his name. Would a vacationing Order member recognize him? Argentina was a better option. Or maybe Thailand. Julia would become a memory, but he could paint landscapes and sell them on the beach. His friend had spent two months traveling Southeast Asia and raved about the joys of lounging in a hammock by day and dancing with girls at quarter, half, and full-moon parties by night. 
The moon brought him back to the Order and their ceremonies based on lunar phases. Knowing the group had sentenced Senator Quattrone, as well as his descendant, sent waves of agitation and anger through Carlo. Was history repeating itself? 
He rubbed his tatted forearms. Was it a parallel situation? Or had he betrayed della Porta? 
A group of drunk college-aged kids headed straight for him, not even acknowledging his presence. Carlo shimmied out of their way like the ghost he was.
‘They are liars, free us.’
Senator Quattrone’s soul had uttered the words from Paradiso in the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum the night before. Was it a plea or a warning? Perhaps there was a history of double-crossed souls. 
If there were a possibility of freeing his father, Nick, and the other souls, Carlo would need to return to the Palazzo Ducale to complete the task. But he was ostracized from Venice, and now, hunted. 
His phone chimed with an SMS. A number he didn’t recognize. A text in English. ‘Kapital Club. Third Floor. 2:00.’
It was 1:08 AM. Carlo searched Google Maps and found the club was a thirty-minute walk away. It could’ve been a ruse, but would della Porta set a trap in a public place, especially a nightclub? Possibly, but he’d play the odds. 
There was a 0.001% chance it was Julia. 






  
  II
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Cold emanated from the concrete floor, penetrating the thin fabric of the black halter-neck dress clinging to Julia O’Connor’s body. She had borrowed it from Fosca for the ceremony, and though she loved it when she put it on, now—curled in a fetal position and picking her fingernails in the corner of her cell beneath the Thyssen-Bornemisza—a worse clothing option didn’t exist. She’d drifted off, finally succumbing to physical and mental exhaustion, but discomfort—and fear—prevented sleep for more than a minute.  
Earlier, Salvatore della Porta and Detective Lacasse had interrogated her, demanding to know how she obtained one of the ancient Spanish coins the Order used for passkeys. As if the idiots thought she’d give up Fosca. Lying to them came so easily. She took pride in fabricating stories on the spot. 
They also wanted Carlo’s current location, which was a baffling request. She’d gone to the ceremony to kill Carlo, not only to avenge Nick, but to save the world. Well, at least to back up Fosca, Diego, and Karim. That was before everything went to hell. The event turned out to be for Diego. The lanky guy was about to become the Spanish Order’s next Painter. With Fosca and her team nowhere in sight, Julia launched into action. She killed El Greco—an icon of art who should’ve died centuries earlier. Taking any life, even one that should not have been alive, repulsed her, but she had no choice. 
As life seeped from El Greco, everything Nick had claimed—everything she couldn’t previously believe—presented itself. Paradise—no, the hundreds of souls in Paradise—came alive. Just as Fosca had explained, because the Sun Crystal wasn’t destroyed, the souls remained tethered to the painting, unable to free themselves.
“Think of it like two-factor authentication,” she’d said. “The Painter needs to be killed, but the Sun Crystal needs to be shattered, too, in a special way.”
That special way dated back to ancient Mongolia. Mongolia? Julia was still trying to wrap her head around needing a book sealed in a booby-trapped lockbox from the Renaissance.
Meanwhile, she was imprisoned in Madrid while her poor husband was trapped in a new two-dimensional purgatory in Venice. 
Della Porta had tantalized her with a letter Nick had written while he was in jail. She wished to God she could read it, but no way would she give up Fosca or anyone in the Guild to do so. The Order’s world domination plan was terrifying, but for Julia, the odds of just living another day were beyond daunting. She had to accept a hard truth. She, Fosca, the Guild, Nick, the world—they lost. 
They lost badly. 
She released a deep exhale, wincing from the sharp pain squeezing her lungs.
Every breath was a battering ram to the chest. Nick had received the same injury during a hockey practice, so she knew there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.
“This was supposed to be a damn vacation,” she muttered.
The click of an electronic lock responded to her complaint. Her cell door opened. Without a word, the gargantuan Protector who had pinned her down during the ceremony entered the otherwise empty cell carrying a bundle. A dark-skinned man with a bald head and lambchop sideburns, the man’s titanic frame still amazed Julia more than it frightened her, though that frame had cracked her ribs. 
Avoiding her eyes, the Protector placed some items on the floor by the door with apologetic mannerisms. 
“Qué hora es?” Julia asked, the question sending shards of pain into her lungs. Without a watch or window, she had no clue of the time.
“Noche,” he replied before closing the door.
Night. It had to be about twenty-four hours since the ceremony. Not that it mattered. Other than the three men who’d been in her cell, no one knew where she was. No one even knew she was in Spain.
She crawled over to the bundle to find an apple on top of an airline pillow and blanket. Clearly, the Order didn’t use this room for long-term prisoners. On one hand, this reassured her. On the other, it was terrifying. 
Her body and mind screamed at her to sleep, but rest didn’t come easy. Still, what else could she do? She’d gone over her circumstances in her head a million times. She twirled her black hair, dyed the prior night as a disguise. 
It got her into the museum, but now, escape seemed impossible. She didn’t know where Carlo was and wasn’t about to betray Fosca. If she lied about either, would they set her free before verifying her claims? Perhaps she could bargain with them, demand an attorney—or better, that she be brought to the U.S. embassy. Then, she’d reveal critical information, maybe about the doge’s black book. The slim chance of freeing Nick from Paradise slipped away by the minute. She wanted to bring down the Order and would trade her life for it, but only if success was guaranteed. If anything, the guarantee seemed that they’d keep her silent forever—one way or another.
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More exasperated than ever, Salvatore della Porta strode the drab hallway with Richard Lacasse at his side. Fluorescent ceiling fixtures lit their way as they passed empty catering carts, which wouldn’t be used for some time.  
Signora O’Connor played a good game, but it was just that—a game. His gut said she was untruthful, but he’d yet to convince his mind.
“She has specific details,” he said to the detective in English.
“It’s an age-old technique. Offer breadcrumbs to make someone think you have a loaf.”
“The insurance payout cannot be real.”
“I’ll verify it and check if she contacted the U.S. embassy.”
They reached a Protector sitting at the security door. The man buzzed them through. 
When the door closed, Lacasse cracked his neck. The larger man’s light-brown complexion, prematurely gray hair and gray suit nearly camouflaged him into the walls. He continued in his soothing French accent as they traversed the connecting hallway. “What concerns me is that she used the technique. I’ve seen it hundreds of times in interrogations. The tell is the breadcrumbs are always peripheral stories, never the issue at hand. They circumvent the question, as she did regarding the Palazzo, her husband, and the urns. But notice, she offered no real specifics about the coin or gaining access to the Convocation.”
“She’s lying. Why are you concerned?”
“I wonder how she knew the technique in the first place. It’s possible it wasn’t a technique at all, and she is telling the truth about everything other than the insurance policy. Ten thousand isn’t much. And she didn’t take her husband’s letter. Considerable bait, given her situation.”
The man had a point. Julia O’Connor may have been a journalist for a brief period, but she wasn’t a spy or a hardened criminal. 
“His last words to her,” della Porta said. “She knows the letter is the closest she’ll ever get to speaking to him again.”
Lacasse’s typically impassive face flashed a look of concern. “Only one person could’ve told her he’s in a new painting.”
A charlatan son, della Porta thought.
He shook his head, untidying strands of salt-and-pepper hair, which he smoothed back into place. He’d yet to fully deliberate Carlo’s actions, but what was there to consider? A self-therapy session was meaningless when he had facts. The man he considered a son was a betrayer, and he’d pay for his treachery. It was that simple.
“Let’s look at the evidence,” the Interpol detective said. “She came to Madrid with Carlo. He was here all day except when he went to dinner with Vasquez and Lobo—”
“You’re using that absurd moniker now, too?” Della Porta pressed the bridge of his Roman nose beneath his eyeglasses, his patience running thin on multiple fronts.
Lacasse raised his hand in apology. “Diego Blanco-Romasanta. It’s hard to imagine Carlo left Venice with a silver Spanish coin from 1614. Either he managed to steal one and pass it off to Julia in the restaurant—”
“Which isn’t out of the realm of possibility.” Della Porta stopped at a stairwell door and buttoned his suit jacket. 
“Or she got it from someone else.”
“I don’t believe she bought it. That’s a lie.” Della Porta opened the access door, and they climbed the stairs.
“Or someone gave it to her.” Lacasse rubbed his jaw. “Fosca seems unlikely, given her lineage. There could be another mole here in Madrid. There’s Karim, the man they discovered, who has still given us nothing.”
Della Porta’s lips curled upward. He had watched the video of Karim’s interrogation. The filth was dealt with properly by Blanco-Romasanta and José Vasquez, Madrid’s Exalted Master. The men had incorporated a tried-and-true technique to coerce information from traitors. 
“Perhaps we should use the thumbscrews on Signora O’Connor,” he said.
Lacasse swallowed but remained otherwise passive. “Torture offers no guarantee of accurate nor actionable intelligence, as we’ve seen with Karim. I do not think Carlo gave her the coin. He wasn’t even aware of the Madrid chapter’s existence before a few days ago. It’s even less likely she knows his whereabouts.”
What seemed like an avoidance of practical methodology irritated della Porta. “It depends on nothing but a person’s ability to withstand pain. Thumbscrews and other devices have been used successfully on thousands of people. Julia O’Connor does not strike me as someone accustomed to discomfort. You like facts, yes? We have two that are indisputable. Carlo and Signora O’Connor left for Madrid together. They were then seen together here in this museum, working in tandem to disrupt the Convocation and kill our revered El Greco. You are the detective. Detect.”
Lacasse offered della Porta a solemn bow of understanding.
Carlo. The charlatan son.
He released a despondent exhale. “My love for Carlo blinded me, but that blindfold has been lifted. I’m not above admitting a mistake. The simplest explanation is the likeliest explanation.”
The detective nodded again.
“This is it.” Della Porta motioned to the stairwell exit two flights up from the holding rooms, rather than ascending a third that would’ve brought them to the museum’s ground floor.
The two men entered a new corridor, also painted in a subdued gray. 
“Question her again. Do what you must. Find Carlo. After you do… kill her.”
Lacasse pinched his face. He’d find the tasks repugnant, but they had little choice. Della Porta didn’t care that truths had been shown to Julia O’Connor—after all, he planned to reveal them to the whole world. The problem was that she knew too much about means. Those means were justified by an end, though some may find them unsavory and seek to thwart a majestic finale. That could not happen. If della Porta was honest with himself, he regretted needing to remove her. She was innocent, and he liked her energy. But they couldn’t detain her indefinitely. Lacasse knew this. It had to be done.
A muffled hum grew in volume as the two men proceeded down the hall. At first, the noise appeared mechanical, but as they continued, the sound, comprised of low-, mid-, and high-pitched waves, felt organic. Though della Porta had heard it before, it unsettled him. He stole a look at Lacasse. The detective glanced wide-eyed about and above him, unsure of the sound’s origins.
“The souls,” della Porta said. 
Lacasse swallowed.
The interim Spanish Exalted Master had instructed his Protectors to move Paradiso to a storage room in the basement. They’d hoped to bring it to the third-level basement where Signora O’Connor was held, but the large-scale painting wouldn’t fit unless they removed the frame, which they weren’t ready to do on such short notice.
The wailing grew in volume as they reached a door at the end of the hall. A Spanish Protector wearing noise-canceling headphones handed a pair each to della Porta and Lacasse. 
“Nothing can prepare you, señores,” the Protector said, nearly yelling. The bearded man, about della Porta’s age, in his sixties, appeared far too eager to end his shift. 
Della Porta was one of few living people who knew the man spoke the truth—nothing could prepare anybody for the scene behind the storage room door. Other than Carlo, della Porta was about to become the only other person to witness a living miracle—no, a living verity—twice. 
He donned the headphones and motioned for Lacasse to do the same. The nervous expression on the usually stoic detective gave della Porta pause. 
As a one-time duke’s palace, then offices and a bank vault before it was converted to a museum, with its thick walls, the Thyssen-Bornemisza was the perfect home for the Order. Upon renovation, the walls had been reinforced to insulate sound. That was designed to prevent eavesdroppers on Convocation nights, not hundreds of screaming visible spirits. They had inspected the outside and hadn’t heard anything with their naked ears, so they were confident the painting’s temporary home in the basement would suffice. But the disturbance radiating from the storage room was so loud, even with the headphones, della Porta worried people would hear something. 
Knowing the divine chaos that fumed beyond the door, he expelled three quick breaths to steady his nerves.
With a nod to Lacasse, they entered. The Protector quickly shut the door behind them.
The detective’s eyes enlarged. His jaw unhinged at the mesmerizing vision propped against metal shelving.
Though della Porta had seen Paradiso in Venice come alive, he could witness this every day for the rest of his life and be entranced every time. Utterly remarkable. Living art. Indisputable proof that people had souls and that everything the Order had done was justified and righteous. If not for the uninterpretable shrieks that sounded like a three-toned dull and the high-pitched vibration that clattered his teeth, he wished he could leave the painting in its animated state.
While awe-inspiring, it also chilled della Porta’s bones. His muscles slackened, and he needed every ounce of mental energy to prevent his body from folding in fear. 
Irate spirits of every age, gender, and social status clawed and stretched their forms beyond the canvas, screaming, yearning for freedom, unable to break free of their ethereal boundary.
Della Porta took two steps back.
Lacasse took four. 
He yelled to della Porta. He couldn’t hear Lacasse’s words but read his lips: ‘Are we safe?’
Della Porta patted his friend’s shoulder. Despite the disturbing visual, there was no danger, but keeping the painting in its animated state wasn’t possible. For now. It wasn’t yet time to introduce the world to Veritism, the one veritable religion. It could be done on any canvas in the future.
The Sun Crystal was safe in Venice, having not been transported to Paris as typically would’ve happened after a Convocation in Madrid. The situation also necessitated a new Painter. Diego Blanco-Romasanta was della Porta’s first choice, and though he could be unpredictable, by all accounts, performed admirably under pressure. 
Convincing the Madrid council to move forward would not be an issue. The problem, however, was a technical one. They were in uncharted waters. How could he transfer power to a new Painter if the old Painter was dead? Della Porta had ideas; the original Painters needed to be suffused with the power somehow.
He tensed his muscles and motioned to Lacasse for them to leave the room. The detective made a beeline for the exit, ripped his headphones off, handed them to the Protector, and crossed himself, visibly shaken. Della Porta shut the door.
“No question all that evil is a disturbing sight,” della Porta said, handing his headphones over. “Relax, my friend. They’re not going anywhere.”
He spoke to Lacasse and the Protector. “Keep the museum closed until further notice.”
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Girls in skimpy dresses gyrating to pounding bass beneath a dizzying light show delivered Carlo back to the cusp of his old self—or, more accurately, to a delirious peripheral of his old self. He’d been in Kapital Club for forty minutes, and nobody had approached him. Then again, he wondered how anybody would find him in the vast, darkly lit place. He’d gone to nightclubs in Venice and Milan, but they were nothing like Kapital, a former seven-story theater. Partygoers filled the stage and balconies. Carlo had trashed his baseball hat and slicked back his hair in the bathroom before joining two hundred people on the main dance floor. 
A vodka-Red Bull alleviated concerns he had stepped into the Order’s snare. After a second cocktail dispersed extant thoughts of Julia, he found himself grinding with a brunette who may or may not have had a name. As the DJ switched up the techno, he jumped up and down with everyone else, his arm raised in sync to the beat as if he were part of a collective heart. 
Before he knew it, a different girl displaced the brunette. This vixen had a brown bob with pink tips. A red, knee-high dress with a side slit lured Carlo to her thigh. 
Fosca. 
He had found her attractive the first time he saw her in della Porta’s office. Now, under the lights, with that outfit, a sheet of sweat glistening on her neck, swaying with him, caused an undeniable arousal. He didn’t care about the Order or anyone else in the moment. Julia lingered in his head, but he’d never see her again, so why flounder in the gloom of an unachievable outcome? All he wanted to do was grab Fosca and kiss her.
“I need to know something,” she yelled over the music, her face and tone all business. “Come on.”
Carlo loved her accent. Though Fosca was French-Italian, she had spent so much time in the States, including college, her inflection sounded more like an American who had lived in Europe, rather than the other way around. 
His stimulation heightened as he followed her off the dance floor and up the stairs to a standing table near the bar. She glanced around before continuing. It was difficult to hear right next to her, so they didn’t need to worry about eavesdroppers. Still, she brought her mouth close to his ear. Her warm breath, mixed with the aroma of her Dolce & Gabbana perfume, caused the hairs on his neck to stand at attention—along with another body part.
“I need to know, Carlo. Were you trying to kill El Greco? Or Lobo?”
Carlo closed his eyes and forced himself back to the reality of his situation. This little slice of heaven—the club, the booze, Fosca—it could never last.
Her question brought it all home for him. Even if Carlo could hide—even if he killed himself, Lobo—Diego Blanco-Romasanta, an artist so pompous, he billed himself as El Lobo Blanco, the White Wolf, was still alive. Carlo snickered. El Mutt Blanco was more like it. Carlo had met the type in art school. Despite the man-child’s outward vanity, his insecurities led him to adopt a moniker. In this case, Blanco-Romasanta appropriated his self-appointed nickname from Renaissance master, El Greco—Tintoretto’s Spanish counterpart. 
Though he loathed doing it, Carlo intended on dispatching the five-hundred-year-old artistic genius from this Earthly Realm, but a raven-haired woman beat him to it. Fortunately, Carlo wounded Lobo and disabled Madrid’s Exalted Master, preventing a power transfer from El Greco to Lobo. But how long would that last? For all he knew, della Porta could’ve already installed Lobo. Then, the Spanish prick would be on equal footing, with equal strength and vis vitalis. There was also the Paris chapter to consider, and he’d yet to learn the French Painter’s identity. Should Carlo disappear—willingly or not—the other two Painters could also sentence victims to Paradiso in Venice.
Della Porta had many avenues to achieve his plan of Veritism and the prospect terrified Carlo. Della Porta needed to be stopped. The Order needed to be demolished. The souls needed to be liberated. 
To do any of that, Carlo had to achieve the impossible: show his face in Venice.
“I’m sorry,” he said as loudly as possible without yelling. “I went off script.” He stared at the table with dismay. His actions jeopardized everything, but what choice did he have?
A cigarette would’ve helped, but he preferred dealing with the stress than tarnishing her scent. And Fosca hated when people smoked.
She placed her finger on his chin and tipped his head up.
“You’ll need to find the book on your own now,” he said.
“But you’re a Painter, too.” Ignoring his statement, she eyed him with sympathy and curiosity. 
It was true. The significance of his new role had been pecking his mind. How could he unbind the souls as a Painter without…? One step at a time. He needed to stop della Porta first. If the man found a book lost to the ages, he’d be able to secure the backing of the Church, and with it, a billion followers. Everyone else would fall in line, and della Porta would be at the helm, banishing anyone who didn’t join—or for any other reason. Lobo would gleefully do his bidding. “I couldn’t let that psychopath become a Painter, Fosca. Even if we get the book and expose the Order to the world, they’d find a way to turn it around on us. It was my only chance.”
“I wanted to do the same thing.” Her eyes reflected his angst.
Carlo wasn’t sure he heard right. “You did?”
“It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.” She reached into her purse hanging from the thin shoulder strap and placed a butterfly knife on the table. 
He drew in a sharp breath. He slid the weapon back to her.
“Was that for El Greco?” he asked.
“Either him or… another Painter.” Fosca averted her gaze and tucked the knife in her purse. “I realized you’re too much of an asset.”
The words sunk in. Another Painter. You’re too much of an asset. Lobo wasn’t a Painter yet. Carlo rubbed his forearms, realizing what she implied. Two Painters in the same room. The only way to free the souls. 
He couldn’t blame Fosca for her original plan. Fortunately, she came to a more favorable conclusion. 
Others wouldn’t be as judicious. Carlo faced a stark fact: he had a bull’s eye on his back. It was yet another piece della Porta had withheld from him—and another reason Tintoretto had been confined to a subterranean room in the Palazzo. As much as the Order needed to sequester him from the public, they also needed to protect him. The Guild would hardly be the only people after him. Even if della Porta achieved his goals with Veritism, Carlo would be forced to be the group’s primary warden. Millions would want him dead.
“Hey,” Fosca said, snapping her fingers in front of his face. “This isn’t the time for a self-pity wallow fest. Have you forgotten about Julia?”
Carlo frowned. He was thankful she changed the subject, but thoughts of Julia were equally painful. “I do not think she’ll want to see me ever again.” The pressure was too much. He retrieved a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. 
Fosca scowled at the smokes and backed away. “You’re probably right, you idiot, but I mean we need to save her.” 
“What are you talking about?” He reluctantly dropped the unlit cigarette back into the near-empty pack.
“She did look like a different person.” Fosca grinned. “I don’t blame you for not noticing.”
It finally hit him. “The woman. The black-haired woman with glasses. I knew her voice sounded familiar. Julia killed El Greco?” Then it knocked him in the face. She was in incredible danger. He swallowed. Hard. “I have a good idea where she is.”
“I’m guessing locked up in the Thyssen?”
“Exactly. I’ve been there. They’re also holding a guy. A footballer. They tortured him.”
Fosca dropped her shoulders and squared her gaze on Carlo. “Karim. He was one of our inside men. At least he’s alive. We need to get him out, too.”
The news was worse than Carlo could’ve imagined. He ran his hands through his hair. “This is all my fault. Karim, now Julia.”
Fosca reached over and took his hand. This time, she let it linger. Warmth from her skin sent ironic shivers up his arm. 
“You know that’s not true,” she said.
He nodded. She was right. And self-pity would accomplish nothing. “Getting in will be tricky, if not impossible.” 
“Except it turns out the gatekeeper is a fan of Versace.”
Carlo wrinkled his brow. “So?”
“So it’s who I’m wearing.” She stepped back to show off her dress, instantly rousing him again. “And the Protector is sitting over there chatting up that blonde.” 
Fosca pointed her head toward the lounge area. Sure enough, on an orange velvet couch sat a man with an anchor tattoo on one of his pronounced cheeks. Foliage ink climbed up his neck from beneath his shirt.
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As expected late at night, the hospital was quiet. Earlier in the day, della Porta had checked in on José Vasquez, so he knew the direction to the Spanish Exalted Master’s room. Diego Blanco-Romasanta had accompanied him, on crutches with his leg in a cast, along with two Protectors. Since Vasquez was unconscious, the visit was brief. Blanco-Romasanta had inquired about his own status and if he’d still ascend to Painter, but della Porta admonished him. It was hardly the time or place for such a conversation. 
Now alone, della Porta needed to pay a visit to Vasquez on his way to the airport. 
With a glance up and down the empty hallway, della Porta removed his fedora and overcoat to reveal doctors’ scrubs. He folded the coat over his arm, strode past the unoccupied nurses’ station, and went directly to Vasquez’s room. 
If there were ever a shining example of one’s decisions leading to dire consequences, it lay on the hospital bed before him. The steady beep of the EKG was the only sound. Bandages wrapped the man’s head. The last time della Porta saw him, Vasquez was as smug as ever, chomping on a cigar in his bearded mouth, ridiculing Veritism.
How circumstances change.
Vasquez made the near-fatal mistake of attempting to circumvent della Porta in a power grab. Did fate’s hand guide the Spanish Exalted Master’s plan to fail with dramatic fanfare? Was it luck? Irony? Or due to the elementary fact that Vasquez failed to think more than one move ahead?
Della Porta often butted heads with his Spanish colleague, but he respected the man. Like della Porta, Vasquez had risen from a modest background. Now, seeing him incapacitated on a hospital bed cut too close to home; any Exalted Master could be similarly assaulted. Della Porta pitied Vasquez. He could’ve had his share of eminence. Alas, c’est la vie—he stood in della Porta’s way. 
The Uber driver had been paid 100 euro to wait ten minutes. Provided the driver didn’t record the stop or rat him out, nobody would know that della Porta was there.
“When you’re the house,” he whispered into Vasquez’s ear, “you make the odds.”
It took less than two seconds. Della Porta detached the IV and unplugged the machine to prevent an alarm when Vasquez flatlined. 
Fatal mistake.
If someone stood in della Porta’s way, they stood in the Order’s way. Vasquez stood in the way of vision. Of progress. Of greatness.
Della Porta donned his hat and overcoat, exited the hospital room, and walked briskly to the elevator. 
Nobody saw him—or the grin on his face.






  
  VI
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In his twenty-four years on Planet Earth, Diego Blanco-Romasanta had considered himself master of his past, present, and destiny. He never squandered his father’s money, nor did he take his artistic talent for granted. 
When he adopted the moniker El Lobo Blanco, it was a calculated choice to evoke respect and derision. More than anyone, he knew it was ridiculous. It didn’t fit his appearance; he looked more militaristic emo vampire than wolf. In part, he chose it in reverence to his predecessor, El Greco. Above all, Lobo just sounded cool. It was the rock star name he was destined to embody.
Was.
Lobo chugged the remainder of his rioja and flagged the bartender for another. Sentido Contrario was a dive bar that served the crappiest red wine in Madrid. The sticky mix of angry drunks and angrier music was the exact vibe he craved. He glanced over his shoulder at the half-full space. The walls and ceiling were plastered with graffiti-covered posters of every band that questioned the establishment since 1975. Most of the wannabe punks and goths that littered the bar wouldn’t be caught dead drinking rioja, and that was their problem: a lack of sophistication—or desire to accept a world beyond the gutter—that would forever leave them feeling that life had dealt them a shitty hand. 
Even the four Scottish skinheads playing pool, all twice Lobo’s size and obviously in Spain on a discount vacation, punching each other’s shoulders after each
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