

Chapter 1

The plan for the heist had been prepared with pinpoint accuracy, right down to the amount of fuel they’d need for the helicopter, the number of spare ammo mags, the weight they’d add to backpacks and the chances of needing a medic and what supplies he should carry … everything. Johann could not remember a better-planned mission.

Of course, their mysterious employer had made the consequences of failure pretty bloody clear.

‘If you fail, I will hire a team tasked specifically with the job of nailing your entrails to the highest tree, and then hanging you with them. I will see to it that your families burn, that—’ Johann blocked out the rest of the speech. Their employer had to be either downright stupid or incredibly powerful to threaten an ex-military crew that way. Johann and all the others believed the man was the latter.

Thus, a job planned with expert precision.

Johann travelled in the back of one of two black Range Rovers, his Heckler & Koch MP5 sub-machine gun, with its retractable stock, laid carefully across his lap. The Range Rovers negotiated the swooping twists and turns of the lush English countryside with ease, driving at speed, about ten feet apart, gradually closing on their prey. Johann focused on the job ahead.

They were a tight, highly skilled team, a product of war that had survived years of action and reinvented itself as a practised, motivated unit. They operated where the money was, usually in military hot spots, but today they were in rainy rural England, where they’d been offered a ridiculous sum of money to obtain a particular object.

‘Make no mistake, they will perceive you all as hostiles,’ their mysterious employer had told them. ‘Leave no one alive. Everyone except you who handles my treasure must die.’

It all left a bitter aftertaste in Johann’s mouth, like burned coffee. In a war zone you could justify almost anything, you could assault an enemy convoy, kill everyone and still come away with a sense of satisfaction. But here … passing through sleepy old villages and country churches, past Grandma and Grandad tootling down to the local post office, seeing babies being pushed in their prams and hearing schoolchildren hollering in their playgrounds … it didn’t sit right. This was home. This was what you fought to preserve. You didn’t bring the war back here.

Unless the money was particularly good.

Johann sighed inwardly. He was a soldier. If his commanding officer told him to kill, he would kill. The three other members of his team would do the same. Following orders was how they stayed alive, how they eventually returned to a normal world that they no longer felt part of. Johann much preferred a strident war zone to an anarchic Sainsbury’s. His colleagues felt the same. Johann had found that the downtime between missions hurt their team equilibrium far more than an intense firefight or a close call. And the men he sat alongside now, the men he fought with, were all that mattered. He would go to hell and back with them.

The Range Rovers plunged through twisty English backroads, rows of trees on either side. The rising sun disappeared, blocked out by the density of overhanging branches. Johann steadied his weapon as potholes rocked the suspension, listening to the interplay between the boss in the front seat and the helicopter that travelled above.

‘Maintain airspeed,’ the boss said. ‘Target is six minutes out.’

‘Understood,’ came the reply. ‘With you every step of the way.’

‘Stay in constant contact, Air One.’

‘Understood, Ground One.’ Johann looked up through the Range Rover’s smoky panoramic roof. The helicopter tracking them was a highly versatile multipurpose Augusta Westland, rented anonymously from a Northumbrian airfield just a day ago, that had an extended cabin and could carry up to seven passengers in addition to two pilots in relative luxury. It was an integral part of the plan.

They would hit their targets where they were most vulnerable.

‘Four minutes to impact,’ the boss said.

Close to the start of this long journey, when they were still negotiating the country lanes of Northumberland, well before they reached the A1 and major roads south, Johann and the other members of his team would attack the unmarked van that carried an unknown treasure. They would take everything, including the other team’s lives. The heist would have to be clean, anonymous, speedy and clinical.

‘Two minutes,’ the boss said.

Johann blinked as the car passed through a tree tunnel, his face dappled by intermittent bursts of sunlight, and then raised his gun and placed his finger over the trigger, a familiar caress. He smelled oil and metal and leather. He heard the roar of the engine and the clump of the helicopter and the sound of blood rushing in his ears.

Ahead, the white van that was their ultimate target appeared.




Chapter 2

Joe Mason longed for a punchbag. He hadn’t hit the gym in weeks. Hadn’t hit anything in weeks. Following their last mission where they had found the hidden Creed that belonged to the Amori after serpentine slogs through ancient catacombs and a damaging assault on their enemy’s secret stronghold, Mason had come away with broken ribs, a broken index finger and a black eye. And Mason, along with Quaid, had been the relatively lucky ones. Roxy and Hassell had fared far worse.

Six weeks had passed. Wounds from the explosion were healing or had healed. Mason’s ribs remained a little tender. But his index finger was as good as new.

As for the rest of the team: Quaid’s bruising and headache had vanished within a few days. Hassell’s broken arm, concussion and facial lacerations had mended almost perfectly. The only lasting scars were two narrow tramlines that crossed his right cheek, tramlines he found it hard not to track with his fingers on a regular basis. And then there was Roxy …

The raven-haired American had suffered scorching and scoring along her shoulders and arms, puncture wounds across much of her body, and skin torn from her face. The private doctors that Sally employed had done a great job of fixing Roxy’s wounds, however. Now, apart from some redness, Mason found it hard to see where the damage had occurred. Not that he looked too closely. He didn’t want to get on Roxy’s bad side.

Sally had used the time for their convalescence well. True to her word, she had created a company called Quest Investigations, named them all as employees and set up a headquarters. It was based in the old rambling house her father had left after his murder, the event that started Sally and Mason and the others in their initial quest for the Vatican Book of Secrets. Sally had outfitted a large room with computers, added an oversized wall monitor, more telephones and wireless chargers than they would ever need, several light-oak desks, a food-making station, a fridge-freezer, coffee- and tea-making facilities and, finally, a comfortable L-shaped sofa that faced a flourishing and verdant section of the garden.

‘That’ll do for now,’ she’d said on completion, leaving Mason to wonder just what the hell else she could possibly fit in there.

Sally had taken her time. They had time to kill due to their injuries. She had made contact with just a few trusted friends, and then their good contacts at the Vatican, asking for endorsements, validations that they could use as seals of approval for their new company. She had built a website, ordered business cards and stationery and even rented a company car. Most important of all, she had secured them a weapons permit.

The hardest part was convincing the authorities that they would need guns to track down a dusty old relic. But they had experience to draw on, and they had another justification that Quaid had come up with. ‘We could offer an additional service,’ he’d said. ‘Simple enough, and one that could be quite lucrative. With our personnel we’re easily equipped to transport precious items between places.’

His suggestion swung it in favour of the weapons permit. They’d installed a state-of-the-art gun safe in Sally’s home. The next idea was to build a shooting range, but there hadn’t been time for that yet. In addition, Sally had voiced a desire to learn how to fight and defend herself. She understood it would take a while, but she’d spent enough time cowering in a corner as the others fought; she wanted to make more of a difference and felt that she had the right people around her to make that happen.

The six-week convalescence was a good time to start.

Sally spent the rest of her time cultivating contacts. In typical style, she had ignored her father’s old networks – affluent, arrogant men who still badgered her for investments – and instead targeted influential museums, historians and experienced professors. She intended to work only with the best, and to take on only what she deemed to be the most interesting archaeological quests. She saw no point in rushing anything.

Mason and the others had been staying in Sally’s house for the most part during this period. At first, Mason hadn’t fancied making the hectic journey back to his London apartment, due to his slowly healing ribs, which meant he hadn’t needed a gym to frequent. Sally had promised to install a punchbag in the garage, but he was still waiting for that to materialise. 

Eventually, Sally’s house became the easiest alternative for everyone. The team were able to stay out of each other’s way when they needed to, and were on hand when the situation required. Mason found that Professor Rusk’s old, sprawling, irregular house had more rooms and attics and basements than he cared to explore and just enough modern touches to make it habitable.

Early on, they determined to stay together for as long as it took Sally to create her new business, which would be at least as long as their wounds would take to heal.

It was a hard time for Mason. Even harder for Roxy. Mason thrived on moving forward, turning his experiences into history, but Roxy needed them. She told him about the old wounds that crisscrossed her body, the daunting network a constant reminder of a terrible old life that she needed to leave behind. The new scars were more prominent than her old ones due to their freshness, but did they speak to her of the future … or of the past?

Mason hadn’t found the right moment to ask her, to get into a deep conversation. It didn’t seem appropriate whilst most people’s wounds were still on the mend. The events that transpired at Boneyard Bay, the final battle and Marduk’s explosion, the atrocities carried out by the murderous thief Cassadaga and his companion, Ivana, had affected them all deeply and required a certain amount of distance. Mason found he couldn’t deal with them head on, at least not yet.

Probably because he already had deep-seated, unresolved issues.

Mason shrugged, purposely derailing his own train of thought. He was currently alone, standing in one of Sally’s garages and wondering how much junk they’d have to get rid of to install a decent boxing-based mini-gym inside. The roof was high and sturdy, the walls constructed from thick breezeblock, but every square inch of space was taken up by an assortment of detritus that numbed Mason’s mind with the thought of getting it all cleared away. 

‘Hey.’ Roxy was standing at the door, her shadow blotting out the mid-April sunshine. ‘You ready to go, Babyface?’

‘You still calling me that?’

‘If the face fits …’ Roxy shrugged. ‘Embrace it.’

Mason started walking towards her. ‘There are worse nicknames, I guess.’

‘Oh, believe me, there are a lot worse, and I would be happy to apply them.’

‘Let’s stick with Babyface, shall we?’

Mason was blessed with blond hair, blue eyes and a face that – no matter what hell he’d been through – never changed. Due to his clean looks, people often underestimated him. 

He caught up with Roxy and accompanied her around to the front of the house.

‘How are you feeling this morning?’ he asked. This was their first mission since the day of the explosion.

‘Antsy,’ she said. ‘The room’s too full of me when I’m the only one in it.’

Surprisingly, Mason knew exactly what she meant. He wouldn’t tell her – he didn’t want to admit he was on the same wavelength as Roxy Banks – but both of them had heads full of demons to exorcise and neither of them wanted to be inactive for too long. Inactivity allowed the past to creep up on you. It used hard, skeletal fingers to drag you back to its deadly lair where old mistakes, errors of judgement and poisonous memories lay waiting to enfold you in unbearable pain.

‘It will be good to get back to work,’ he said simply. 

‘I’m not sure today classifies as work.’

‘What? You’d rather be getting shot at? Chased?’

‘Whatever builds a wall,’ Roxy said. ‘You know what I’m looking for.’

Mason did. Roxy was essentially trying to find the woman she could have become if an undercover agency hadn’t taken twelve years of her life and trained her to be an assassin. Only then would she feel worthy enough to reclaim the love her parents so longed to give her.

‘The last two missions must have helped,’ he said. ‘The Vatican Book of Secrets and then the hidden Creed. Marduk’s lair. Saving the world twice. Or at least, the Catholic world. Do you remember how grateful Cardinal Vallini was?’

Roxy slowed as they approached the hire car that was parked out front of Sally’s house. ‘I do, and that’s great. But Joe’ – she turned to him – ‘it’s not happening fast enough. It feels a little slow. I’m worried.’ She turned away and put a hand on the door of the car. ‘Worried for all of us.’

Mason watched her climb into the back seat with Hassell and Sally. Slow? Just hearing her words made him apprehensive about her state of mind. For him, there had been nothing slow about the last two missions. Was Roxy seeking something she would never find? Would she try so hard that the effort would get her killed? 

Quaid, sitting in the driver’s seat, waved at him, drawing him away from dark thoughts. Mason shrugged the melancholy away and climbed into the front passenger seat, greeting his friends as he closed the door. Despite Roxy’s claims of tedium, he was looking forward to this mission. It was their first time working for Sally, their first as an official new team, and their first for the new company.

‘Are we ready to go now?’ Quaid asked impatiently.

‘When you are,’ Mason said. ‘Are you sure you can drive this thing? It’s brand-new, you know.’

Quaid tried to look confident. ‘It’s a bloody auto,’ he said. ‘You point it, and it goes. What could possibly go wrong?’

‘Sorry I couldn’t get a saloon with a manual box,’ Sally said from the back seat. ‘I did try.’

Quaid nodded in appreciation. ‘Well, we’ll see how it goes. I have to get used to driving these things one day, I suppose.’

Mason buckled his seat belt, not overly happy with Quaid’s description of driving them on a three-hundred-mile round trip today. But it was mid-April, and the sun was shining. It was 9.30 a.m., and they were about to embark on their first job.

‘The first leg of the journey is to Coventry,’ Sally said, reminding Mason of how she’d helped direct and guide them across the globe recently. ‘Do you have everything you need?’

‘Yes, Mother,’ Roxy said.

Mason had his gun holstered at his waist, his permit and a bottle of water. For him, that was enough.

‘I have all the papers,’ Sally said.

Mason thought hard. He wanted this to go well. No matter what he was doing, if people were relying on him – he wanted it to go well.

‘Maybe we should run through it one more time,’ he said.

‘Give me a break,’ Roxy murmured. ‘We ran through it twice last night.’

Quaid started the car, and they set off down the winding gravel-filled driveway towards the front gates. Mason slipped a pair of sunglasses on as a bright glare filled the windscreen. It was Hassell who decided to run them through the day’s itinerary.

‘First stop Coventry,’ he said in his New York accent. ‘We collect the valuable relic from a guy called Roger Beat. We don’t examine it; we just take the box and leave. We then transport it to Poole, to where a second expert will sign for it and take it off our hands. The second guy’s name is Professor Mark Evans. Basically, we’re to act as security for a priceless item that’s being transported from one specialist to another.’

Mason nodded. ‘It’s a start. Every business has to start somewhere.’

Sally shifted in the back seat. ‘It didn’t feel right accepting a job from one of my father’s hoity-toity friends. But you’re right, Joe, it does get us started. I’d rather have kept the privileged crowd out of our work, but Geoffrey was friendly, and he knows nothing about our recent exploits. I know it’s not exactly relic hunting, not what we’re used to, but it does get us out of the house.’

The last sentence was meant as a joke, Mason knew, but it rang true. The last six weeks had been increasingly hard for the team. A forced recuperation wasn’t always the best way forward for mind and body. Not in Mason’s case, and clearly not Roxy’s. But at least he’d managed to overcome most of the boredom by starting to train Sally. Quaid had spent the time shipping any old valuables he still possessed into the country, items like Corgi die-cast models, bottles of wine and a precious case of old cassette tapes. Hassell had brooded for five out of the six weeks. The sixth week had been spent on exercise and brushing up on infiltration techniques – which was his job. Not that they’d need his services today.

Mason settled back as Quaid joined a main road and started them on the main part of their journey north. The miles rumbled beneath their wheels. A light drizzle coated the windscreen and side windows after about an hour, diffusing the sunlight that still tried valiantly to claim the day for itself, and the roads grew busier. They stopped briefly at a service station on the M1 and then started making their way through Coventry. Mason sat up straight as the satnav informed them that they were three minutes from their destination. Roger Beat had asked that they meet at St Mary’s Guildhall, a dwelling that retained a seven-hundred-year history from medieval times to the present day and, good to his word, was standing outside the impressive old building when Mason and the others walked up.

‘We’re from Quest.’ Sally stepped forward, presenting their papers. ‘Come to transport your relic.’

Roger Beat handed over a small lockbox that he tugged out of a tight backpack. The box was approximately eighteen inches by twelve and covered with black velvet. The lock was gold and came with a golden key which Beat gave to Sally with a solemn nod.

‘Keep it safe,’ he said. ‘Although it’s one of two I’m studying, the relic inside that box is completely irreplaceable. Recently discovered and still going through the process …’ He didn’t explain himself further, but Mason just assumed he meant some kind of authentication procedure.

‘That’s our job,’ Sally said a little proudly. ‘We’re the best at what we do.’

Mason took responsibility for the lockbox, slipping it into his own big backpack with ease. They’d been apprised of the item’s dimensions before today and had determined the best way to transport something back to their car through the centre of town was by sturdy rucksack. The others would watch his back all the way and their everyday clothing ensured they wouldn’t stand out from the crowd.

They returned to the car without incident, and headed out of town. Now for the long journey to Poole. Before they set off, Mason had made sure his backpack was safe and secure in the boot, tied down carefully with ratchet straps. If they stopped for any reason on the way, someone would stay with the car. If they needed to communicate, they had their phones. Mason had wanted to try out their new Bluetooth earbud comms system, but Sally had pointed out that, since they were essentially driving together all the way there and all the way back, they wouldn’t really need it. Mason gave in gracefully, but still itched to try out the new comms.

From Coventry to Poole, the road held blessedly little traffic, the only problem they encountered being the bright glare of sunlight on the tarmac. Quaid got used to driving the car and didn’t complain too much, though when he did once again mention the automatic gears Mason dived straight in and enlightened him on how the new paddleshift gearing was far superior to the old manual boxes. Quaid, of course, was having none of it, but that didn’t stop Mason trying. 

‘You two will keep on having this argument ’til the cows come home,’ Sally said with a laugh. ‘Why don’t you agree to disagree?’

‘Because I’m right,’ Quaid huffed. 

‘Not even close,’ Mason said, and they started at it again.

Poole sits on the south coast, a large seaside town with a rich history. Quaid guided their car down the narrow streets and across busy junctions until the satnav warned them that they were two minutes from their destination. Everyone stretched and started taking note of what was outside the window.

‘First job almost well done,’ Sally said, and this time Mason could hear the pride in her voice. ‘I think this will be a great new venture for us.’

‘Yeah, so long as it gets a little more interesting,’ Roxy complained lightly. ‘I haven’t come close to hitting anyone today.’

‘Would you rather be crossing swords with Marduk again? Trying to reclaim the Book of Secrets or searching for the Creed? Battling that madman?’ Hassell asked. ‘Or fighting Cassadaga, that deranged thief who stole the Creed in the first place and was interested only in cold-blooded murder? And who, I might add, is still out there somewhere.’

Roxy didn’t reply, and Mason knew the real answer was insanely complicated. It was a twisted mix of need and necessity. To change the subject, he pointed out the name of the road they were on and then started counting down the house numbers.

‘So we’re delivering to this guy’s home?’ Roxy asked, peering out the window. ‘That’s not exactly secure.’

‘It’s what the client wanted,’ Sally said pragmatically. ‘He’ll probably take it to his museum office himself.’

Quaid pulled up at the kerb the moment the satnav announced their arrival. He let the car idle whilst pinpointing the house. ‘To the right,’ he said. ‘Across the road. White gate.’

Mason had already spotted it and opened his door. He stepped out, felt a cold sea breeze and zipped up his leather jacket. He took a quick scan up and down the street, unable to help himself. This was something he’d been taught in the army; a habit that had become ingrained during those long, bloody days in Mosul and other Iraqi cities. Checking his surroundings had become intrinsic to him now, whether he was eating dinner in a restaurant or chasing down an enemy. 

The street looked clear apart from an older man pushing a pram about a hundred feet down the hill and a woman painting a garden fence on the other side of the road. He opened the boot, released the backpack and shrugged it carefully across his shoulders. The others watched and then started walking towards the white gate alongside him. Roxy reached it first, unhooked the latch and pushed it open on a set of creaking hinges. 

Mason paused, eagle eyes noticing that something wasn’t quite right. Roxy saw it a split second later.

‘Door’s open,’ she said carefully.

‘Could be anything,’ Sally said. ‘He could have left it open for us.’

Mason was trained to look deeper than that in all ambiguous situations. ‘It’s better to be safe than sorry,’ he said. ‘Stay at the back.’ She hadn’t been training with them anywhere near long enough yet to face trouble head on.

Roxy and Mason, followed by Hassell and Quaid, walked carefully up the garden path to the slightly ajar front door. Their senses were attuned, their eyes searching every inch of the front window but unable to penetrate the reflections caused by the direct sunlight. Mason paused just a step from the door.

‘I’ll knock,’ he said. ‘Just be ready to—’

His words were abruptly cut off by a bloodcurdling scream. Something high-pitched and agonised, something that Mason had heard before when he’d come across soldiers and civilians in distress. It was the sound of torture.

‘Help!’ someone screamed inside the house. ‘Help me!’




Chapter 3

Johann watched the white van as it grew larger through the front window. A message came through their bespoke earbud comms system, ordering the heist team to make ready. The two Range Rovers tucked in behind the white van, ready to make their move.

Above them, the helicopter swooped just above the treetops, its rotor blades battering the air.

They were the only cars currently driving on this particular stretch of back road of Northumberland. Johann hadn’t seen another car for ten minutes. The driver of the lead Range Rover must have thought the same, for he chose that moment to pull out and overtake the white van at speed using the opposite carriageway. When he was past, he swerved back in and matched the van’s speed for a few moments.

The second Range Rover boxed the van in from behind. All three vehicles approached a wider part of the road.

‘Now!’

The order lit up the comms and fired Johann’s adrenalin at the same time. Their lead vehicle slammed on his brakes, forcing the white van to slow. At first it was a gradual process, taking them from fifty to forty and then thirty miles per hour, but then the frontrunner stepped hard on the brake pedal, bringing the whole convoy to a sudden stop.

The helicopter blasted overhead.

The front Range Rover’s tailgate came up. Two men holding assault rifles jumped out. The rear doors also opened, disgorging more men with weapons. The men were masked, and wore armoured vests. Johann held on as their own car stopped, and then threw open his door. He hit the road with his boots, and brought his gun up to his shoulder, running at the rear of the white van. Three other men were at his side. They joined all but two of the men from the front vehicle.

The two that were left focused their guns through the front windscreen on the driver and passenger of the white van, gesturing that they should hold their hands above their heads. Johann lost sight of them as he approached the van’s rear doors.

Two men fixed a small packet of explosive to the handle without checking to see if it was already unlocked. The explosive wasn’t devastating – nobody wanted to destroy the van’s precious cargo – but it would demolish any locking mechanisms and debilitate the guards inside. 

Johann waited, gun aimed at the ground. Seconds had passed since they stopped the van. Watching the road, he was conscious of the passage of time but still saw no other traffic. The helicopter was back, now hovering over the scene, and reported that the road was clear as far as the pilot could see. One man produced a silver device and pressed a tiny red button. The explosives detonated with a dull thump. The rear doors buckled. White smoke plumed into the air. Two men grabbed a handle each and wrenched the rear doors wide open.

Johann stepped forward, weapon raised. ‘Come out,’ he shouted. ‘Come out with your hands in the air.’

The smoke cleared. Johann saw four men staring back at him, all with their guns drawn.

‘Stand back, man,’ one of them shouted back. ‘We’re security. We won’t hesitate to shoot.’

Johann took the words to heart. Without a second thought he opened fire. His bullets slammed into the shouter, stitching a line across his chest and then his face, throwing him back into the side of the van with a dull, wet thud. The man’s weapon clattered to the floor.

Johann, conscious of a colleague backing him to the left and two more behind, aimed his gun at the three remaining men.

‘Anyone else wanna die?’

‘Don’t shoot.’ A tall man, dressed all in black, hunched over and scrambled forward, heading for the back of the van. All he effectively did though, was block Johann’s view of the other two men inside the van.

‘Get down,’ Johann said.

Several things happened at once. The other two men dropped to their knees and reached for their sidearms at the same time. The man in black threw himself headlong. Johann found that his gun was sighted on nothing, just a spot where the other two men had been.

Shots rang out. Johann felt a blow to the chest that knocked him backwards, driving the air right out of him. Fire erupted from his ribcage. Even as he gasped, even as he understood that the Kevlar vest had saved his life, gunfire exploded to either side of him. Johann’s colleagues coolly loosed well-placed shots at their opponents’ centre masses. There was no emotion in their actions, no fear or rage or elation; it was a detached and practised reaction to being under fire.

Special armour-piercing bullets slammed into those who remained inside the van. Johann could tell the men inside weren’t wearing bulletproof vests and, in a disconnected way, wondered why. The men dropped their guns and threw their arms out and staggered into the sides of the van before falling to their knees and breathing their last.

The man on the floor looked up. ‘Don’t shoot,’ he whispered.

Johann took a deep breath. His ribs hurt. His colleagues sent him a quick glance of enquiry and he nodded.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Please don’t shoot.’

Johann knew what was going to happen. With three men already dead in the back of the van there would now be no point leaving any living witnesses. The man in black, the driver and the passenger up front would be taken care of. Johann didn’t think of his bosses as ruthless. They were simply practical; this was the way it had to be. 

Johann took a deep breath, ignored the pain in his chest and aimed his gun at the man’s face. One squeeze of the trigger took care of that loose end.

Other members of Johann’s team scrambled up into the truck.

‘Get a move on,’ the team leader said through the comms. ‘Find the prize and get the hell out of there.’

Johann stepped back, leaving them to it. They knew exactly what they were looking for: a small black lockbox, a mini-safe. The men were equipped to extract it from whatever physical security measure the dead team might have employed.

‘It’s right here on the seat,’ came a bemused observation through his earpiece. ‘These guys were useless, total amateurs.’

‘Just get on with it,’ the team leader growled.

Johann moved away from the door. He checked the road north and south. They had purposely executed the raid at this spot along this stretch of tarmac because the road was wider here. Much wider. There was sufficient space to allow the helicopter to land and afford the heist team a quick getaway.

‘Chopper down,’ the team leader said. ‘Chopper down.’

‘We have the box.’ Johann saw his two colleagues jump out of the back of the van. ‘Repeat: we have the treasure.’

Johann saw the small, nondescript lockbox clasped in the man’s hand, the scarred metal container as unremarkable as a loaf of bread. He wondered what it might hold that could be so incredibly important to their client. 

The roar of the helicopter filled his ears as it landed to the right. He looked across as the black bird touched down, its skids bouncing lightly off the road. There came the sound of heavy gunfire from the front of the van as the driver and passenger were both shot and killed. Johann started towards the chopper. The Range Rovers and the van would remain where they stood whilst the heist team made good their escape by helicopter.

‘Move it.’ The team leader’s voice galvanised him to move faster despite the pain in his ribs.

Mission accomplished, Johann thought, and no witnesses left behind. He felt better about that. Despite wearing masks, a team could still sometimes be identified by their enemies due to their methods. This had all been a damn sight easier than the last time he was in Mosul. It was now time to deliver the treasure to their employer. A benefactor Johann had never heard of and secretly wanted nothing more to do with.

The mysterious Guild of Night.




Chapter 4

As soon as he heard screams from inside the house, Mason kicked open the front door and reached for his weapon. The cool metal of the semi-automatic Glock 17, polymer-framed, seventeen-round handgun felt reassuring in his hand but even he balked a little at having to draw it on the first day of their new job.

Inside, Mason saw a narrow hallway that ran all the way to the back of the house and a wooden staircase to his right. Doors were open, left and right, along the hallway. Mason stepped over the threshold.

‘At your back,’ Roxy whispered.

Mason held his gun out and walked slowly forwards. Another scream rang out, filling the house. Mason guessed it came from one of the rooms ahead rather than upstairs. He reached the first open doorway and paused, taking a quick look back.

Roxy was at his shoulder, Quaid and Hassell behind her. All three of them had drawn their guns. Sally was standing outside the house, her expression a mixture of worry and disbelief. This wasn’t how she’d expected their first job to go.

Mason stuck his head into the first room and then withdrew quickly. It was a dining room, complete with a long, oblong dark oak table and six upright plush chairs, and it was empty. He moved on. The next room, on the right, was a living room with a four-seater sofa, a small television and a black Persian rug over wooden herringbone flooring. It, too, was empty.

Mason moved further down the hallway as another scream rang out.

Closer to the source of the screams, he could now also hear furious, taut whispers. The sound of someone without conscience questioning another man.

Mason paused outside the next doorway. He counted to three. Just as another scream rang out, he walked straight into the room, the others following him. The scene that met his eyes was enough to make him wince.

Four men stood around an older man who’d been tied to a chair. There was rope binding the older man’s legs to the seat, and his hands were behind his back, probably secured. One individual stood over him, whispering in his ear, his mouth stretched into a wide grin. Three others stood around the room – a study – looking bored. Two held kitchen knives, and the other a small axe. The tied man already had four knives sticking out of the top of his legs from thigh to knee. Blood ran from the wounds and dripped to the floor. As Mason walked forward, holding his gun steady, the interrogator looked up and narrowed his eyes.

‘Why are you here?’

‘Mason,’ Roxy said loudly, then nodded at a side window. Mason immediately saw the shape of another man standing outside.

‘Quaid, Hassell,’ he said without taking his eyes off the interrogator. ‘Go and watch out for Sally. Roxy, with me.’

He took another step, watching his enemies carefully. He saw fists clench over knife hilts, eyes grow even harder, mouths draw into tight, merciless lines.

‘Stand down,’ he said. ‘No need to make this any worse than it already is. You, on the chair, can you speak?’

The captive’s eyes were rolling in pain, but he inclined his head towards Mason and nodded. ‘Are you Mark Evans?’ Mason asked.

The figure nodded. This then was the man they had come to see, the would-be recipient of the black velvet lockbox that Mason carried in his backpack. But why the hell were these men torturing him?

‘Stand down,’ Mason said again. ‘We’ll let the police take care of this.’

The interrogator rose to his full height. Mason noticed that he appeared to favour his right foot. He was a thin individual with a sallow complexion and sunken cheekbones. He wore a leather jacket that was too long in the sleeves. The other men were muscle, Mason thought, hard-faced goons with about as much going on in their brain boxes as a broken television.

‘Walk away,’ the interrogator said softly. ‘I’ll give you one chance.’

‘We’re the ones with the guns, asshole,’ Roxy said in her inimitable style.

‘You’re gonna kill us in cold blood, are you, Roxy?’ came the reply. ‘I doubt that.’

Mason realised he’d made a slight error in mentioning their names, but couldn’t dwell on that now. He moved his gun slightly up and down. ‘Move away from the chair,’ he said. ‘The rest of you, on your knees.’ He was acutely conscious that every passing second increased Mark Evans’s suffering.

‘He won’t shoot,’ one of the goons spoke up. ‘He’s no cop. We have what we came for. Just go.’

Mason noticed for the first time that, on the desk that stood behind the interrogator, a laptop sat open. It was swivelled around facing the interrogator, its screen filled by an image of a golden basin.

‘Agreed,’ the thin man said, his sickly facial appearance worsening as he smiled, most probably because the expression looked alien on him. ‘Mason,’ he said. ‘Catch you later.’

As one, the four men broke for the back of the room, where an open door led to a small kitchen. 

Mason was left with a quick decision to make and only one clear option.

‘Stop.’

He ran for the third man in line, assuming Roxy would take care of the fourth. Maybe if these goons lost a couple of members, they’d capitulate. Mason’s target was a bulky individual wearing a brown leather jacket and a beanie hat. When Mason closed in on him, he turned and struck out with his knife.

Mason twisted his body out of the path of the blade, then stepped in and smashed the barrel of the Glock across the man’s head. The force of the impact staggered the man and drew blood from his temple. The man stumbled and crashed into the room’s far wall. He put a hand to his head and examined the blood that coated his palm.

‘Bastard,’ he said in a thick voice. ‘You’re gonna pay for that.’

The man lunged, knife slashing left and right. Mason evaded the swings, still holding on to his gun. They were fighting to the right of the captive professor now. Out of his peripheral vision he saw the leader and the second man hesitate in the doorway that led to the kitchen and look back. 

To his left, Roxy fought a similar battle with the fourth man. He thrust a knife at her, and she skipped away, chopping at his wrist. The man whistled through his teeth in pain but managed to hold on to the blade.

Mason remembered his training, both army and boxing. He breathed deeply and watched for an opening. He didn’t rush in. The third man lunged, his knife held out like a short sword. Mason let it travel underneath his armpit, trapped the arm and then delivered three harsh punches to his opponent’s face, two to the jaw and one to the eye socket. Mason felt the man’s legs go to jelly and let him fall to the floor.

‘Trent,’ the second man said to the leader. ‘Those boys will do no good in an interview room.’

Trent swore, raised his knife and loped back into the room, straight at Mason.

Professor Evans groaned, still in considerable pain, and clearly bleeding out. Mason had no idea how Quaid and Hassell were faring outside. Next time they’d use the comms system like he’d suggested. He had no more time to think as Trent closed in.

The leader of the torturous crew wielded a knife far better than the man Mason had already taken out. He held it properly, underhand, and slashed at Mason with small, conservative movements, sidestepping left and right to keep Mason guessing. In addition to that, the second man had now joined Trent and was prowling around the other side of Professor Evans, coming up on Mason’s right side. 

Behind him, he could hear Roxy tussling with the fourth man.

Mason fended off Trent’s attack and chose to quickly thrust his gun into his waistband. He wasn’t law enforcement, and there was no way he was just going to shoot these men in their stomachs. He spun away to upset Trent’s rhythm and threw a spinning kick at the second man’s head. The man threw a hand up at the last instant, blocked the kick but lost his grip on the knife. The weapon spun away through the air before clattering across the desk that held the laptop.

Trent ran at Mason, moving oddly because of his limp. Mason saw an opening, dropped and swept his opponent’s legs away. Trent hit the floor hard but managed to hold on to his knife, and started slicing at Mason’s shins. 

Mason heard the rush of a body behind him. Before he could react, the second man took him around the waist in a flying tackle. Mason was lifted off his feet, carried three or four yards and then crashed into an unused fireplace. Mason’s head hit the plastered flue, his left side struck the top of the fireplace and he learned that the rib he’d broken in their last battle against the Amori hadn’t yet fully healed.

Pain flooded his system as he crashed down among the long-dead coals of the fireplace. His vision blurred. He expected an instant attack and drew his legs up into a foetal position, but when it didn’t come put down his elbows and took a quick look around the room.

Trent had hold of the man Mason had felled earlier and was pulling him to his feet. The second man was shouting at Roxy’s adversary, urging the guy to run. Tension and violence filled the air. Trent was limping worse than ever. No words passed between them, but each man and woman glared at each other with vicious intent.

Before Mason could climb to his feet, Trent and his team broke once more for the kitchen. Roxy’s adversary just left her standing. They raced across the room, through the rear door and vanished. Mason used the fireplace to lean on as he struggled upright and put a hand gingerly to his ribs.

‘You okay?’ Roxy asked.

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s nothing. Phone an ambulance, and the police.’

Whilst Roxy made the calls Mason multitasked. He compartmentalised the pain in his ribs and ran towards the kitchen. At the same time, he called Quaid.

‘Hey. We’re safe,’ the older man answered immediately.

‘Watch your backs,’ Mason said. ‘They got away.’

The kitchen was empty. The back door was flung wide open. A quick glance out the window revealed nothing except a narrow garden with brick walls and a small greenhouse. Mason wanted to give chase, but Professor Evans was the priority here.

Back in the room, Roxy was already bent over the professor, removing one blade at a time and binding the man’s wounds. The professor’s eyes were closed, his mouth open in a wide O of pain, his face pointed towards the ceiling. Mason made his way through the mess they’d caused to crouch at the man’s side. The pain in his rib had already subsided. The professor’s pained grunts filled the air. Mason could smell the sweat of fear and the pungent, metallic sharpness of blood. He knelt next to the professor’s chair.

‘Mark,’ he said. ‘Mark, an ambulance is on its way. You’re going to be fine. Can you hear me?’

Roxy tied a small towel across two wounds, making the professor groan. Mason got his first good look at Roxy then since the battle ended.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Guy got a couple of good hits in.’ She shrugged. ‘Surprised me.’

‘Must admit, I didn’t enjoy being thrown into a fireplace,’ Mason said drily. 

‘It’s not my idea of fun either,’ Roxy admitted.

Professor Evans groaned.

‘If he’s complaining, he’s okay,’ Roxy said pragmatically. ‘Unless it’s my joke he’s complaining about. Then he’s on thin ice.’

Mason laid a gentle hand on Professor Evans’s shoulder. ‘Sir,’ he said. ‘We’ve brought you the lockbox from Roger Beat, from Coventry. We’re the security team. You’re safe now. What were those men after?’

Evans’s eyes flew open so fast Mason rocked back. Despite his pain, the man reached out with a shaking hand and grabbed hold of Mason’s wrist. 

‘Keep them safe,’ the professor grated between clenched teeth. ‘It’s up to you now. Keep them safe. One of … one of seven basins of … of the Tabernacle. The Molten Sea. From the Holy of Holies. Use the Templar code. Do you see? The sacred vessels …’ Evans swallowed drily as Mason heard sirens just outside the window. ‘The clue … is around the edge. Do not let them take it.’

Mason didn’t point out that the torturers had already seen, and no doubt photographed, the images on Evans’s laptop. The professor would know that. In his pain, reality might have become fogged in his brain. 

‘What’s he talking about?’ The voice came from Mason’s back.

He whirled, saw Sally, Quaid and Hassell and sighed in relief. He was about to answer when the professor’s grip tightened painfully on his arm.

‘You must listen to me. The basins and the Templars … the Tabernacle … the Molten—’

Professor Evans stopped talking as Roxy tied another towel around his wounds. The first had become soaked. Mason leaned in close to the man’s face.

‘I think he’s fainted.’

Sally was already eyeing Mason’s backpack and the item it held. ‘What does he mean, “Tabernacle”?’
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