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      Varanasi, India. May 1.

      Rain soaked the ashes of the dead into the winding Varanasi streets as rivers of mud ran down to the holy river Ganges. Beggars shivered on the steps leading down to Manikarnika, the main burning ghat, where pyres blazed continually day and night, even as the storm raged. Bodies smoldered on stacks of firewood as the sacred flames consumed the corpses, releasing them from the suffering of repeated death and rebirth.

      Sister Aruna Maria hurried down an alleyway behind the spice markets, forcing her old feet to move faster, stumbling a little as she pushed off the walls that loomed above.

      She glanced behind. Those following were close. She must find somewhere to hide.

      An hour ago, three men had entered the little church tucked away inside the holy Hindu city and spoken to the caretaker of the convent. They’d asked about an ancient stone, and as Aruna Maria peeked around a pillar, she’d seen money change hands.

      She’d run, not even pausing for her Bible, and headed for the anonymity of the streets. But the sadhus barely tolerated Christians, and beggars would point her direction for just a few rupees.

      The men would be on her trail soon enough.

      Aruna Maria pushed herself faster into the labyrinth of narrow streets. She could not fathom how they had found her after so many years, but it was time to hide the stone once more. She was a Keeper, one in a long line stretching back over two millennia, each prepared for the day when evil would come for what they protected.

      Now, it seemed, they had found her.

      Beneath the sound of the rain, she heard running feet closing fast. Aruna Maria clutched her soaked habit in one gnarled hand as she desperately searched for sanctuary, for some dark corner to hide in. She had run through these streets since her childhood. Surely she could outpace this evil now.

      A tall figure stepped out before her, dressed all in black, emerging as a wraith from the shadows.

      One of the men from the church.

      She gasped and turned to flee in the opposite direction, but another man approached from behind. The streets, so busy in the day, were now empty, the shutters closed, with no witnesses to her fate.

      “Calm down, sister. I just want to talk to you.”

      Aruna Maria could tell the man was American by his accent. Although his words promised safety, she could see his eyes in the dim light. They shone with fanaticism, a hunger for something she and few others possessed in the world.

      He reached toward her. “I know you have an Apostle’s stone. Give it to me and I’ll let you go.”

      She stood her ground, heart pounding. “Don’t touch me. I’m set apart for God — and I don’t know of this stone you seek.”

      “Oh, but you do, sister.”

      Muscular arms pinned her from behind, holding Aruna Maria still while the American advanced. As fear tightened around her heart, she prayed aloud with ancient words handed down by the Keepers.

      High above her head, storm clouds gathered, forming a tight vortex in shades of midnight. She felt an upwelling in her spirit as her words ran together, strange tongues transforming her voice as she called to God in the language of the angels.

      The American gripped her throat, forcing her head back and silencing her prayers. With the other hand, he found the thin cord in the folds of her habit and lifted the stone out and over her head.

      As rain lashed down, the American gazed at the stone in his palm, its roughly carved whorls set in a deeper grey.

      “This is what I’ve been searching for, sister. Now tell me what it can do.” He released his grip on her throat.

      Aruna Maria looked up into the approaching storm and prayed once more, her words stronger now. God would hear her as he had heard the cries of the faithful since the days of Abraham.

      Thunder rolled across the sky, and lightning crashed. Fire lit up the heavens above and flashed down to earth as if to strike the heathen.

      The American slapped her face.

      Her head snapped sideways and the stinging blow made Aruna Maria reel and spin — but she held her ground.

      “Tell me how to use it,” he demanded. “I must know.”

      She heard the threat in his voice, and a deep calm washed over her. Was this how the blessed martyrs felt when they faced death?

      “The power of the stones was sent by God at Pentecost and forged in the blood of martyrs in the first century. The power will surge once more if the stones of the Apostles are gathered together. But they are lost to time and history. The Keepers were scattered and none of us know of the others. You will never find what you seek.”

      The American roared, his rage echoed by the violence of the storm.

      He threw Aruna Maria down into the mud of the alleyway and kicked her old body again and again, his boots crushing the breath from her.

      Aruna Maria looked up into the heart of the storm and, as she sank into blackness, she saw a pillar of fire coming down from heaven.
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      When she came to, Aruna Maria couldn’t move, she couldn’t see.

      She tried to scream, but her throat was blocked, her body paralyzed.

      She could barely breathe, but a small amount of air seeped through the bindings that wrapped her, just keeping her alive. Panic overwhelmed her as she gasped for breath on the edge of consciousness.

      The American had taken the stone. She had failed in her sacred duty. Perhaps she deserved whatever fate was coming, for God had surely turned His face away that day.

      She lay flat on her back, carried on a stretcher, and the sound of chanting filled the air. Aruna Maria inhaled sharply as she realized what it was.

      The death chant of Shiva.

      It was customary to burn the dead as soon as possible after death and the American would cover his tracks by getting rid of her body. He must have paid for a quick burning amongst the many genuine dead on Manikarnika ghat.

      Aruna Maria struggled against her bonds. The ghats were so close. She would soon be on a pyre, burning alive — watched by the tourists who came to gawp at the spectacle every night from boats on the Ganges.

      This place existed for death. Not just the funeral pyres, but also the bodies in the river, weighed down by stones. The corpses often surfaced on the east bank of the river, rotting in the sun, eaten by carrion birds. The tourists were unaware of the bodies swaying in the current below their boats — and they were unaware of the living flesh about to be burned alive before them.

      Aruna Maria’s heart pounded as she smelled the pungent smoke of the fires and the heavy scent of marigolds that draped the corpses to hide the stench of death. She felt the shock of cold water as the Dalit — once known as the Untouchable caste — dipped her stretcher into the sacred river. As they laid her on the pyre, Aruna Maria prayed desperately — but there was no answer from on high.

      The fire crackled to life.

      Flames licked her skin through the wrappings.

      Her prayers turned to screams as her throat burned through, silencing her before she died.
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      The American stood by the pyre, gazing into the flames as the body of the nun crisped and charred. His fingers rose to touch the stone around his neck, then he turned and faded into the alleyways of night. He would find the other stones — at any price.
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      Extract from The Times of India, May 2.

      A violent storm rocked Varanasi last night, with lightning igniting fires across the city even in heavy rain. Witnesses saw balls of lightning, forked flame, and a pillar of fire above Manikarnika ghat on the banks of the Ganges. Scientists cannot explain how the fires burned so fiercely in monsoon conditions.

      “It was as if a djinn whirled in our midst,” said Rajiv Gupta, a local tradesman.

      Miracles were reported at the time of the pillar of fire. Beggars living on the edges of the ghat claim to be healed of various diseases and one man allegedly regained his sight after twenty years of blindness. Hindu priests and the police are investigating the claims, reportedly attributing them to mass hysteria associated with the violent storm.
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      Oxford, England. May 18

      Morgan Sierra sat at her desk, finishing notes on her cases for the day. She glanced up at the clock.

      She would wait another ten minutes for the American academic. He was late, but the University of Oxford looked favorably on those who brought in their own research grants — and she needed all the help she could get. Morgan pushed her chair back and rolled her shoulders, stretching as she crossed the office to the small kitchen. She refilled her coffee cup, the bitter black her only real addiction.

      Her fledgling practice was slowly gaining clients as her expertise at the intersection of religion and psychology became more widely known, but the university still frowned on her specialty. She sometimes wondered what she was trying to prove to herself, let alone others.

      Morgan loved working in the ancient city, but the age and status of the university came with drawbacks. It trapped scholars — and all who worshipped at their feet — into well-worn thought patterns with no room for change or progress.

      She considered the doors in the Bodleian Library, the venerable institution just around the corner from her office. The names of each School were written above the wooden portals, inscribed in an ancient hand, gold-leafed and stamped into thick oak, banded with copper. Divinity and Scientia were two separate doors, and Morgan sat between them, neither entirely open to her field of research.

      Psychology sat within the Faculty of Science, concerned with measurement, the scientific method, and statistical instruments. The Faculty of Theology sat within Divinity, among the monks of Blackfriars, the nuns of the Assumption Convent at Headington, and the Quakers of St Giles.

      The Theology curriculum included study of Israel before the exile to Babylon, and St John’s Gospel in Greek, while students still debated the Trinity with arguments used by Origen and Augustine, unchanged since the fourth century.

      Morgan was an anomaly between the two faculties. Her interest lay in the unexplained between science and faith — that which fell through the gap. Perhaps it was inevitable that her upbringing in Israel had eventually brought her to this place, forever torn between religions, between faith and science, history and the future.

      She looked down at the picture of her father on the desk, his smiling eyes captured in the silver frame, and traced his image with a fingertip. He would have been proud of what she had achieved, although he was taken too soon to see it. On the days Morgan felt inadequate, an impostor in this eminent “city of dreaming spires,” she remembered he had always believed in her. She carried on for another day in his memory.

      Her father’s library and study of Kabbalah first inspired Morgan’s interest in the psychology of religion, but it had taken years to find her own direction. She joined the Israel Defense Forces, required for all young people, but she stayed on after the mandatory period when they funded her training as a psychologist. She focused on how fundamentalism affected behavior on both sides of the ideological fence, and how the history of the great religions still resonated in the modern world. Evil and violence could be found on all sides and virtue wasn’t owned by anyone’s god.

      Morgan sighed and sat back down, leaning forward to complete her notes as the clock ticked toward ten. The strains of a folk band wafted through her open window from the Turf Tavern just around the corner, the sound of chinking glasses and the hubbub of students a welcome backdrop to her solitary life.

      A sharp knock on the door made her jump.

      Finally, the academic was here. She could only hope he had an offer worth waiting for.

      Morgan walked to the outer office and opened the door.

      A man stood outside, clean shaven, dark circles under his eyes emphasized by the shadows of a nearby street lamp. His midnight-blue pinstriped suit was expensive but understated, and he carried a large manila envelope.

      “Dr Morgan Sierra?” he asked in an American drawl with hints of the languid South.

      “Yes, and you must be Dr Everett?”

      He shook his head. “Dr Everett is indisposed. I’m his research assistant, Matthew Fry. I’m so sorry to call this late, but he asked me to come and discuss his proposal. Would you have ten minutes now?”

      Fry didn’t look like a research assistant, but Morgan knew she didn’t look much like the stereotype of an Oxford professor either. With her long dark curls roughly tied back from an angular face, and keen blue eyes with a curious slash of violet in the right, she favored a wardrobe more suited to desert hiking than university meetings.

      “Of course, come in.” Morgan stepped aside and waved Fry into her spacious office, walled with bookcases.

      The books were an eclectic mix of ancient tomes with broken, unrecognizable spines and modern texts, spilling from the shelves to piles on the floor. There was a small reading nook with a cushioned seat surrounded by towering shelves. A skylight high above provided a view of the night sky. A print of a mandala hung on one wall, a circle in a square in hues of turquoise and garnet, one of psychologist Carl Jung’s pieces from The Red Book, a private work of religious and occult symbolism recently revealed to the public after years of secret storage. Jung specialized in the psychology of religion and Morgan referenced his work frequently in her own.

      Fry opened the manila envelope and spread a series of photos out on her desk. “Thank you for seeing me so late. Dr Everett would like you to work with us on an urgent research project. You’re uniquely qualified and we’re sure you’ll find it challenging — and financially rewarding. We’re looking for stones like these.”

      Morgan walked around the desk and shuffled through the photos. One image caught her eye: a roughly carved stone on a leather cord. She wore a similar one round her neck, hidden under her fitted shirt, a gift from her father not long before he died. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Why is Dr Everett so interested in these?”

      Fry shuffled the images and selected a map of the ancient world dotted with red markers. “Our research shows there are twelve stones spread around the world, precious artifacts from the early Church.”

      He looked up at Morgan and met her gaze. “We know you have one, and since you’re an expert in religious history and psychology, we’d like to employ you to find the rest. We have three stones already, and we need the others as fast as possible.”

      Morgan shook her head. “Mine has great sentimental value, but that’s about it. If it really were some important artifact, it would be in a museum, not with me.”

      Fry took a step around the desk toward her. “If you won’t work with us, we’ll buy it. Name your price.” He took another step, his face stony. “We know your sister has one, too. The offer includes her stone. We need them both.”

      Glass smashed in the outer office — the sound of a window breaking.

      “Get down,” Fry hissed. He flicked back his suit jacket and pulled a gun from a holster under his arm.

      Morgan instinctively ducked down behind her desk, her heart hammering as the thud of two sets of footsteps crunched over broken glass.

      The lights went out.

      A dim glow filtered through the skylight above, illuminating Fry crouched low to the floor, the gun a flash of silver in his hand. He had clearly come prepared for a fight — but with who?

      Morgan cursed under her breath. Back in Israel, her military training kept her alert and ready at all times, but she had lost her edge in this protected pocket of academia. She breathed deeply, trying to slow her heartbeat as memories flooded back.

      Israel, under fire in the Golan Heights, her husband Elian by her side, joyous in the adrenalin of battle as he led his team to the front lines. They had both loved defending their country together. But when Elian was killed in a hail of bullets, Morgan left the military behind, the memories too much to bear. Three years had passed since she left the Israeli forces, but her survival skills were still deeply embedded. She could call on them now.

      Morgan peered around the edge of the desk. Fry had swiveled the wingback chair to provide cover as he prepared for attack.

      But he couldn’t hold them off on his own.

      This was her terrain. Her responsibility.

      Morgan felt around the base of her desk for the compartment fashioned in the wood, a secret place for her gun when she’d dared hope that she would never have to use it again. There were passports too, and wads of cash, just in case. Perhaps she had always known this life was temporary.

      The hidden compartment clicked open to reveal her Barak SP-21 pistol. With one breath, it was back in her hand, the familiar weight giving her confidence against the invaders.

      Morgan knelt at the edge of the desk, ready to act.

      A voice spoke in the darkness with a thick Eastern European accent. “We just want the Apostle’s stone. Give it to us and there will be no problems. Dr Sierra, you have a nice, quiet life here. It would be a pity to upset it. All we want is the stone. Toss it toward the door and we’ll leave.”

      Morgan heard both the threat and the promise in his voice. He clearly wasn’t with Fry, so who were this other group? She didn’t understand why the stone was suddenly so important, but hers alone would not be enough. Her twin sister Faye had one too, and whoever survived this encounter would go after her next.

      Fry shuffled into a better position, preparing to fire at the door. “Backup is coming. I’m warning you to leave now.”

      “Then we’ll be quick,” the man growled. “You have five seconds to throw the stone out or we’re coming in. One…”

      Fry turned to Morgan. “You have to get out. Take the stone away from here.”

      “Two…”

      Morgan held her pistol out in front of her with both hands, her eyes on the door as the thumping music from the nearby Turf Pub throbbed with her pulse. “You must know my history, Fry. I can protect myself and, besides, there’s no other way out. We have to go through them.”

      Morgan dashed to the other side of the room, keeping low and out of direct sight of the door, opposite to where Fry crouched behind the chair.

      “Three…”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before.” Morgan’s dark smile flashed in the pale light, her lithe body moving with a fluid grace, transformed by the weapon in her hand. No longer an academic, but a soldier once more.

      “Four…”

      The door burst open.

      A rattle of gunfire. Two men in camouflage gear rushed into the room.

      Morgan fired and moved position, back behind her desk.

      Fry squeezed off two shots, killing one man before being blown back against the oak-paneled wall by the other.

      Smoke filled the room.

      The smell of sweat and blood took Morgan back to the close-quartered battlefields of Israel’s borders. Now it was just her and one attacker remaining.

      As her vision narrowed, she reveled in the heightened sensation. It had been too long since she surrendered to the rush. Even now, Morgan resisted the pull of the dark thrill — but this wasn’t a fight she could run from.

      She peeked around the corner of the desk. The attacker hid behind the bookshelf protruding from the wall in her reading alcove. The little nook was a haven of learning, now polluted by the cold intent of a killer.

      His voice came from the shadows. “It’s just you and me now. Toss the stone over and I’ll leave. Otherwise, I promise you a slow and painful death before I take it anyway — and then I’ll visit your sister.”

      His threatening words brought back memories long buried of torture in a faraway prison. But Morgan didn’t break then. This man would not break her now.

      The bookcase was a thin veneer, and she knew where each book sat. She could visualize their covers and which ones were tall and short on the shelves. There was a tiny gap where a shot could pass clean through — but once she stood to take it, she would be a clear target.

      In one movement, Morgan stood and fired through the bookcase.

      The first shot caught the man’s ear and knocked him off guard. The framed mandala print smashed down behind him, splintering glass on the floor.

      He returned fire, but Morgan moved again, ducking and rolling across the carpet to a better position.

      She fired again.

      The second shot found its mark in the man’s forehead, and he crashed to the floor.

      Morgan stood and walked over to the fallen body of her assailant, her heart pounding with the adrenalin of battle. She flicked on the lights, holding her gun on him, just in case. Blood spattered her books and the mandala print. Brain matter dripped down the bookcase onto the carpet.

      The man was definitely dead.

      She dropped to one knee and frisked his body for identification.

      Nothing, except a tattoo on his left forearm, a stylized horse’s head, mouth open with frenzied braying. It was ashen, as if the man’s skin had been leached of pigment to make it a paler shade. Morgan took a picture with her phone. Tattoos had a way of betraying the allegiances of their owners and it was all she had to go on for now. The body of the other assailant offered no further clues.

      She turned to Fry, his body resting against the wall behind the chair. Morgan closed his eyes out of respect, but she hardly knew the man. She didn’t know who this Everett could be either, but clearly there was another group who wanted the stones that she and others held.

      There were three bodies in her office, but she couldn’t wait for the police. She had to get to Faye. Morgan would protect her sister and her family, and they would run and hide — or fight — if they needed to.

      Her quiet academic life was over for now.

      She dialed her sister, getting an engaged tone on the landline and no answer on the mobile. “Damn it, Faye, pick up.”

      Morgan grabbed the rest of her gear from the compartment under the desk, along with more ammunition, and left the building. The music still pumped from the Turf Pub as she emerged onto Holywell Street.

      A black van screeched to a halt beside her.

      Three men leapt out and pulled her inside, slamming Morgan to the floor and driving off at speed.
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      Three men held Morgan down, her face pressed hard against the gritty floor of the van. She didn’t struggle. There was no use. Better to lie still, listen, and wait for an opportunity.

      Her gun was still in her pocket and dug into her thigh. It would only take a second to draw it. She tensed, waiting for the ease of pressure that would surely come. They hadn’t killed her, so they couldn’t be the same group as the men from her office. Maybe they were Fry’s backup team? What the hell was going on?

      The van came to a stop, and the pressure lessened.

      “Morgan, I’m Jake Timber — a friend.” His voice was quiet but authoritative, with a faint South African accent in his deep tone. “Sorry for the rather brusque introduction, but we had to get you off the street. We need to talk. I’m going to let you up now.”

      As the men relaxed their hold, Morgan curled and sprang up to a kneeling position, gun in hand pointing straight into the face of the man calling himself Jake.

      He was dark-haired with a rash of stubble; his amber-brown eyes showed little emotion but his mouth smiled in welcome. Her gun was inches from his nose, but he didn’t flinch. A faint scar twisted up, like a mini corkscrew, from his left eyebrow to his hairline. His men hovered just behind her, but he wouldn’t have a chance if they tried anything.

      Jake held his hands up in surrender. “We need to talk about your stone — and your sister’s. Give me ten minutes and then you can leave if you want. We’ll send a clean-up crew for the bodies in your office as a peace offering.”

      Morgan stayed silent, but his words piqued her interest.

      He continued, “I’m going to show you something, so you know I’m telling the truth. Can I open my collar?”

      She nodded, the weapon unwavering in her hands.

      Keeping one hand raised, Jake slowly peeled back the collar of his shirt, revealing a tan leather string. He pulled it up to reveal a stone — not exactly the same as hers, but similar enough.

      Fry had not finished his explanation of the stones, let alone why her family was involved, and Morgan needed to know more.

      She lowered the gun. “Okay, let’s talk, but I want my sister protected, and I want answers now.”

      Jake nodded. “You’ll have them soon. Let’s go.”

      After a short drive, Jake opened the van door at a trade entrance at the back of a vast stone building. “It’s the Pitt Rivers, next to the Museum of Natural History. Come, I’ll explain everything.”

      Morgan clambered out after him and Jake led the way through the main gallery of the museum, founded in the nineteenth century for the collection of explorer General Pitt Rivers. She had visited the museum by day and found it curious but unthreatening, but in the semi-darkness, the place was alive with menace.

      Ritual objects crowded the museum, collected from tribes back in the days of marauding Empire. The deities of different cultures were stuffed into tiny rooms, separated only by the glass of the cabinets, and Morgan could almost imagine them stepping down from their cases in the dark of night to wage war upon each other. The Indian goddess Kali, skulls dripping from her neck and blue skin gleaming, wielded a sword at the head of a tribal god from Benin, as Incan priest icons menaced the Native American totems.

      The agony of a Christian martyr twisted toward his God, desperate for release, next to a case of ceremonial knives for stripping the flesh from human sacrifices. A macabre toy cabinet, full of stuffed creatures with beady eyes that seemed to follow the group as they passed. The ghosts of dead children hung in their wake, puppets on tall sticks with broken limbs like dead trees.

      Jake led Morgan to the back of the main exhibition hall and down a flight of stairs into the crypt. “Officially, Augustus Pitt Rivers was an eccentric explorer who roamed the British empire, collecting artifacts from now-lost civilizations. But he also worked for a secret government agency on behalf of Queen Victoria. Many of the artifacts you see in the museum are fakes. The genuine items are down here, some a source of ancient power under investigation. Perhaps you know the public face of the agency as the ARKANE Institute?”

      Morgan couldn’t contain her surprise, her eyes widening at the name. “I’ve been to some ARKANE conferences. But I thought it was just an academic collective for research and publication.”

      Jake smiled as they reached a large wooden door at the end of the hall. “That’s just the official version. Welcome to the other side of ARKANE.”

      A small balcony overlooked five levels below, with large glass windows opening to the light well. Each level had workstations with different artifacts spotlighted upon them, and equipment for dating and analysis. It was empty now, but during the day it was clearly a lab working to fathom ancient secrets.

      “I knew there were levels below Oxford,” Morgan said. “I’ve been in the stacks under the Bodleian Library. But how have you kept this all secret?”

      Jake raked his hands through his dark hair, exhaustion clear in his eyes.

      “There are chambers under Oxford carved out by medieval monks where they taught secrets banned by the university. Occult knowledge needs its protectors and ARKANE is just one in a long line. Few know these secrets, but now you must learn some of them.” Jake pointed at the stone. “That puts you and your family in danger.”

      Morgan touched the worn leather around her neck. “If those men are coming for the stones, you must protect my sister. We each have one.”

      Jake nodded. “Of course. A team is on the way to her house now, so she and her family will soon be safe, but we need to talk. Come down to the research center and I’ll tell you what we know about the stones — and why we have so little time to figure out where they are.”

      Morgan followed Jake down into a sparsely furnished room with high-tech equipment and a flat, wall-sized computer screen. He tapped at a laptop and brought up an image of the rough-hewn stone that hung around his neck.

      He leaned against the wall beside the screen, his athletic body relaxed but alert, muscles taut in tanned forearms under his rolled-up shirt sleeves. He gave the impression of a powerful jungle cat, his dark amber-flecked eyes adding to the illusion.

      “The story of the stones is tightly bound into the history of the early Church. Some is history. Some is myth.”

      Morgan smiled. “And the truth lies somewhere in between, I suppose?”

      “Yes, whatever you call truth, that is. Let me tell you what we know.”

      Jake clicked to a map of Israel. “The story goes back to the Resurrection. After the crucifixion, Matthew’s gospel tells of an earthquake that opened the door of the tomb, and the Apostles realized Jesus had risen from the dead.”

      The image shifted to an open cave door in a garden as Jake continued. “The myth of the stones says that the Apostles took some of the broken rock from the tomb of the risen Christ. They broke it into pieces and used it as the lots cast for the twelfth Apostle, Matthias, then carved the pieces of rock into amulets to wear around their necks as a symbol of their brotherhood.”

      Morgan touched the stone around her neck. Could it possibly have such a history? “There’s no extant tradition I know of this myth, but I guess it’s possible. Whatever the truth of their heritage, the symbolism of stone is pervasive in Christian tradition. Like Peter, the rock upon which they built the Church.”

      The image on the screen changed to a fiery tornado, an image of whirling wind and flame.

      Jake continued, “The power of the stones supposedly comes from Pentecost, when the spirit of God gave the Apostles the powers of healing and speaking in multiple tongues, and the ability to convert many to their cause. It’s said that the force of wind and fire, combined with the power of Christ’s resurrection, became embedded in the stones, causing the miracles that followed the Apostles. When the disciples died or were martyred, the stones were handed down through a network of Keepers.”

      “So why aren’t these stones more well known?” Morgan asked.

      Jake clicked through to a map of the ancient world. “When the twelve left Jerusalem, they never met again. They took the gospel to the nations and died at the far corners of the known world. The stones were kept secret, protected as holy artifacts, known only to a few Keepers in each lifetime. Which brings us to the problem of where they are today.”

      Dots of various different colors appeared on the map, scattered across the Middle East, North Africa, India, and Europe. “These pins represent the possible journeys of the Apostles after Pentecost — and where the stones may have ended up after they died.” He touched the stone around his neck. “This one is supposedly from Matthew Levi, given to ARKANE by the Keeper in Athens before the Second World War in case the Nazis found it.”

      Morgan frowned. The story seemed so far-fetched, and yet she knew how powerful religious artifacts could seem to those who truly believed.

      “So why the sudden interest in the stones now? Why were those men in my office tonight?”

      Jake clicked through to an image of Earth, with a circling comet in a wide, elliptical orbit. “This is the Resurgam comet, calculated to return to the atmosphere in the next two weeks, triggering a series of stratospheric events. Scientists predict it will cause extreme weather patterns in many parts of the world. Resurgam is Latin for resurrection. The comet was last in orbit in 33 AD.”

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. “When Jesus rose from the dead — and perhaps when the stones were empowered at Pentecost?”

      Jake nodded. “Exactly. The comet and its associated myth explain the sudden interest in the stones. Thanatos, an extremist religious group, intends to use them to invoke the power of Pentecost. Perhaps to trigger a fundamentalist uprising. Perhaps to start a holy war. And we know of others who seek them, too.”

      Morgan shook her head. “This is ridiculous. The stones are just pieces of rock, even if they are two thousand years old. They can’t have any special power.”

      “You might be wrong about that.” Jake turned, and the screen shifted once more to display an article from the Times of India dated only a few weeks before. A pillar of flame leapt out with a headline proclaiming miracles amid a fiery storm.

      Morgan scanned the article quickly. “Varanasi… that could be the stone of Nathaniel.”

      Jake nodded. “ARKANE researchers agree with you. The Apostle Nathaniel, also known as Bartholomew, supposedly died in India after taking the gospel there. A nun disappeared on the night of the miracles, presumed murdered. We believe she was a Keeper.” He indicated her stone. “How did you acquire yours?”

      Morgan pulled it from her shirt and rubbed her fingers over the rough surface. “My parents were archaeologists, passionate about their work. They met on a dig in Turkey and fell in love amongst the ruins of Ephesus. They found two stones in a commoner’s grave and considered them of little value, so they kept them. Faye and I were conceived there, so the twin stones had an emotional resonance.”

      “What happened to your parents?”

      Morgan hesitated. The truth of what happened long ago was a story repeated in so many broken marriages, yet the ripples still affected her life today.

      “They couldn’t hold their relationship together away from the dig. My father hated the British weather and my mother wanted to live in a more peaceful country, so they separated. My father took me to Israel and Faye stayed here. We were never a family. By the time I came back to England after he was killed in a suicide bombing, my mother had already succumbed to breast cancer.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jake said. “It’s tough to lose both parents. Family is everything.”

      In the silence that followed, Morgan met Jake’s unguarded gaze and saw something of her own suffering reflected in his expression. It made her wonder what dark past haunted Jake’s nightmares.

      His phone rang.

      Jake answered and a shadow passed over his face.

      He clicked on the keyboard and the screen changed to a view from a security camera outside her sister’s house. But instead of the quiet scene of the sleepy village, there were flashes of gunfire as the ARKANE team battled with whoever was after the stones.

      “Man down, man down. We’re under attack. Calling for backup, all units.”

      Morgan’s heart hammered against her ribs as a flush of panic washed over her. She should have gone straight to her family, not spent precious time indulging her curiosity.

      A man in black camouflage gear ran out of the back door with Faye slung over his shoulder. Behind him, another man carried a small bundle — her niece, Gemma.

      Morgan could only watch in horror. She was too far away to help.

      They had taken her family.
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      Woodstock. Near Oxford, England. May 18

      It took twenty minutes to reach the house and even though Jake certainly broke the speed limit, Morgan spent every moment wishing she could wind back the clock.

      Police circled the perimeter but waved them through once Jake showed his identification to the officer in charge.

      Morgan ran into the house ahead of him, needing to be alone. This was her sister’s haven, a peaceful retreat from busy city life that Faye cultivated out here in Woodstock. It was far enough away that the little family could keep chickens and stride through the flower meadows together, but it was still close enough to have coffee in central Oxford when the sisters had time to catch up.

      The hallway still smelled faintly of fresh bread Faye must have baked earlier, but it was overlaid by the metallic stench of gunfire. A smell Morgan associated with her time in the military in Israel, not here in quiet, sleepy Oxfordshire.

      Faye’s husband, David, sat on the sofa in the lounge, surrounded by scattered toys and upended furniture. He stared into a mug of tea as a medic examined him, a blanket over his wide shoulders.

      Morgan knelt in front of him. “I’m going to get them back. I promise.”

      David looked at her with glazed eyes, shock rendering him barely capable of speech. He hunched over his Best Dad In The World mug, his fingers stroking the baby Gemma handprints on the side. “They’re everything to me. Who would want to kidnap them? We don’t have any money.”

      Morgan reached out to touch his arm, then pulled back. Her guilt over what had almost happened between them made her even more determined to figure this out. She’d made a promise that night never to hurt her sister, only to keep her safe — and she would keep that vow.

      Jake beckoned from the doorway, and Morgan followed him into the kitchen.

      “It’s unlikely they’re dead — for now, at least. Whoever this is will clearly use your sister as a bargaining chip for your stone, and perhaps ours as well.”

      Morgan sat down at the kitchen table, head in her hands, suddenly overwhelmed. The situation was spiraling out of her control. She should have been here, and Jake had stopped her.

      She looked up at him. “I’ll happily trade my stone for the lives of my family. You don’t even need to be involved.”

      Jake sat down opposite her at the table. “This is bigger than you and Faye. You saw the paper from India. The stones are potentially powerful. We can’t allow them to be gathered together, especially with the Resurgam comet approaching.”

      Morgan shook her head. “Fanatics always use such events as fuel for their conspiracies. Varanasi could have been mass hysteria, you know that.”

      Jake took a deep breath and exhaled. “But what if it wasn’t? What if the stories of power and the comet event are true? Imagine the force of the stones amplified in a digital age. Such miracles could be enough to spark a new crusade or a holy war. ARKANE exists to shield the world from such events. We keep secrets that the world isn’t ready to know yet. We can protect you, and we can find Faye and Gemma. Just give us some time.”

      Morgan pushed her chair back and stood up. “So much for your all-powerful organization. You couldn’t even protect one woman and a child in an Oxford village. I’m doing this alone.”

      She strode out of the kitchen and ran upstairs to Faye and David’s room to gather her thoughts.

      The bed was neatly made with a lilac duvet and a crocheted blanket on top, one of her sister’s many craft hobbies. Faye’s side of the bed had a thick romance novel on the cabinet, next to a well-thumbed Bible and a pot of economy face cream.

      Morgan went to the antique dressing table and felt around the back of the pine-framed oval mirror. This had been their agreed-upon hiding place if anything bad happened. Faye laughed when Morgan suggested it over a year ago, insisting there was no need for such a thing. England wasn’t Israel, and Morgan was just paranoid.

      Now they needed it, but there were no messages. Faye had not known what was coming.

      Morgan picked up a photo of the two of them from the dressing table, laughing on a clifftop walk as the wind tangled their hair together. Their faces were similar in bone structure, but apart from that, the twins were light and dark opposites. Morgan had inherited their father’s Sephardic Jewish looks, the ebony curls and dusky skin of his Spanish descent. Faye had a Celtic look from their Welsh mother, blonde and fair, with a sprinkling of freckles she tried unsuccessfully to hide. Only their eyes gave their kinship away. Both were blue with an unusual violet slash through them, Morgan’s in the right eye and Faye’s in the left.

      Their parents’ personalities were equally represented in the twins; her own passionate, explosive nature and Faye’s cool demeanor were diametrically opposed. Their parents couldn’t overcome these differences, but perhaps the sisters could succeed where they had failed.

      Morgan traced Faye’s cheek on the picture with a fingertip, willing strength to her sister, who had helped her start again after Elian’s death. There were memories of him everywhere she walked in Jerusalem, but here in the verdant green of England, his ghost remained silent. Faye helped her sister reinvent herself as an academic, and an auntie. Morgan would give everything to bring Faye and Gemma home again — but it was more than just love. Guilt came flooding back as she looked at the wedding photo of a radiant Faye next to her new husband.

      That night with David had been an alcohol-induced flirtation, pure and simple.

      Morgan had only recently moved to Oxford, and Faye was away for a weekend before the baby was born. The sisters had not yet found a rhythm in their relationship. They still circled each other, questions unasked and shared history buried beneath their parents’ skewed remembrances. If she was honest with herself, Morgan knew it was partly jealousy that drove her that night. She wanted Faye’s domestic bliss, a haven of peace compared to her own life of upheaval.

      Morgan was in a new city. She had lost Elian, her home in Jerusalem — and her father. She was lonely, desperate for a friend and a loving touch.

      David called into her office that Friday evening to see if she wanted to have dinner. They went to Browns for mussels and ended up drinking a couple of bottles of wine. They debated religion and psychology, Jung, Freud, and the Bible. Morgan could often out-quote David, even though he was supposedly the learned Christian pastor. They laughed a lot, and it was the most fun she’d had in a long time.

      He walked her home to her Jericho flat and came inside for another drink. As she reached for wine glasses in the kitchen, he kissed the back of her neck.

      In that moment, Morgan wanted him. Thoughts of Faye were furthest from her mind. She spun in his embrace and, in his kiss, Morgan teetered on the precipice of what could be.

      Faye would never know. It would only be one night.

      But then she glanced up at the mantelpiece, at a picture of the three of them at the Mansfield College summer party, holding flutes of champagne. As she looked at the sun reflecting off their laughing faces, Morgan realized how close she was to losing everything.

      She pushed David away.

      They both wanted more, but they knew this could never happen again. Faye was his wife and her twin. He was a pastor. What they contemplated was a sin, even if you didn’t believe in God.

      The two of them never mentioned it again and maintained a certain professional distance.

      Since then, she and Faye had finally found the relationship that twins were supposed to have. They finished each other’s sentences and picked up the phone just as the other called. Morgan was Gemma’s devoted auntie, who the little girl called for when she was sick, who brought her surprise presents. They were her family, and Faye and Gemma were all that mattered now.

      Morgan sighed and walked into Gemma’s room, a kaleidoscope of rainbow colors, books, and stuffed toys. Her favorite teddy lay discarded on the floor.

      As tears welled, Morgan picked it up and hugged it to her. “I’m coming, Gemma.”

      Feeling eyes on her back, she spun to see Jake in the doorway.

      “Come downstairs,” he said. “We’ve found a package — and it’s addressed to you.”

      Morgan followed Jake back downstairs to the living room, where he indicated a parcel on the table, wrapped in thick brown paper tied up with string.

      “We’ve scanned it for explosives. It’s safe.”

      Morgan carefully untied the string and pulled apart the paper. It contained two black Moleskine notebooks and a phone.

      They waited while a police officer processed the items for prints, then Morgan picked up the phone. It was unlocked, with a video file ready on the home screen.

      She clicked play.

      A close-up of a flickering fire. The crackle of flame.

      A voice spoke with an American accent that grated over them. “Apologies for the intrusion, Morgan, but taking your sister and the little one was necessary. Time is running out. The myth of the stones will become a reality on the day of Pentecost when the comet reaches its zenith and I call down the power of miracles. As it was two thousand years ago, so it shall be again. I’m inviting you as my guest to the event. Of course, you’ll need to bring the other stones, otherwise your sister and niece will become a fiery sacrifice, just like the Keeper from Varanasi.”

      The video zoomed through the flames to show a burned body, skin crackling, bones splitting, mouth open in a final agonized scream.

      David turned away, retching.

      The voiceover continued. “I need all twelve stones for the day of Pentecost. Bring the rest to me, Morgan, if you want your family back. Your refusal to join me has forced my hand, and another party also pursues the stones.”

      The screen changed to display the image of a pale horse’s head. Morgan recognized the tattoo from the attacker’s arm, but only now did its significance become clear.

      “Before me was a pale horse,” she whispered. “Its rider was named Death and Hell followed close behind him. From Revelation chapter six.”

      The voice continued. “This shadowy group calls themselves Thanatos. They collect occult and religious objects of power and they will stop at nothing to get the stones of the Apostles. Stay ahead of them if you want your family back. I used my father’s biblical research to find three stones, but time is short. I need someone with more knowledge and more… motivation to find the rest by Pentecost Sunday, May 27th, in nine days’ time. Keep the phone on and I’ll contact you with a location. If you don’t deliver, I’ll continue my experiments with fire on human flesh.”

      As the video ended, Morgan took a breath and slowly exhaled. At least now she had a direction to go in. Faye and Gemma were the priority, but she also felt the first tendrils of intrigue at the possibilities of the stones.

      She looked over at Jake. “That’s Everett, the American academic. ARKANE must be able to trace his whereabouts.”

      Jake nodded, pulling out his phone. “On it.”

      David gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white, his face pale. “Do what that man said, Morgan. You can’t risk their lives. Please, bring them home.”

      “Of course. I’ll do whatever it takes. We’ll find them.”

      David turned and walked from the room, his shoulders hunched, his stature diminished by the weight of fear.

      Morgan picked up one of the Moleskine journals and flicked through the first few pages. There were notes and diagrams in spidery handwriting and a map of Europe and the Near East with red dots and lines drawn on it.

      Jake stood next to her and bent to examine it more closely. “It’s similar to the ARKANE map of where the Apostles traveled. You need resources and backup if you want to find the other stones in time. We have contacts all over the world, facilities, and transport. We can support you with whatever you need.”

      As much as she wanted to refuse his offer outright, Morgan knew it would be impossible to find the stones alone — and on her limited budget. Jake offered a lifeline, but she was wary of him.

      “I’ll think about it. Did you find out which Apostles our stones belonged to? I need to narrow down the places to look for the others.”

      “Our research suggests that you have the stone of the Apostle John, the author of Revelation, and Faye has the stone of James Alphaeus.”

      “How come ARKANE had one stone all this time but didn’t collect the rest?”

      Jake grinned, his corkscrew scar spiraling up to his brow. “Do you know how many Christian relics and artifacts there are in the world?”

      Morgan couldn’t help but laugh, despite the dire situation. “Enough of the true cross to fill a forest and enough holy nails to build a city. I see what you mean.”

      “Exactly. It was just another unsubstantiated myth before the miracles of Varanasi and the discovery of the Resurgam comet.”

      “And until my sister and niece were kidnapped.”

      Jake nodded. “Of course. But you have to let us help. There’s no way you can find the other stones alone in nine days.”

      Morgan hesitated. She was used to doing things her way, but she couldn’t let pride or stubbornness stop her from rescuing her family.

      She nodded. “Okay, we’ll work together for now and come to some agreement about the stones later. At least it buys us some time.”

      Jake reached out a hand. “I know it’s not ideal, but with your religious knowledge and ARKANE resources, we’ll find the stones and get your family back. Our team will work overnight digitizing and cross-checking the diaries and we’ll get started tomorrow.”

      After a slight hesitation, Morgan shook his hand and nodded her assent. She would go along with this partnership for now, but she had every intention of exchanging the stones for her family. If Jake stood in her way, she would go around him — or through him.
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      As soon as Morgan left the Woodstock house, Jake went outside and called the ARKANE Director, Elias Marietti, on a secure line.

      “I’ve convinced her she needs us. I won’t be able to get her stone right away, but I think she can lead us to the others… You were right about Thanatos being after them… Yes, the sister will give hers up, too. I’ll make sure of it.”

      He hung up and looked back through the windows of the house. David sat upstairs with his head in his hands, shoulders heaving. It must be the little girl’s bedroom.

      Jake turned away. This wasn’t the time to be sentimental. The mission would always take precedence, and collateral damage was inevitable.
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      Tucson, Arizona, USA. May 19

      Joseph Everett walked into St Bartholomew’s private psychiatric unit, where his twin brother, Michael, had lived for the past fifteen years.

      The hospital was a pleasant, sterile facade laid over a maelstrom of human misery. Colorful wall paintings camouflaged the suffering behind every door, with drugs and behavior modification necessary to maintain a superficial calm. But it was the best hospital in Arizona, and Joseph had no choice but to keep Michael here and visit as often as he could.

      The warden at the front desk acknowledged his passing with a nod. Joseph left his keys and other sharp objects at the security gate and proceeded through the main corridors to the dayroom.

      Michael sat in his usual seat by the window, staring out at the garden, legs hugged to his chest. He never looked at his brother, never seemed to hear any words spoken to him, yet Michael was placid and would take his meds, lie down when told, and sleep. He was merely empty, a shell of a man.

      Joseph smoothed the hair back from his brother’s forehead, but, as ever, there was no response.

      They were twins of a sickly opposite. Both were lean, but Joseph’s muscles were well defined and he walked tall and strong. Michael was wasted and weak, with cheekbones that almost protruded through his pale skin and lips tinged with blue. Joseph spoke with vigor and moved with grace, while his brother was silent and gaunt, folded into immobility.

      Joseph turned to the nurse on duty. “How is he today?”

      They went through this ritual every time, and her reply was usually the same. But today she started at his approach. “I need to get the doctor to speak with you.”

      She left the room and returned with Dr Campbell, his expression serious, a thick folder clutched in one hand. He indicated a private room where they could talk.

      “We need to discuss how best to manage the next steps for Michael. He’s been wasting away for months now, and he’s too thin and sick for the main facility. We need to move him to the hospice ward.”

      Joseph shook his head emphatically. “No. He’s fine here. He’s going to get better, I know it.”

      Dr Campbell opened the thick file and pointed at the latest test results. “It’s all here. I’m sorry, Joseph. I know what Michael means to you, but you have to face facts. We can make him comfortable, but he’s reached a threshold.”

      Joseph took a step closer to the doctor, his lips thin, his body taut with barely restrained anger. “How dare you? I’ve given the hospital millions in donations. There must be more you can do.”

      The doctor shook his head. “I’m sorry. The end is coming. You’ve been the most devoted of brothers, but you can’t do anything else now except help him die with dignity. I’ll leave you to think about it.”

      Dr Campbell left the room. Joseph stood motionless while his world collapsed around him. He gazed down at the patterns on the carpet, the inoffensive grey and pink swirls designed to mute the sounds of suffering this room witnessed every day. He pushed his fists against his temples, knuckles white.

      There was still a chance, but he couldn’t tell the doctor of his plan.

      Pentecost was only days away and, with the miracles of the stones, he might still save his brother from a wasting death. There had been healings in the wake of Varanasi — he just needed to know how to harness and direct the power.

      Returning to the day room, Joseph pulled up a chair next to Michael, held his hand, and talked quietly, as was their regular ritual.

      Sometimes he reminisced about their childhood, but mostly he spoke of what was on his mind, another day in the life of a wealthy business executive, politician, and pillar of the community in Tucson, Arizona. Immigration issues, the vagaries of the housing market, and protests outside his office about water shortages in the desert region. He had posed as an academic to get close to Morgan Sierra, but academia was far from his real life.

      Michael had become a diary of sorts, a soul into which he poured his heart so that when he left, Joseph felt lighter and rejuvenated. It didn’t matter that his words merely washed over his brother, who never spoke or even looked at him. Joseph was sure he listened and understood.

      He gently stroked his brother’s thin hair, his determination solidifying. Michael deserved the gift of healing after everything they had been through.

      The twins had been late additions to a miserable marriage and the target of their mother’s fury with the world. Their father had been mostly absent, consumed with biblical research. He cared nothing for raising children and shut himself away in his study when he was home. He often traveled, bringing back strange objects he kept locked away from their prying eyes and sticky fingers.

      The twins were hardly seen and definitely not heard; their mother made sure of that. She was the one who roamed their nightmares. She made them wash all the time, calling them dirty and filthy, scrubbing them with pumice stones until their young skin was raw and bleeding. They were stains she wanted to erase from her crumbling world.

      Michael was the older twin by minutes and played the protector, deflecting their mother’s attention. She beat him with sharp metal kitchen tools, then shut them both under the stairs in the dark. Michael would hold his brother until Joseph’s terrified sobbing slowed and they slept curled up, arms around each other.

      They were safe together.

      After growth spurts in their teens, Joseph became more resilient and able to fend for himself. At thirteen, Michael stopped speaking, communicating only with his hands or writing on scraps of paper. Joseph understood his brother’s sign language, but their mother couldn’t bear the control he claimed over his own body. In a rage, she forced Michael’s hand onto the burner of the stove to make him scream. He hadn’t made a sound, and she only stopped when the stench of burning flesh brought Joseph running to help.

      At fifteen, Michael tried to cut off his penis with a knife in front of their mother. She laughed and urged him on. Joseph wrested the knife away from his brother, but the cut was deep.

      Joseph called 911 and told them everything.

      After social services removed the twins, Michael entered his first psychiatric ward, and never left. While his twin’s condition grew worse every year, Joseph emerged as an up-and-coming business executive. As he made more money, he moved Michael into better facilities, and always lived close to the hospital so he could visit regularly. But despite his success, Joseph still felt he was trapped in that closet with his brother.

      He needed Michael — and he would do whatever he could to save his twin.

      Joseph leaned in close so the nurses couldn’t overhear. “I’m going to take you on a trip soon. I’ve found a way to help you, but I just need a little more time. Don’t worry, it won’t be long now and then we’ll be together.”
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      Private airstrip, Surrey, England. May 19.

      Faye woke as early morning light filtered through a tiny window and seeped under the doorframe. She raised her head tentatively — but explosive pain left her gasping. A gag covered her mouth, so she breathed in and out slowly through her nose until the nausea passed.

      Where was Gemma? Was she okay?

      Looking around frantically, Faye saw her daughter curled up near the foot of the chair. While her attackers had bound Faye’s arms and legs, Gemma was free to move. They knew she wouldn’t leave her mother once she revived from the drugs. The little girl’s face was pale and creased, but she breathed normally and didn’t seem to be injured.

      Faye desperately wanted to take Gemma in her arms, hold her close — but she couldn’t move.

      She took a mental inventory of her body, checking for injury and pain. She was bruised, but more or less uninjured.

      Faye thought back to the night before. She had been listening to a talk show and didn’t hear them come in. A man grabbed her from behind and pushed her to the floor, jabbing a needle into her neck. The world faded to black. No time to even scream.

      She prayed David was okay, that they hadn’t hurt him. He would have fought for his family, and she could only hope he hadn’t resisted too hard. At least she and Gemma were alive, but what could they possibly have that was worth kidnapping for?

      Faye prayed silently. God would protect them through whatever trials they faced, but they needed to escape from here somehow.

      She was restrained in a large storage closet with high ceilings and a tiny window too far up to reach. The walls were metal, lined with shelves stacked with all kinds of tools. Potential weapons — if only she could get to them.

      Gemma whimpered. Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked around groggily, then faded back into sleep. Faye was grateful that her baby was unaware of her surroundings. Perhaps this would just be a bad dream, one that would be over soon because it had to be a mistake.

      She heard the roar of a plane taking off outside. They must be at an airport. If they were taken out of the country, how would anyone find them?

      Faye frantically pulled at the ties holding her hands and feet, wriggling in an attempt to get them loose. Raw skin bled at her wrists. Tears pricked her eyes. Her frustration rose as she realized the bonds were too tight.

      The door slammed open. A stocky man stood in the doorway, a cup of steaming coffee in his hand, the smell wafting toward her. He was unshaven, his eyes baggy from a night without sleep.

      Faye could see past him into a hangar where several small planes were parked. Two other men stood looking with interest in her direction, making no attempt to hide their identities. She looked away, refusing to acknowledge them.

      The man walked over, chuckling. “You won’t ignore me for long.”

      He stroked her cheek, his voice low, as he placed his coffee on a box. He cupped her chin, making her face him, and with his other hand, he squeezed her breast hard. Faye winced, tears welling in her eyes.

      “Be a good girl, or your daughter is next.”

      He laughed and let her go, swinging his leg back as if to kick the little bundle of Gemma at her feet.

      Faye lunged forward in the chair to protect her child from this monster.

      But she only toppled sideways onto the floor, smacking her head on the concrete. The man laughed, and she heard the amusement of the other men outside, a camaraderie of humiliation.

      As he bent down to pull her upright, the man’s phone rang.

      He left Faye and answered it, pulling the door almost shut behind him.

      She could still hear his words through the crack.

      “Yeah, they’re okay. The plane is due to take off in two hours. We’ll be with you tomorrow, boss. No problems this end.”

      Faye realized then that there was no mistake; somehow they were the target of a kidnapping.

      Her thoughts went to Morgan, the sister who kept so much hidden from her past. David would only know to call the police and leave it to them, but she knew Morgan would act. She was a wild creature that Oxford tried in vain to groom into a domestic academic, but Morgan would never fit into that box. Faye knew her sister would do anything for Gemma; the little girl represented a hope that their family could start again, and build a new life around the future instead of the past.

      Faye shifted on the ground as her back arched into painful spasms. Gemma stirred and opened her eyes, still sleepy, on the edge of consciousness. Faye smiled and made soft, loving noises to calm her. The little girl crawled closer and cuddled into her mother.

      They were both alive and that was enough for now. Faye prayed into the beginning of a new day — for the strength to protect her daughter, and for the sister she knew would come for them.
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      ARKANE Headquarters. London, England. May 19

      Jake Timber walked the short distance from Embankment tube station to ARKANE’s hidden entrance, a nondescript doorway on Duncannon Street next to the Halfway to Heaven pub, an appropriate name given what lay beneath.

      Most visitors approached the official entrance of the ARKANE Institute at the corner of the Strand and St Martin’s Place, where several floors of offices graced the top levels of the building. Windows looked out over Trafalgar Square, flanked by Corinthian columns with a balcony topped by a flagpole, the Union Jack flying proudly in the breeze. But the public face of ARKANE was a smokescreen for its true purpose.

      Started as a purely Christian defense in England, the Arcane Religious Knowledge And Numinous Experience — or ARKANE — Institute developed over the years into an organization investigating supernatural and religious mysteries around the world. Its official wing ran publications and seminars with experts speaking at all the right conferences, but only a few in the top echelons of government knew about its secret side.

      The authorities called ARKANE when events spiraled beyond the physical realm, when the police or other agencies needed experts in this unusual field. A secret Act of Parliament circumscribed their remit and ARKANE worked above the law of the lands they operated in, hidden in the shadows investigating that which no one would admit to.

      In a modern world where ancient faith played an increasingly political role, they were often behind the scenes at the crux of international flash-points. Their elite
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